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Committee met at 09:00 

CHAIR (Senator Duniam):  I declare open this meeting of the Senate Environment and Communications 

Legislation Committee. The Senate has referred to the committee the particulars of proposed expenditure for the 

2019-20 financial year for the Environment and Energy and Communications and the Arts portfolios and certain 

other documents. The committee may also examine the annual reports of the departments and agencies appearing 

before it. The committee is due to report to the Senate on Tuesday 14 May 2019 and has fixed Friday 24 May 

2019 as the date for the return of answers to questions taken on notice. The committee's proceedings today will 

begin with general questions of the Department of the Environment and Energy and will then follow the order set 

out in the program. 
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Under standing order 26 the committee must take all evidence in public session. This includes answers to 

questions taken on notice. Officers and senators are familiar with the rules of the Senate governing estimates 

hearings. If you need assistance, the secretariat has copies of the rules. The Senate has resolved also that an 

officer of a department of the Commonwealth shall not be asked to give opinions on matters of policy and should 

be given all reasonable opportunity to refer questions asked of that officer to superior officers or to the minister. 

This resolution prohibits only questions asking for opinions on matters of policy and does not preclude questions 

asking for explanations of policies or factual questions about how and when policies were adopted. I particularly 

drawn to the attention of witnesses an order of the Senate dated 13 May 2009 specifying the process by which a 

claim of public interest immunity should be raised, which will be incorporated in Hansard. 

The extract read as follows— 

Public interest immunity claims 

That the Senate— 

(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) 

CHAIR:  Witnesses are specifically reminded that a statement that information or a document is confidential 

or consists of advice to government is not a statement that meets the requirements of the 2009 order; witnesses are 

instead required to provide some specific indication of the harm to the public interest that could result from the 

disclosure of the information or the document. I would also like to clarify for witnesses that if the Prime Minister 
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announces an election this weekend and advises the Governor-General to prorogue parliament then the estimates 

hearings set to take place from 8 April will not take place—just to get your hopes up! 

Senator Birmingham:  What if he does it tonight? 

CHAIR:  We'll see. I'll be running a book on this later on! 

Department of the Environment and Energy 

[09:02] 

CHAIR:  I now welcome Senator the Hon Simon Birmingham and officers from the portfolio. Minister, thank 

you for joining us today. Do you want to make an opening statement? I'm not running a book on this, by the way. 

Senator Birmingham:  I was just about to ask you for the various odds! But no, thank you; let's get into it. 

CHAIR:  Excellent. Mr Pratt, would you like to make a statement? 

Mr Pratt:  Thank you, Chair; no opening statement from me. 

Senator URQUHART:  Before I start, I acknowledge our secretariat, Christine McDonald, who I understand 

has a pending retirement. I place on the record our thanks to Christine for the many years of work she has done. 

CHAIR:  Of course, and given we might be back Monday, I thought I might wait till then. 

Senator URQUHART:  I didn't want to wait. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Anne's clearly got odds on tomorrow! 

Senator URQUHART:  Just on behalf of the Labor Party, thank you, Christine; it's been fantastic. 

CHAIR:  While we are doing that, then, before we get into general questions, because our secretary, Christine 

McDonald, has announced that she is retiring, I think all senators, officers who have dealt with this committee, 

and ministers who put up with us would agree that Christine has run a very professional outfit here in the 

Environment and Communications committee. As chair it has made my life a lot easier having you run things the 

way you do, so to you and the team you have brought up in this committee, thank you very much for all you do, 

but sorry if we are here on Monday as well. 

Senator RICE:  Thank you, Christine. As chair of the references committee it was terrific working with you. 

Mr Pratt:  While we're at it— 

CHAIR:  This is burning up time beautifully! 

Mr Pratt:  on behalf of the Environment and Energy department, Christine, congratulations and thanks. 

Senator Birmingham:  And the magnificent thing, Christine, is if we are all back next week, we can say all 

these wonderful things about you again. 

Senator URQUHART:  We can do it all again. Mr Pratt, can you take us through the recruitment process for 

the new GBRMPA CEO. I am particularly interested in what the government was looking for in terms of 

management experience and scientific expertise for the role. Can you take me through that. 

Senator PRATT:  Yes. For my sins, I am the appropriate person. I chaired the selection process, so I am quite 

across this. In looking for the GBRMPA CEO position we used the standard APSC criteria for an agency head 

position and we added some things to that. We looked at leadership, vision, experience in managing large and/or 

complex operations; being able to work with others, particularly stakeholders, to meet objectives; a high level of 

judgement and a high standard of profession and personal integrity. Those are quite standard selection criteria. 

We added to that an additional criterion around reef knowledge and experience. I should point out that this 

exercise followed the retirement of Dr Russell Reichelt, who held the joint positions of both chair and CEO of 

GBRMPA for 11 years. There was a review over a year ago which recommended the splitting of those two 

positions, which occurred with the advertising of the CEO role. 

Senator URQUHART:  The minister stated that, after a rigorous merit based selection process, her former 

adviser, Mr Thomas, was appointed. You have taken us through what was required. Can you talk about the rigour 

of this appointment process and how the department ensured the process was in fact independent. 

Mr Pratt:  The recruitment process was done completely according to the Australian Public Service 

Commission's policy for the recruitment of agency heads and statutory officeholders and consistent with the 

Cabinet handbook. I chaired the selection panel, which had on it the Australian Public Service Commissioner, 

Peter Woolcott, and the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority chairman, Dr Ian Poiner. In fact we delayed the 

actual recruitment process until Dr Poiner was appointed, to ensure we had the chairperson on the selection panel. 

As an independent, we had the secretary of the Department of Jobs and Small Business, Kerri Hartland, and for 

great expertise, we drafted in the environment deputy secretary, Dean Knudson, who is sitting next to me. 
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To ensure as much independence as possible, the then minister's office sought advice, given Mr Thomas's 

interest in this, on what we should do in order to ensure probity in the process. I provided advice to the minister's 

office at that stage, and the result was that Mr Thomas was from that point recused from any dealings with Marine 

Park Authority matters and, naturally, the recruitment process. He was completely—I think the term was 

'firewalled' from that process. We went through the interview process. If you wish, I can provide more detail 

about the number of candidates that were screened and all that. Essentially the next stage in the process was that 

we provided a selection report for the purposes of identifying suitable candidates for cabinet consideration in 

accordance with the Cabinet handbook. We presented that to the minister late in 2018, at the end of December. It 

provided a shortlist of four suitable candidates. Then, as required by the Cabinet handbook, the minister wrote to 

the Prime Minister seeking cabinet approval of an appointment before recommending to it to the Governor-

General through the Federal Executive Council. In due course on 7 March the Governor-General signed the 

appointment instrument for Mr Thomas. He started on 18 March. 

Senator URQUHART:  Who made the decision for Mr Thomas to be taken off reef affairs? 

Mr Pratt:  That was a decision by either the then minister or his chief of staff. The request was from the chief 

of staff. Mr Thomas had identified an interest in the process. The chief of staff asked me for advice on what we 

should do to try to ensure there could be no suggestion of interference in the process. The result, as I said, was 

that Mr Thomas then had nothing to do with Marine Park Authority matters. 

Senator URQUHART:  What date did Mr Thomas cease advising on reef affairs? 

Mr Pratt:  My belief is that it was the day before the advertisement went out. It was 26 July 2018. 

Senator URQUHART:  What did Mr Thomas advise on in that position after ceasing to advise on reef affairs? 

Mr Pratt:  He was the senior adviser, environmental matters, so the whole gamut of environmental matters. I 

make a distinction between reef affairs and Marine Park Authority matters. He may have had some ongoing issues 

around the Great Barrier Reef to advise on, but nothing to do with the Marine Park Authority CEO position, its 

direct funding and so forth. 

Senator URQUHART:  It was just limited to the GBRMPA stuff. 

Mr Pratt:  Anything which could be perceived as his having an inside track on the role. 

Senator URQUHART:  Did the department run the recruitment process entirely? 

Mr Pratt:  Yes, with the assistance of an executive search provider, Derwent. 

Senator URQUHART:  How much did the executive search provider cost? 

Mr Pratt:  I will have to defer. 

Ms Bennett:  The executive search provider was asked to provide costings for the recruitment of both the chair 

and the CEO. It was $77,000 for both positions. 

Senator URQUHART:  Can you break them down separately? 

Ms Bennett:  No, I don't have that separately. 

Senator URQUHART:  That's fine. The GBRMPA website includes a bio for Mr Thomas but it doesn't list 

his career as a ministerial adviser to three Liberal environment ministers. Is that an oversight? 

Mr Pratt:  I won't speak for the authority. I am conscious that Mr Thomas is on later this afternoon. That may 

be a question you could direct to him. Naturally in the process we were very much aware of his role as an 

environment adviser to ministers and his background. 

Senator URQUHART:  What was Mr Thomas's position in APS before his appointment with Minister Hunt? 

Mr Pratt:  It's before my time, but at different times he had director level and acting senior executive 

positions. 

Senator URQUHART:  Was Mr Thomas involved in the decision to grant the Great Barrier Reef Foundation 

$444 million? 

Mr Pratt:  He certainly would have advised on that matter in the budget in 2018, but, ultimately, as we have 

considered at great length in this room, that was a decision by government. 

Senator URQUHART:  That is all I have for general questions. 

CHAIR:  Senator Rice, do you have general questions? 

Senator RICE:  No. 

CHAIR:  That means we move to outcome 1. 
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[09:14] 

Senator URQUHART:  Can I get a detailed year-by-year breakdown on committed and uncommitted funding 

in all programs funded by the Landcare and the Natural Heritage Trust accounts—funding over the forward 

estimates and over the medium term? 

Mr Pratt:  As we prepare to provide that information—and I know that this is potentially slightly gratuitous—

I appreciate getting your letter, identifying things that you're interested in. I would encourage that more generally 

if at all possible! 

Senator URQUHART:  We'll see what we can do, Mr Pratt! I'm not sure that I can do that for every estimates, 

but we'll see. I'm pleased it was helpful. 

Mr Pratt:  Thank you. 

Ms Jonasson:  Thank you for the question. I can give you some, but not all, of the information I'm afraid. I can 

certainly give you the allocated funds from this year through to the out years, and I can give you some of the 

committed funding. 

Just to explain for you: this funding is provided across three different portfolios. Prime Minister and Cabinet 

administers the Indigenous protected areas and the Department of Agriculture and Water Resources administers a 

couple of programs under it as well. In the time that we had we weren't able to do the coordination process 

overnight, unfortunately. But I can give you some information and perhaps take the rest on notice, if that would 

help. 

I'll start with the Natural Heritage Trust, with 2018-19—the current financial year—and the allocated funding. 

The 20 Million Trees Program has allocated funding in 2018 of 9.7, and in 2019-20 it has allocated funding of 

5.3. Essentially, that's the remaining funds to close out the program. As I understand it, almost all of that funding 

is committed. There might be some bits and bobs waiting around, but the majority of that funding is committed. 

BushBlitz had $1.7 million in 2018-19, and in 2019-20 it's $3.1 million. Again, that's the remainder of the $5 

million that was allocated to BushBlitz, which started last year. 

The Threatened Species Recovery Fund: in 2018-19 it had $1.1 million. Again, that's the remainder of the 

Threatened Species Recovery Fund. It finishes this year. And there is a collection of election commitments that 

were made in 2016 which included things like funding for yellow crazy ants and the Tamar River Recovery Plan. 

There is funding for those in 2018-19 of $4.4 million, and then the tail of that funding in 2019-20 is $0.5 million. 

That's the remainder of those. 

The Reef 2050 Implementation Strategy: in 2018-19 that was $8.9 million and in 2019-20 it's $8.9 million. 

Senator URQUHART:  So it's the same for both years? 

Ms Jonasson:  Yes. And in 2020-21 it's $7.1 million; in 2021-22 it's $7.7 million—sorry, it's $7.7 million in 

the previous year as well. 

Senator URQUHART:  It's not $7.1 million? 

Ms Jonasson:  Yes. And in 2022-23 it's $9.7 million allocated. The funding for the Reef 2050 Implementation 

Strategy is a component of the bigger picture of the reef funding. You'll find that comes up in a couple of other 

areas that are outside the National Landcare Program and the Natural Heritage Trust. 

The environmental small grants program: in 2018-19 that had $5 million allocated, and there is nothing in the 

out years. That was a one-off $5 million allocation. Regional Land Partnerships: in 2018-19 it was $84.6 million, 

in 2019-20 it's $91.6 million, in 2020-21 it's $91.3 million, in 2021-22 it's $89.3 million and in 2022-23 it's $88.7 

million. And you'll find that that's the largest bucket of money. That's for natural resource management 

organisations that are funded across 56 regions across the country. The Torres Strait Regional Authority has 

allocated for 2018-19 $0.6 million; for 2019-20, $0.6 million; for 2020-21, $0.6 million; for 2021-22, $0.6 

million; and for 2022-23, $0.6 million. 

There's also some funding for a marine organisation that was also connected to the previous program of the 

Natural Resource Management Program. For 2018-19 it has allocated $0.5 million; for 2019-20, $0.6 million; for 

2020-21, $0.2 million; and for 2021-22, $0.2 million. There's some funding that provides program support and 

supports the evaluation of the range of these programs and supports the IT infrastructure. With respect to the 

largest funding, the regional land partnerships, it supports what we call MERI, our evaluation and research tool, 

which collects the information but also ensures that the funding is spent where we want it to go. For 2018-19 

that's $24.4 million, for 2019-20 it's $24.7 million, for 2020-21 it's $27.1 million, for 2021-22 it's $27.3 million 

and for 2022-23 it's $27.2 million. 
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We have a small number of old legacy programs. I think you raised a couple of those at the last estimates, 

Senator. For just this year, 2018-19, there is about $200,000. That's the tail end of some very small, very old grant 

programs. For emerging priorities for 2018-19 there's $0.8 million; for 2019-20, $0.3 million, or $300,000; and 

for 2020-21, $0.4 million. We then also come to an agricultural program that's administered by the Department of 

Agriculture. It's called Smart Farms. It comes out of the Natural Heritage Trust. For 2018-19 it has allocated 

$28.9 million. For 2019-20 it has allocated $33.1 million. For 2020-21 it has allocated $29 million; for 2021-22, 

$18 million and for 2022-23, $23 million. Some funding is provided to the Centre for Invasive Species Solutions. 

This is for crazy ants. 

Senator URQUHART:  Just crazy ants? 

Ms Jonasson:  You'd have to ask the Department of Agriculture about that. 

Senator URQUHART:  You did talk about crazy ants in one of the others. 

Ms Jonasson:  It's sort of collected up in the higher-level one. And I should correct myself: I may have got that 

wrong, so don't quote me on that one. That's really a question for Agriculture. For 2018-19 it is $4 million, for 

2019-20 it is $4 million, for 2020-21 it is $4 million and for 2021-22 it is $4 million. There was some additional 

funding that was provided for Indigenous protected areas. It is provided out of the Natural Heritage Trust, as well. 

In 2018-19 it's $0.7 million, in 2019-20 it's $4.5 million and in 2020-21 it's $9.4 million. That's brought us to the 

end of the Natural Heritage Trust allocation. I can read out the totals for each of those years if that helps you. 

Senator URQUHART:  I think we could probably add them up from the figures you've given us. 

Ms Jonasson:  Then we have three additional things that we also capture under the National Landcare 

Program. The allocated funding for Indigenous protected areas—the longer term program—what I provided you 

earlier is the additional funding that was provided for new IPAs, which has recently opened. This is administered 

by the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet. In 2018-19 it is $18.7 million; in 2019-20 it will be $18.7 

million; 2020-21, $18.7 million; 2021-22, $18.7 million; 2022-23, $18.7 million. There is some funding for 

World Heritage grants. In 2018-19 it's $9.5 million; in 2019-20 it's also $9.5 million; 2020-21, $9.5 million; 2021-

22, $9.5 million; 2022-23, $9.5 million. Finally, under the National Landcare Program there's yellow crazy ant 

control. Funding for that starts in 2019-20. That's $3 million in 2019-20. In 2020-21 it's $3 million and in 2021-22 

it's also $3 million. 

Senator URQUHART:  That was for the yellow crazy ant? 

Ms Jonasson:  Yes. That is for the measure that was announced in the budget recently. 

Senator URQUHART:  Thank you for that. Can I get a detailed year-by-year breakdown of funding for the 

Securing tourism and jobs in Kakadu measure over the forward estimates and the medium term. 

Mr Pratt:  We should probably discuss that under the Director of National Parks, later on this afternoon. 

Senator URQUHART:  Okay. Can I get detailed information on the department's structure, including each 

branch and staff numbers in branches and sections across the department. 

Mr Pratt:  I can bring back the corporate people to do that if you would like. I suspect we won't be able to get 

down to section level. We might be able to give you indicative numbers at branch level. But we will get those 

officers back to the table. 

Ms Bennett:  I can give you the breakdown by division. We haven't got the branch and section detail. I can 

give you the head count as at 28 February—we've got the head count for month end. In Corporate Strategies 

Division we have a head count of 200; Australian Antarctic Division, it's 494; departmental overhead, which 

includes our graduates and staff on maternity leave, is 89; executive division, which is the executive and 

executive assistants, is 13; General Counsel Division is 39; Policy Analysis and Implementation Division is 148; 

Knowledge and Technology Division is 163; and then we've got a Corporate and Operational Change Task Force, 

which is four. In the Biodiversity Conservation Division there are 184. The Commonwealth Environmental Water 

Office is 66. The Environment Standards Division is 193. The Office of Compliance is 50. The Heritage, Reef 

and Marine Division is 151. The Australian Renewable Energy Agency is 32. The International Climate Change 

and Energy Innovation Division is 94. The Climate Change Division is 93. The Energy Division is 87. The 

Energy Security and Efficiency Division is 117. In addition to that, we have got some Parks Australia employees 

who are part of our Strategy and Operations Group; there are 12 staff there. The Director of National Parks has 

562 departmental staff. As I said, that number is our headcount. They are employees who are directly employed at 

that point in time, so it is different from our average staffing level. 

Senator URQUHART:  That's as at 28 February? 

Ms Bennett:  As at 28 February 2019. 
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Senator URQUHART:  Are they full-time equivalents? 

Ms Bennett:  I do have the full-time equivalents here. Full-time equivalents are slightly different because you 

have to take into account part-timers—so the full-time equivalents number is slightly lower. I can run through— 

Senator URQUHART:  I'm happy for you to pull that together over the course of today and table that. 

Ms Bennett:  I have got the numbers now. 

Senator URQUHART:  Do you want to run through them quickly? 

Ms Bennett:  Yes, I can do that. I can give you the same numbers. The full-time equivalents number for the 

Corporate Strategies Division is 170. The Australian Antarctic Division is 476. The departmental overhead is 60. 

The executive division is 13. The General Counsel Division is 32. The Policy Analysis and Implementation 

Division is 125. The Knowledge and Technology Division is 150. The corporate change task force is four. The 

Biodiversity Conservation Division is 162. The Commonwealth Environment Water Office is 58. The 

Environments Standards Division is 175. The Office of Compliance is 47. The Heritage, Reef and Marine 

Division is 131. The Australian Renewable Energy Agency is 29. The International Climate Change and Energy 

Innovation Division is 85. The Climate Change Division is 76. The Energy Division is 76. The Energy Security 

and Efficiency Division is 107. The number of Parks Australia employees who are in corporate is 11, and Parks 

Australia has 316 full-time equivalents. 

Senator URQUHART:  Thank you. 

Senator RICE:  Good morning, everyone. I want to start with land clearing in Queensland. Mr Knudson, I 

want to go to the evidence you gave to our formal extinction inquiry. You stated that rates of land clearing have 

actually declined in Queensland and there has been an absolute decline in clearing in Queensland. I want to take 

you to what the department views as the trajectory of land clearing in Queensland since 2011. The evidence you 

gave to us, to that inquiry, was for the period since 2004. If we have a look at the period of time since 2011, what 

is the department's view? 

Mr Knudson:  With respect to land clearing statistics, it's our climate area that does all the mapping and 

reporting on that; we've talked about that before. The figures I have in my book talk about different years than 

those you're referring to. That being said, the climate officials will be here later on today. We can walk through 

what is happening over that longer period of time when they are here, if that's helpful. 

Senator RICE:  There was an article in The Guardian responding to the evidence you gave, and then the 

correspondence to our committee from that, which I would like to table. 

Mr Knudson:  That would be helpful. 

Senator RICE:  I've got some copies for you. 

Mr Knudson:  Indeed, there was a line of questioning from the Senate following up on my testimony 

previously. I went back and explained in further detail why I had said what I said. I would just note that that's 

been tabled to the Senate as well. 

Senator RICE:  There are tables in that Guardian article, which are two graphs. One is from the National 

Greenhouse Gas Inventory data, which you are referring to, in terms of greenhouse data. The other is from the 

Queensland SLATS data—the Statewide Landcover and Tree Study data. Have you got those in front of you? 

Mr Knudson:  There isn't a table in here, but there are a number of figures quoted in the article. 

Senator RICE:  You've just been given the table. 

Mr Knudson:  That's helpful! 

Senator RICE:  Do you agree that those tables are an accurate representation of the data included in the 

Australian Greenhouse Emissions Information System activity table and of the SLATS data? 

Mr Knudson:  Again, it's the climate change area that not only provides the National Greenhouse Gas 

Inventory data but also does the analysis of the SLATS data. 

Senator RICE:  But you personally gave evidence to our Senate committee. You stated that, basically, since 

2004—so much of it seems to depend upon your baseline. I wanted to take you to the data, which is the 

information I have given you there. I have given you the SLATS summary report and I have given you the 

LULUCF data as well. I have looked at those tables in the Guardian article, and they accurately reflect that data. I 

just wanted you to look at them and see whether you could say that they accurately reflect the data. 

Senator Birmingham:  In fairness, Mr Knudson's had the tables in front of him for only a minute. Whether he 

can actually say that they accurately reflect it— 
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Senator RICE:  He was familiar with the data, Minister, given that he provided evidence to our animal 

extinction inquiry quite recently. 

Mr Knudson:  If it would be helpful, we might have the appropriate climate change people—no, we don't. We 

do not have the right people in the room. That being said, I can assure the Senate committee that I absolutely 

validated my testimony with the climate change area and that it was factually correct. I am happy, when the 

climate change folk are here, to walk through that in greater detail. But they are the ones within the department 

who have the main carriage of the validation of the analysis behind this. What I was doing was trying to provide 

the Senate with some insights into what is happening with land clearing not only in Queensland but also 

nationally. With respect to the specifics, your questions are best directed towards the climate change folk. 

Senator RICE:  With respect to land clearing, which is your area, we have the data that you used in your 

evidence to our committee in table 1, which shows that, yes, there was a lot of clearing up until 2005. If you look 

at that table it then reduced very significantly from 2005 to 2011, and it then increased again from 2011. Do you 

agree, looking at that data, that land clearing has been increasing since 2011? 

Mr Knudson:  As I have said—and let me be clear about this—forest clearing in Australia has substantially 

declined since 2004-05, with a small uptake in 2015-16. It's declined from 813,000 hectares in 2004-05 to 

455,000 hectares in 2015-16. 

Senator RICE:  With all due respect, Mr Knudson, you are going back to 2004 data. That is a very long time 

ago. We are in 2019 now. That was 15 years ago. Seven years after 2004, in 2011, land clearing had reduced to 

almost half the level it was in 2004. I am interested in the period since 2011, which is quite a substantial period of 

time. I want you to look at that data, to look at that period of time since 2011, and say whether you would agree 

with my observation that land clearing has increased in Queensland since 2011. 

Mr Knudson:  When I look at the National Greenhouse Gas Inventory data, I see there have been some 

modest movements. If those facts are correct, if the Queensland data is accurate, then that shows a substantial 

increase in land clearing. But, again, I would suggest that these questions are best posed to the experts who follow 

this data in intimate detail. What I was trying to provide to the Senate was just a sense of what the trends are. I 

stand by those statements, as I have previously. 

Senator RICE:  But would you agree that since 2011, based on your department's own data—particularly, as 

you note, the SLATS data—land clearing has increased? 

Mr Knudson:  What I said was, based on the data you have placed in front of me—which is labelled 'National 

Greenhouse Gas Inventory data'—and the SLATS data, I can see a slight movement up for the National 

Greenhouse Gas Inventory data and a more dramatic movement up for the SLATS data. But, again, this is best 

posed to our climate change colleagues, who can answer this in detail. 

Senator RICE:  Yes, except this was the data that you presented. You presented data to our Senate committee. 

You essentially chose a baseline to say that land clearing had reduced. In your committee evidence you said that 

rates of land clearing have actually declined and there's an absolute decline in clearing in Queensland. 

Mr Knudson:  That is correct. That is what I said. 

Senator RICE:  That is correct—but it is only on the basis of looking at data comparing 2004 with now rather 

than looking at a recent period of time—the last seven years—when it's very clear from the data that land clearing 

in Queensland has increased. 

Mr Knudson:  Again, what I was trying to give the Senate a sense of was the general trend. I'm very happy to 

have the experts talk through different baselines. I presented from, I think, a very reasonable assumption of 2004-

05. 

Senator RICE:  A very reasonable assumption in terms of cherry-picking which baseline you use. 

Mr Pratt:  If I have got it wrong, I will get the experts to correct us when they are here, but clearly 2005 is 

quite a reasonable baseline given our Kyoto obligations. It's the obvious thing to look at. To reinforce Mr 

Knudson's point, if we look at 2005 to 2016 nationally in terms of what counts in Australia's performance in this 

area, there has been a substantial drop from then until 2016 at a national level, and in Queensland it has gone 

down dramatically and rebounded to some extent. 

Senator RICE:  Rebounded! 

Mr Pratt:  I don't think the accusation that it is cherry-picking or it is picking the wrong baseline— 

Senator RICE:  I think that's a very generous assumption of 'rebounded to some extent'. If you look at that 

data, you see there was a very substantial reduction down to 2010 and it has in fact increased to beyond what it 

was in 2005. 
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Mr Knudson:  The reason why I am suggesting that the experts come here is that, for example, you have 

talked about the increase in the Queensland land clearing. The statistics they provided me indicate that, for 

example, in the years you are particularly concerned with, in the most recent rates of clearing, in a relatively 

recent year of 2015-16, in Queensland 88 per cent of the land that was cleared was regrowth. It wasn't growth. 

Obviously, they have different values, but that's specifically why I think it is important to have the experts here. If 

this is about trying to get to the bottom of the issue of what is the extent of land clearing is, what its impacts are et 

cetera, we should have the right experts at the table to have that discussion. I can only give you a certain level of 

insight into this, because I am not an expert in land clearing. 

Senator RICE:  Mr Pratt, in your letter to the committee, you actually do talk about it. You say that, over the 

last 10 years, the area of land under emerging forest regrowth has been on average 486,000 hectares a year, which 

is in excess of the average rate of clearing. As a result, during this period the area under forest increased by an 

average of 26,000 hectares a year. I'm interested that now you are including forest regrowth in terms of trying to 

offset the amount of land clearing. How do you include forest regrowth? Is it included in your departmental 

definition of land clearing? Do you actually say that land clearing doesn't matter, because at some stage it 

regrows? 

Mr Knudson:  No. Of course we want to take a look at what is happening across the full landscape, including 

what sort of land clearing is happening, because they do have different impacts, but we also want to take a look at 

what's regrowing, because it also has a positive impact. As you would know, one of the key— 

Senator RICE:  So you are downgrading that? 

Mr Knudson:  If I may, one of the key considerations is also the overall effect of our forest and land to act as a 

carbon sink. That's why we are particularly interested as well in what is happening on the ground. Again, I would 

direct that these questions would best be posed to the experts who can go into exactly this level of detail with you 

not only about the national greenhouse gas inventory data but also the SLATS data. 

Senator RICE:  The reason I'm asking these questions of you is that it's not just the carbon stores and carbon 

sequestration, which is what the greenhouse gas inventory people are invested in. It's about the environmental 

impact of that level of land clearing. It's about the amount of erosion and the amount of sediment that's running 

off into the Great Barrier Reef, which is why you are interested in this. 

Mr Knudson:  Absolutely. 

Senator RICE:  And, whether or not that land regrows, in terms of those impacts, that very practice of land 

clearing, you agree, has significant environmental impacts. 

Mr Knudson:  We have absolutely been concerned and remain concerned about greenhouse gas related 

impacts and also, as you're pointing out, the biodiversity impacts and the impacts on the reed from land clearing. 

That's why we have had a number of engagements with which we have been talking about for a while in the 

Northern Queensland area with respect to land clearing and the potential impacts for the reef. So we're absolutely 

seized with those issues. 

Senator RICE:  Can I clarify, then, that, in terms of talking about emergent forest regrowth, it's not actually 

relevant when you're talking about the amount of clearing that's been undertaken? It's not included in your 

department's definition of land clearing. You don't offset the amount of land clearing with regrowth? 

Mr Knudson:  Again, when it comes to greenhouse gases, there is an absolute methodology around that, and I 

would encourage those questions to be asked of that area because they do actually look at the net effect of 

clearing versus regrowth et cetera from a carbon perspective. 

Senator RICE:  But from your perspective of land clearing? 

Mr Knudson:  From our perspective, obviously, if we're talking about, for example, hollow-bearing trees, 

those can't be replaced overnight by regrowth, so I absolutely accept that. But, that being said, whether it's for 

foraging or nesting, relatively young trees can serve that purpose—relatively. 

Senator RICE:  But you may have a gap of some 20 or 30 years, even. 

Mr Knudson:  That's right. Again, you cannot replace a hundred-year-old hollow-bearing tree with a regrowth 

tree. We're aware of that. We do very actively try to take a look at not only the impacts of losing those types of 

trees but also impacts of sediment run-off et cetera. 

Senator RICE:  Can the department outline the number of compliance investigations it's undertaken into land 

clearing in the past three years? 

Ms Collins:  I'm not sure if I've got the full data for the past three years, but, in terms of investigations over the 

last couple of years, in the 2017-18 financial year, the department received 45 allegations. At the moment, there 



Page 12 Senate Thursday, 4 April 2019 

 

ENVIRONMENT AND COMMUNICATIONS LEGISLATION COMMITTEE 

are 10 investigations in Queensland itself and we've got a number of investigations in other states around 

Australia. I may take the question on notice for the last three years. 

Senator RICE:  Those 10 investigations are over what period of time? 

Ms Collins:  The 10 investigations are current investigations in Queensland. 

Senator RICE:  Do you have some information there as to what hectares of clearing that's covering? 

Ms Collins:  I haven't got the total hectares of those. 

Senator RICE:  Have you got any indication of what those 10 instances are? Can you give us some more 

detail about those? 

Ms Collins:  No; I haven't got the details in front of me. 

Mr Knudson:  The other thing is that I'm thinking of a couple of those where they are very active, and we 

wouldn't want to get into specifics that would compromise that. But I can assure you that the number of hectares 

were dealing with is in the thousands of hectares. 

Senator RICE:  From looking at the data, we've got about 800,000 hectares of land clearing in Queensland 

over the last three years, and you've got 10 investigations. I just want to get a bit of a feel as to how much of that 

800,000 hectares of clearing has actually been under active investigation by the government. 

Ms Collins:  It's really important to note that the state and territory governments are the primary regulators 

when it comes to land clearing. There will be a volume of those hectares that may in fact have approvals for 

clearing of native vegetation. From the Commonwealth perspective, we only get involved where there are matters 

of national environmental significance and where there's likely to have been a significant impact on those. So, for 

those reasons, I don't imagine that we would have looked at all of those instances of clearing. We really take that 

focus where there is likely to be a significant impact on Commonwealth matters of national significance. 

Senator RICE:  Quite a number of those would have been matters of environmental significance—in 

particular, impact on the Great Barrier Reef. 

Ms Collins:  That's the very first thing that we assess—are there likely to be matters of national environmental 

significance—when we're looking into land clearing. 

Senator RICE:  If you could take that on notice then, because I would be very interested to know what 

proportion of that 800,000 hectares of clearing has occurred. In fact, I've been told since 2014 and 16 that it's been 

covered by your investigations. 

Ms Collins:  Definitely we can take that on notice. I would also just point out, to put it into context, that we'll 

be prioritising it at the highest level risk amongst our investigations. Obviously we're limited by the resources that 

we've got, and so we try to make sure that our investigations are focused in the highest risk areas for us. 

Mr Knudson:  If I may, Senator. You're trying to get at the issue of, if there's been 800,000 hectares of 

clearing, where we focused and why. Part of this, I would suggest, is that we should also talk to the Queensland 

government because, as Ms Collins points out, a good portion of that will have been permitted by the state 

government, will have gone through an assessment process et cetera, so it would be completely appropriate that 

we wouldn't be looking at those hectares. I'm just afraid that you might get quite a misleading conclusion— 

Senator RICE:  Again, if there are impacts on matters of national environmental significance, it doesn't 

necessarily mean that because they've been looked at by the state government they have thoroughly investigated 

their impact on matters of national environmental significance. 

Mr Knudson:  Hypothetically, yes, but we've been working— 

Senator RICE:  No, the evidence we have in our animal extinction inquiry is that there are certainly many 

processes that have been approved by state governments that haven't been adequately addressing drivers of animal 

extinctions and where you have threatened species being affected. 

Mr Knudson:  I just want to make sure that you're not making an ill-informed conclusion, so we'll try to make 

sure, when we do provide that, we're giving a sense of that to the best of our ability—as to which ones actually do 

have potential impacts on matters of national environmental significance and the amount that doesn't. 

CHAIR:  Very wise. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Thank you for being here today. I'd like to ask some questions regarding the 

Communities Environment Program. I understand that Liberal Party and National Party members have been 

asking for expressions of interest for almost a month now for the Communities Environment Program grants. This 

was reported in The Sydney Morning Herald on 19 March 2019. Is the department aware that MPs are seeking 

expressions of interest for this program? 
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Mr Pratt:  Certainly, Senator, we've seen those media reports. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Is the program currently open for applications for grants? 

Mr Costello:  The program will open in the 2019-20 year. It's a new budget measure, so, subject to 

appropriation, it will commence in the next financial year. There was an announcement made about this program 

by the Prime Minister and Minister Price on 4 March, so a prebudget announcement. There was a media release, 

there was a media event, and there was a downloadable fact sheet put up on our department's web page on that 

day. It provides the scope of the program, the types of activities that it might fund, the types of organisations that 

would be eligible to apply. It indicated that every electorate would receive $150,000 in grant funding, and a local 

member of parliament would nominate the projects. That would take place in the new financial year, so post-

election. 

That information has been publicly available since 4 March to everybody. It is the case that the minister's office 

provided that fact sheet to their members of parliament, but it's the same information that's available on the 

website. So what's happening at the moment is that some members of parliament, potentially some candidates, are 

looking at the opportunity that will come next financial year and consulting with their communities, getting ideas 

for what they might be able to put forward when the program opens midyear. 

CHAIR:  Good local members. 

Mr Costello:  A formal process will be run next year. Some people are having conversations in advance of that 

to explore what might be possible in their communities. As I said, every electorate will receive the exact same 

amount of funding—$150,000 each. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Thank you, Mr Costello. My question actually was: is the program open for grant 

applications yet? 

Mr Costello:  And I will repeat my answer: the program is not open for applications; the program will open in 

the next financial year, subject to budget appropriation. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Is there an indicative date? 

Mr Costello:  Midyear is what it says on the website. So guidelines would need to be— 

Senator KENEALLY:  Mid-financial year or mid-calendar year?  

Mr Costello:  Mid-calendar year. So early in the new financial year, subject to budget appropriation. 

Guidelines would be developed through a grants hub. They would be made available. A process would be made 

known to all members of parliament at that time of how they had to nominate the projects in their electorate and 

there would be application forms, guidelines and assessments against guidelines, as is the normal course of events 

for any Commonwealth grant program. It would comply with the Commonwealth grant rules and guidelines.  

Senator KENEALLY:  So the funding hasn't been appropriated yet? 

Mr Costello:  No. It's a new budget measure.  

Mr Knudson:  Senator, if I may also add that the minister yesterday, I believe, or in the last few days, has 

written to all members of parliament to provide additional information. In that letter, she notes that community 

organisations will be able to apply for grants from September 2019.  

Senator KENEALLY:  Did the department draft that letter for the minister or her office?  

Mr Costello:  We did.  

Senator KENEALLY:  You drafted it?  

Mr Costello:  Yes. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Why did you do that?  

Mr Costello:  We were requested to draft it.  

Ms Jonasson:  Senator, I think that's part of the usual process with any program. It's not unusual that we would 

be asked to draft such a letter.  

Mr Costello:  We took the information that was on the fact sheet on the website and put it into the form of a 

letter.  

Senator KENEALLY:  So the minister's office requested that you prepare a draft for them?  

Mr Costello:  They did. Yes. Correct. 

Senator KENEALLY:  So if I can come back to the program itself, if I can be clear, Mr Costello, you said 

that the application process is not open yet.  
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Mr Costello:  Correct. 

Senator KENEALLY:  The funds are subject to allocation through the budget.  

Mr Costello:  Yes. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Could any of these grants be awarded early?  

Mr Costello:  No.  

Senator KENEALLY:  Is the department aware that the member for Dunkley, Mr Chris Crewther, posted 

images on Facebook of him awarding successful grants under the Communities Environment Program?  

Mr Costello:  Not specifically. That would be a matter for him, but there is no successful grant under that 

program because the money is not appropriated. There has been no application process.  

Senator KENEALLY:  I understand that the three successful grants under the Communities Environment 

Program, which Mr Crewther announced, are no longer online. I would like to refer to his Facebook posts.  

CHAIR:  Do you want to table that, Senator Keneally?  

Senator KENEALLY:  I will get a better version to table, which doesn't have my scribble on it. The South 

Eastern Centre for Sustainability, according to Mr Crewther, received $20,000 under the Communities 

Environment Program, a program that has not yet opened for applications, a program that the money has not yet 

been allocated for, but somehow Mr Crewther posted an announcement on his Facebook page that he was 

awarding $20,000 to the South Eastern Centre for Sustainability. Has the Department awarded $20,000 to the 

South Eastern Centre for Sustainability under the Communities Environment Program?  

Senator Birmingham:  I think the department has already addressed those questions, Senator Keneally. 

They've answered questions in relation to when applications will open and when the grants will be approved.  

Senator KENEALLY:  I'm trying understand how a member of parliament has announced $20,000 to a 

community group in his electorate under the Communities Environment Program.  

Senator Birmingham:  I've not seen the posts that you are referring to. I would be surprised if the department 

has provided any advice in relation to such Facebook posts. If they have, then of course it's a matter for questions; 

but, if they have not, then it's not really a matter for the department.  

Senator KENEALLY:  Let me go on to read out Mr Crewther's Facebook post:  

South Eastern Centre for Sustainability is a very exciting community project and I was very happy to announce, with 

Environment Minister Melissa Price MP, that it would be receiving $20,000 from the Federal Liberal Government's 

Communities Environment Program for their Environmental Bridge Project. 

And then there is very helpfully a video with Melissa Price and Chris Crewther announcing this grant. Your 

evidence is that the money hasn't been allocated, the applications aren't yet open; but, somehow, we have a 

member of parliament, with the environment minister, announcing a grant under this program. How did this 

happen? 

Senator Birmingham:  Senator Keneally, Mr Crewther is a very active and engaged local MP in his 

community. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Does he have a crystal ball? 

Senator Birmingham:  Local members of parliament advocate for local projects all the time, and clearly Mr 

Crewther is— 

Senator KENEALLY:  Enthusiastic? 

Senator Birmingham:  indicating programs that he's committed to supporting, in terms of getting grant 

applications. Whether he misworded his Facebook post in that, I don't know. I've not seen it or heard of it before 

today, as I said, in terms of the department. If there was any advice provided, in relation to that Facebook post, 

that might be for the department to answer. Otherwise, the department has dealt with the overall program, and Mr 

Crewther, as somebody I know, is engaged with every single corner of his electorate, relentlessly, and I'm not 

surprised that he's advocating for them to receive grant funding. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Was anyone from the department with the minister when she visited Mr Crewther's 

electorate and made these videos? 

Mr Pratt:  My advice is that we have no knowledge of this Facebook post other than what we have seen here. 

Again, I will correct this if I am wrong, but I do not believe any departmental staff were with Mr Crewther when 

it was done. 
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Senator KENEALLY:  Mr Crewther also announced that the Down's Estate Community Project in Seaford 

would receive a grant of $10,000: 'I was very happy to announce with environment minister Melissa Price that it 

would be receiving an additional $10,000 as part of the federal Liberal government's community environment 

program.' For clarity, Mr Pratt, was anyone from the department with Minister Price when she made this video 

and this announcement— 

Mr Pratt:  The same answer applies. 

Senator Birmingham:  Mr Crewther is, indeed, a very active local MP. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Mr Crewther strikes me as the kid who went searching in his parents' closet for 

Christmas presents before 25 December and found them. 

CHAIR:  That's all very funny, Senator Keneally, but we're here to ask questions not to give character 

assessments of members of the other place. So please return to your questions, if you have any further ones, or 

we'll move on to another senator. 

Senator KENEALLY:  I do. In another case of putting— 

Senator Birmingham:  I trust, Senator Keneally, that there won't be any Labor candidates, between now and 

the election date, proposing to make any commitments out of this fund that they might support in their electorates. 

Senator KENEALLY:  This is a program where the funding hasn't been allocated. 

Senator Birmingham:  The funding is allocated in the budget. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Mr Costello, what is the status in the funding of this program? 

Senator Birmingham:  It is subject to the usual appropriations of the parliament, but unless the Labor Party 

proposes to block the appropriations bill the funding is allocated. 

Senator KENEALLY:  You know the outcome of the election, do you, Senator Birmingham? 

Senator Birmingham:  You're suggesting you'll cut the program, are you? 

Senator KENEALLY:  No, I'm asking you— 

Senator Birmingham:  In that case, it'll be in the appropriations bill— 

Senator KENEALLY:  But it hasn't been created yet. 

Senator Birmingham:  regardless of who wins the election.  

Senator KENEALLY:  My point is, Mr Costello has given us evidence that the funding has not yet been 

allocated and the grant process is not yet open.  

Senator Birmingham:  It's in the budget. It will be appropriated in the normal ways. 

Senator KENEALLY:  But somehow we have Mr Crewther, the member for Dunkley, posting on his 

Facebook, 'It has been great to be involved with Susie Webster and the Friends of Langwarrin Outdoors and 

Waterways,' and he is very happy to announce with the environment minister, Melissa Price, that FLOW, the 

acronym for this group, 'would be receiving $7,500 as part of the federal Liberal government's Communities 

Environment Program'. Has the department awarded $7,500 to FLOW in the electorate of Dunkley, under the 

Communities Environment Program? 

Ms Jonasson:  No, we haven't. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Has the parliament met with any of these groups— 

Ms Jonasson:  No. 

Senator KENEALLY:  in Dunkley or in Canberra? 

Mr Costello:  No. 

Ms Jonasson:  Not to my knowledge. We can check, but I'm pretty confident. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Does the department send an official with the minister when she travels? 

Ms Jonasson:  Not in every case, no. It's only at the request of the minister or the office. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Has the department gone with the minister to the electorate of Dunkley? 

Mr Costello:  Not in relation to this program at all. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Can I put on notice whether they have gone with her at all to the electorate of 

Dunkley? 

Mr Costello:  We'll take that on notice. 

Ms Jonasson:  Yes, we can check that. 
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Senator KENEALLY:  Thank you. If the department is not aware of these posts, will you investigate these 

announcements of a grant, under a program, when the applications have not even opened? 

Ms Jonasson:  Our usual process for monitoring compliance would relate to the funding once it has been 

provided to the applicant to ensure that they are spending the money consistent with the contract that we signed 

with them. In this case, we've not awarded any funding to these projects, so there is at this stage nothing for us to 

investigate. 

CHAIR:  Senator Keneally, I will remind you that it is common courtesy to provide documents you are 

referring to to witnesses so that they can actually answer the questions. Senator Rice provided the document 

ahead of when she was asking the questions. So, for future reference, if you could do that, that would be helpful— 

Senator KENEALLY:  They have just been provided to you, Chair. They are to your left.  

CHAIR:  ahead of questions, not while you are asking or afterwards. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Is there some other way that these grants could have been awarded by accident for a 

program that isn't open? 

Ms Jonasson:  No. 

Mr Costello:  I don't believe so. There is no funding to appropriate. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Does the minister have any discretion under this Communities Environment Program 

to make an announcement before the grants have opened? 

Ms Jonasson:  The guidelines are yet to be written and the funds are yet to be appropriated. 

Senator KENEALLY:  If the department is not going to investigate, is this more appropriately a matter for the 

Auditor-General? 

Mr Pratt:  I wouldn't want to— 

Senator Birmingham:  Senator Keneally, that is a matter for the Auditor-General. I would never seek to speak 

for the Auditor-General, but in the end, if her funding is not appropriated or allocated as yet, it is in the budget. I 

am confident it will be appropriated, and, as I said before, I trust, given the tone of your questioning, that there 

won't be a single instance of a Labor candidate seeking to promise funds out of this grant program for anything in 

their electorate between now and election day. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Minister, can you explain how the Minister for the Environment somehow got herself 

in three videos announcing grants for a program for which the applications haven't yet even opened? 

Senator Birmingham:  I have not seen the videos in question. You have not tabled a transcript or anything 

else of what's in the videos in question. Nonetheless, what I would say is that— 

Senator KENEALLY:  Melissa Price, Melissa Price, Melissa Price— 

Senator Birmingham:  the Minister for the Environment is, just like Mr Crewther, very active in being out 

there and meeting with local community groups. It is of no surprise to me that Ms Price or Mr Crewther would be 

touring and meeting with local community environment groups and talking about their needs and the high level of 

interest they have in the fact that our government has committed funds for such local environment groups to be 

able to access under a grants program. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Mr Pratt, previously we have had questions here about grant processes, obviously with 

much bigger quantums of funding, such as the Great Barrier Reef Foundation grant. Ultimately, you wrote to the 

Auditor-General to ask them to review that. Whilst this is a smaller amount of money, it is still important that 

process is followed. Will you write to the Auditor-General and ask them to review this announcement of grants 

for a program where the applications haven't even opened and the money has yet to be appropriated? 

Mr Pratt:  I am not in the habit of lightly investigating members of parliament. That would be a rather large 

departure from the role of the Department of the Environment and Energy. I will take your suggestion under 

consideration and, in the event that I can detect anything which relates to the use of funding the department 

contracts under its programs, I will consider it in that context. Beyond that, I suspect that your request is that I 

look at something Mr Crewther has said, and we are yet to understand the content of that, and I would have no 

role in doing such a thing. Essentially, what individual politicians and members of parliament say is their 

business, and I don't regard it as my responsibility to confirm or otherwise challenge those statements. Clearly 

that is not the way our system is set up. But I certainly note your suggestion and will have a look at it. 

Senator KENEALLY:  To be clear then, as I close this line of questioning, the applications have not yet 

opened for this Communities Environment Program? 

Mr Knudson:  No. 
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Senator KENEALLY:  The money has not yet been appropriated? 

Mr Knudson:  No. 

Senator SIEWERT:  I want to ask some marine parks questions. Should I do that here? 

Mr Pratt:  We will do marine parks under Director of National Parks later on. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Is that including the potential expansion of the marine reserve? 

Mr Pratt:  I'll just clarify that for you. 

Senator SIEWERT:  What I'm interested in is the Bremer Canyon. I'm aware of the changes to the reserves 

and the expansion of the reserve. I'm not having a go at that. My question is: why wasn't the actual hot spot, 

where the vents are, included in the marine protection system, and is it possible to reconsider that? 

Mr Cahill:  That actually is something specific to the Director of National Parks, who is appearing later today 

and will be able to answer that question. 

Senator SIEWERT:  He will be able to answer why it wasn't included? 

Mr Cahill:  I hope so. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Is your section of the department doing any work that is anything to do with that hot 

spot? 

Mr Cahill:  I can't answer that, but the Director of National Parks has an assistant secretary of marine park 

management who is across all that detail. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Even the areas outside the park? The point is that the hot spot where all the orcas 

congregate is actually outside the reserve, which is why I want to ask specifically. I understand they'll be 

responsible for management of the area. This is actually outside the protected area at the moment. 

Mr Cahill:  The director ran a process about the marine parks. I'll get the director to answer those questions 

when he's here later today. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Okay, even though it's outside the parks? I want to be clear. In that situation, I don't 

want to be told: 'You should have been here this morning.' I'm very used to that. 

Mr Cahill:  I will get on the phone straightaway and make sure we can find the right people to answer that 

question for you. 

Senator SIEWERT:  It is also there that I should ask about the process of joint management between the 

marine area and the biosphere reserve? 

Mr Cahill:  Again, anything with joint management with the marine parks would be the Director of National 

Parks. 

Senator URQUHART:  I want to go back to seek some clarification on a couple of questions around the land 

clearing that Senator Rice spoke about. Since the state of Queensland took away clearing laws in 2011, have rates 

of land clearing increased or decreased year on year? 

Mr Knudson:  I've given the general trend figures, but I'm happy to walk through year-over-year numbers 

when the climate change experts who follow land clearance statistics are here. 

Senator URQUHART:  So you want to do that in that section? Okay. 

Mr Knudson:  In the climate change section. 

Senator URQUHART:  Where are we talking about there? 

Mr Knudson:  Outcome 2. 

Senator URQUHART:  I've only got three questions around that area, so I might deal with those in outcome 

2. I want to move on to the Harry Butler Environmental Education Centre. How long has the department been 

working with this centre? 

Ms Brunoro:  With the Harry Butler centre, the decision to fund Murdoch University was made in the context 

of the budget. 

Senator URQUHART:  Sorry, I just couldn't get all of that. 

Ms Brunoro:  The decision to fund Murdoch University— 

Senator URQUHART:  The question was: how long has the department been working with the centre? 

Ms Brunoro:  We are not working with the centre at present. 

Senator URQUHART:  How long was the department working with the centre?  
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Mr Cahill:  Senator, we are not working directly with the centre because the measure is actually for Murdoch 

University to establish a centre. We are starting the process based on the government announcement. Prior to that, 

all the decision-making was tied up in a cabinet process. 

Senator URQUHART:  Was there a business case on the new $25 million of funding to the centre? 

Mr Cahill:  Again, Senator, the business case would be something you would expect to see in response to any 

grant guideline that we put out. This has been a policy deliberation during the cabinet process. 

Senator URQUHART:  Can you tell me why the centre was chosen, and were any others considered? 

Mr Cahill:  Again, that's part of a cabinet process, Senator. 

Senator URQUHART:  Was there a ranking process or a process that the department went through to 

determine that the centre should be awarded $25 million? 

Mr Cahill:  It's part of a cabinet process. 

Senator URQUHART:  So it's all part of cabinet. The department had nothing to do— 

Mr Pratt:  This is the process of developing the budget measures for the budget. 

Senator URQUHART:  So is $25 million a small grant for a research centre? 

Mr Cahill:  It's hard to do relativity, Senator. There is a whole spectrum of grants to universities right across 

the whole Commonwealth, so I couldn't give you a sense of whether it was small or big. It's not unusual for 

millions of dollars to flow to a university, Senator. 

Senator URQUHART:  Sorry, I'm really having trouble hearing you. There's whispering up in that corner of 

the room that I can hear in one ear and there's noise outside the door that I can hear on this side of the room.  

Mr Cahill:  Senator, it's not unusual for millions of dollars to go to a university. 

Ms Brunoro:  I might just add to that. There are a number of research hubs that have been funded under the 

National Environmental Science Program, and the amount allocated under that program ranges from $8 million 

through to $30 million, so it is consistent with other grants provided for those sorts of activities. 

Senator URQUHART:  Has the department met with the centre? 

Mr Cahill:  Again, the measure is to allocate to a university to establish the centre. 

Senator URQUHART:  Yes, but has the department met with the centre? 

Mr Cahill:  The centre has been established is my understanding. It's a Murdoch University thing. We only 

started the process, given the measure was only announced a day or two ago. 

Senator URQUHART:  Do you know where it's going to be located? 

Ms Brunoro:  Yes, I can give you that.  

Senator Birmingham:  Murdoch University, I would imagine. 

Ms Brunoro:  That's correct. 

Senator URQUHART:  So, it's Murdoch. What do the department's National Environmental Science Program 

hubs receive over the forward estimates? 

Ms Brunoro:  The program is $145 million in total but, in terms of the six research hubs, it's $142.5 million. 

Senator URQUHART:  The budget description says that the centre will explore the benefits economic 

development can deliver to the ongoing understanding and protection of our natural environment—that's on page 

75 of Budget Paper No. 2. What does this mean, and is it referring to offsets? 

Ms Brunoro:  I think in general, obviously, with respect to sustainable development, it's key that, as economic 

activity happens, that takes into consideration the environmental and social consequences. So the focus is to 

ensure that, when economic development occurs, it does so with regard to any proposed impacts or how it might 

be able to achieve enhanced outcomes for the environment. 

Senator URQUHART:  Is the department aware of any current science on this issue—that the centre will then 

build on? You talked about what the definition of that was—the sustainable development. Is there any current 

science around that issue and will the centre then build on that? 

Mr Knudson:  I would argue that we are constantly looking at the efficacy of different interventions that we 

can do to achieve better environmental outcomes, and that's going to cover species, water—you name it. It's going 

to be pretty broad. You mentioned a point about offsets—absolutely looking at then what could companies in 

economic development provide as offsets that will have the greatest impact. But it's such a large question. There 
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are enormous amounts of research happening in that space, including through the National Environmental Science 

Program. 

Mr Cahill:  The National Environmental Science Program has well over 200 projects. I'm sure there are 

projects in there that either go directly or indirectly to those elements, combined with a highly regarded university 

sector that would also have people with interests in that. The nature of establishing any centre or foundation is to 

become a focusing point for that material to be brought together to be able to have better influence and impact. 

Those are the sorts of factors we will take into consideration in drafting the guidelines. 

Senator URQUHART:  You said there was a raft of expertise and my question was: why establish the centre 

if there is already— 

Mr Cahill:  A part of it is the focal point—it is what we will look at during the drafting of the guidelines. 

Senator URQUHART:  Is there a leading expert in this field, either in Australia or internationally, because it 

seems like quite a specialised field? 

Ms Brunoro:  As Mr Knudsen has suggested, that would depend on what particular discipline area it would be 

focused on and what kind of industry. It could span soil, water, biodiversity—those sorts of rings. I doubt there 

would be one leading expert in and of themselves. 

Senator URQUHART:  Does the Harry Butler Centre research environmental approvals? Is that going to be 

one of the roles? 

Mr Cahill:  It is probably too early to say. We're still working through the process of the focus of the grant 

guidelines. 

Senator URQUHART:  You've got this centre that's in the process of being established, but you don't really 

have a specific point for it? I'm not trying to put words into your mouth. I am trying to understand. 

Mr Cahill:  The measure is for a university to establish the centre. In doing that, we will be quite clear in the 

guidelines of what outcomes we expect from the university establishing that centre. All those matters will be 

taken into consideration in designing those grant guidelines. 

Senator URQUHART:  Can we get some information on the Practical Environment Restoration program, 

including uncommitted and committed funding and how the program will be implemented? 

Mr Costello:  The environment restoration fund is a new budget measure—just announced—and therefore it is 

subject to appropriation. At this point there are no funds committed from that appropriation. It is $100 million 

uncommitted at this point in time. 

Senator URQUHART:  How will that program be implemented? 

Mr Costello:  There will be guidelines developed and decisions will be made, subject to appropriation. 

Senator URQUHART:  None of that work has been done? 

Mr Costello:  No. The guidelines have not been released. 

Senator URQUHART:  Okay. Is the department—sorry, I'm jumping around a bit. I apologise to the officials 

if you're getting up and down. I'll just keep rolling on. Is the department aware of the proposed development in 

the ACT at the York Park grasslands site? 

Mr Knudson:  You were correct, Senator, to foreshadow that we're going to have to change teams a little bit! 

Mr Tregurtha:  I believe we are aware of that particular project, but I'll have to take it on notice just to clarify 

that. I can come back to you in the course of the morning just to clarify that we are.  

Senator URQUHART:  Can you tell me then, if you're aware, where the application is up to. 

Mr Tregurtha:  I believe it's under assessment, but if you allow me to double-check I'll clarify that with you 

after morning tea. 

Senator URQUHART:  Excellent, yes. Has the community been consulted? 

Mr Tregurtha:  As long as this project has been referred, community consultation forms part of, as you know, 

both our referral and our assessment processes. So my expectation is, if we've got a referral, there has been an 

initial consultation point, and certainly, as we move through an assessment process, there's an obligation for us to 

undertake a further public consultation process. 

Senator URQUHART:  Okay—but if you can come back to me and confirm that. Also, what are the main 

environmental issues at the site? 
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Mr Tregurtha:  I'm sure one of the main environmental issues will be the golden sun moth. Environmental 

issues in grasslands in the Australian Capital Territory can also include species like the earless dragon. But, again, 

I can come back after morning tea and tell you exactly what the matters are. 

Senator URQUHART:  That'd be great. My final question on that point is: who is the proponent for the 

proposal? 

Mr Tregurtha:  I think it's the Commonwealth Department of Finance, but again I'll have to double-check 

because it may well be contracted out to a separate proponent. So we'll give you the exact name. 

Senator URQUHART:  If you can come back to me, that would be great. I've got some questions around the 

Kingvale referral.  

Mr Tregurtha:  Yes, we can do those now. 

Senator URQUHART:  Can you provide advice as to when you expect to make a decision on the referral of 

land clearing at Kingvale station? 

Mr Barker:  Currently, the department is seeking further information from Queensland and preparing 

information to support a decision on whether the proposal should be approved. 

Senator URQUHART:  Can you give me any sort of time frame for that, Mr Barker? 

Mr Barker:  There isn't a statutory time frame at the moment, because that's expired. 

Senator URQUHART:  What's your expectation?  

Mr Barker:  It's subject to us being able to obtain further information from the state government. We don't 

have a time frame for that at this stage. I expect it would be in the coming months. 

Senator URQUHART:  Chair, I've still got some questions, but I don't know whether you want to break 

before different topics. 

CHAIR:  I think we might break now. 

Proceedings suspended from 10:28 to 10:48  

CHAIR:  We will recommence. 

Mr Pratt:  Mr Tregurtha has a discussion about York Park. 

Mr Tregurtha:  Senator Urquhart asked about York Park. I have an answer for you on that. In regard to the 

assessment progress for that particular block, an approval decision has been made. That proposal has now been 

approved, and that approval decision will be up on the department's website. 

Senator URQUHART:  Do you mean— 

Mr Tregurtha:  It's the notice of approval. Whenever we make an approval, the notice of approval is posted 

on the website. That will contain the conditions that were put onto that particular project. In relation to the 

protected matters, the project was assessed in regard to the threatened species in ecological communities. But the 

particular matter we were most interested about was, as I expected, the golden sun moth. A lot of the conditions 

will pertain to the implications of developments on that site for the golden sun moth. You also asked who the 

proponent for the project was. The proponent for that project was the Australian government's Department of 

Finance. 

Senator URQUHART:  Thank you. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  I just wanted to ask about the Convention on Biological Diversity. Can the department 

outline if and/or when it will be providing its sixth national report on the CBD? Will this document be circulated 

prior to its submission? 

Ms Stevens:  In relation to our sixth national report, we are currently behind in making our submission. We are 

looking to make that submission later this year, noting that it is quite a comprehensive report. It doesn't rely just 

solely on information the Commonwealth Department of the Environment and Energy. It does require significant 

consultation with state and territory counterparts and other entities. It has taken us a while to compile all of that 

information, but we are hopeful that we will be able to submit that later this year. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  The second part of what I asked was: will this document be circulated prior to it being 

submitted? 

Ms Stevens:  I believe it's not normal practice to submit it prior. We do always make sure that, once submitted, 

we provide that to anyone who has provided information into the process. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Can you give us some sort of outline of what the report is likely to say? 



Thursday, 4 April 2019 Senate Page 21 

 

ENVIRONMENT AND COMMUNICATIONS LEGISLATION COMMITTEE 

Ms Stevens:  I'm not in a position to make a comment at this time. 

Ms Jonasson:  It's a little early to say at the moment. We're still collecting all of the information and pulling 

the report together. The report will be made public once it's submitted, as the others have been. They are on our 

website. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Where is the department up to in providing input into the post-2020 framework for the 

Convention on Biological Diversity? 

Ms Stevens:  Australia is continue to engage in regional consultations and the process that is being led by the 

Convention on Biological Diversity's secretariat. We had an Australian government representative at the most 

recent Asia-Pacific meeting that was held earlier this year. Last month, we were at our regional consultation, 

which was the Western Europe and others group. We are considered part of the 'others' of that regional group. 

They are the starting point of discussions. They are doing regional consultations in all five regions. Following 

that, there will be a working group established, which will then start to synthesise all of the information from 

these processes. 

Additionally, Australia has made a submission to the convention in terms of a board position, which is also 

publicly available. It just puts some high considerations at this stage, noting that there is still lots to discuss. We 

have also recently attended a workshop that was held by the Australian committee of the IUCN in Brisbane, 

where we heard some views firsthand from some stakeholders. Again, that was an event held by the Australian 

committee and not by the government itself, but we participated and welcomed many of those diverse views in 

that room. We will also be looking to hold broader stakeholder engagement probably around June, which will put 

us in a good position to hear the diverse views of all of our stakeholders so that we can actually engage quite well 

in the working group that we expect to be held sometime in August. Again, this is a long process in the lead-up to 

the decision meeting next year. We will continue to engage at all important points. We will hold consultations and 

regular meetings in the lead-up to that to formalise our position. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  So that's basically planned through to June. 

Ms Stevens:  June and beyond. At this stage, the convention secretariat is still settling some of the meetings, 

which is quite challenging to do for all countries across the globe. At this stage, it looks like August will be the 

first working group meeting. I think they are anticipating holding up to two more before the final decision 

meeting at the end of 2020. At this stage, they are not all formalised; but we do anticipate attending all of those 

negotiations, acknowledging the importance of the post-2020 agenda. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Thanks. I had some questions about the agricultural review that was undertaken. I just 

wanted to get an update on where that is up to and what its status is. 

Mr Edwards:  The agricultural review was undertaken during the last calendar year. That was delivered late 

last year to the minister, and it's currently under consideration by the government. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  So it's basically been sitting on the minister's desk since late last year? 

Mr Pratt:  We wouldn't characterise it that way. It's subject to consideration by the minister and the 

government. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Will the department release any of the work that has been completed? 

Mr Pratt:  That will be subject to a government decision. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Are you able to outline some of the scope of what was in the review? 

Mr Edwards:  Yes. The review was looking at a range of things. Dr Wendy Craik was appointed as an 

independent reviewer. She was asked to look at the short-term opportunities to reduce red tape and find practical 

solutions to help farmers navigate the EPBC Act's rules. I will highlight key components of the terms of reference 

for you. They are to consider ways to approve farmers awareness and understanding of the referral, assessment 

and approval requirements of the act; to explore farmers' engagement with the species and ecological 

communities listing process and to examine the interaction between the EPBC Act and state native vegetation 

regimes. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Minister, are you anticipating a date as to when this report will be released? 

Senator Birmingham:  I'm not anticipating a date, but I'm happy to take that on notice. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Thanks. I have some questions around the Great Barrier Reef and how the department 

is approaching the cumulative impacts of land clearing proposals, industry and mining operations, new dams and 

roads, and agricultural intensification in the catchments of the Great Barrier Reef, particularly those that have 

previously been identified in the northern catchments area. 
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Mr Knudson:  One of the things I can say in this exact area, which would be a good piece to pick up with the 

marine park authority—they did some work last year where they issued guidance on cumulative impacts that 

could impact on the reef, which is something that we take into account for any approvals in the Great Barrier Reef 

catchment areas. But if you have specific projects— 

Senator CHISHOLM:  I want to know how the department is taking that into consideration. 

Mr Knudson:  It's then applied for specific projects. If you have specific projects that you're concerned about, 

we can talk about how we've done that. The other thing that I would say is—again, we can talk about that when 

the marine park authority is here—they're in the process of finalising the latest outlook report. These are done 

every five years. That gives us a sense of what's happening in catchments but also in the reef area with respect to 

the various issues that are at play, whether it's climate change, agricultural run-off or any other type of impact. 

They can give a good sense of where that's up to. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  I have some questions in regard to Olive Vale station, which we've asked questions 

about previously. Can the department outline the progress of any compliance action or referral of clearing at Olive 

Vale station? 

Ms Collins:  There is no current compliance action at Olive Vale station and, as far as I'm aware, no current 

clearing matter. My understanding is that the owner of Olive Vale has been advised of the requirements under the 

act and how that might apply to future land clearing activity at the property. I can refer to my colleague, but I 

don't believe that there is a current referral at this point. 

Mr Tregurtha:  No, we don't have a current referral. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  When was the last time the department inspected Olive Vale station? 

Ms Collins:  That would have been on 5 September 2017. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Is the department aware of any recent clearing that has occurred at Olive Vale? 

Ms Collins:  Not to my knowledge. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Why hasn't the department called in the clearing of vegetation at Olive Vale similar to 

what occurred at Kingvale Station? 

Mr Knudson:  As I think Ms Collins said, the owner has been informed that if they intend to do additional 

clearing we provide guidance about what would need to be referred. Until the landowner decides that they want to 

proceed with that, they don't need to refer to us, nor would we be looking at a compliance action. 

Ms Collins:  I can add to that as well. The department wrote to the landowner on 11 September 2017 providing 

a contact point to engage in referral discussions. Subsequently the landowner met with the department's 

assessment and compliance staff to discuss what would be required in terms of referral. That's a matter for the 

landowner as to— 

Senator CHISHOLM:  And as far as you're aware no clearing has taken place since then? 

Ms Collins:  To my knowledge no clearing has taken place since then. We're not aware of any further clearing. 

Mr Knudson:  Senator, if you do have information that goes to any individual in the public where they're 

concerned about that sort of thing— 

Senator CHISHOLM:  That wasn't what I was suggesting. I was just asking the question. 

Mr Knudson:  I just wanted to make sure. 

Senator WATERS:  Can I start with yellow crazy ants and then move to Adani and reef matters. On crazy 

ants, I understand the funding is $9 million over three years, so $3 million for the next three years. The Wet 

Tropics Management Authority had asked for $6 million per year for seven years in order to try to stay on top of 

yellow crazy ants and, ideally, eradicate them. What modelling has the department done as to what can be 

achieved with a quarter of the funding required? 

Mr Oxley:  Mr Williams may have further information to add. The key point to make is that, in a program 

where the Commonwealth and the Queensland government are jointly responsible for the Wet Tropics and there 

is a management authority, the Commonwealth has put in three years worth of funding and has an expectation 

that the Queensland government will match that funding. It gives continuity of funding to the Wet Tropics 

Management Authority. It also represents an increase in the overall funding envelope available to the authority 

from the Commonwealth for that three-year period. As to whether there was any modelling done as to the 

adequacy of the Commonwealth contribution to what should be a joint program, Mr Williams may have some 

advice on that. 
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Mr Williams:  I don't have much more information than Mr Oxley has put forward. Our interaction with the 

Wet Tropics Management Authority was related to the total amount of funding that was being sought from the 

Wet Tropics Management Authority in order to progress the task in front of them. From our point of view, our 

ongoing partnership with Queensland government in relation to the management of the Wet Tropics World 

Heritage Area—the Commonwealth was putting forward funding for this program in light of that joint 

management responsibility. 

Senator WATERS:  My question was really about what modelling had been done to determine the 

effectiveness of that level of commitment from the Commonwealth to meet the task required, which is obviously 

to protect the Wet Tropics and the surrounding agricultural areas from an incredibly invasive and damaging ant 

species. Are you saying there, in fact, was no modelling done for whether the money can meet the task? 

Mr Oxley:  I am reminded that the size of the proposal, or the need that has been identified by the Wet Tropics 

Management Authority, on my understanding is a program that has been validated or analysed by Biosecurity 

Australia. In terms of the size of the task, I think those are questions that could be appropriately asked in the 

estimates hearing for the Department of Agriculture and Water Resources. Because we're in a partnership with 

Queensland, the reality is that the Commonwealth resources matched by the Queensland resources, on our 

understanding, would fully meet the need for the program that the wet tropics has set out for the next three years. 

And we are in a budget cycle, so, as we come to the end of that budget cycle, as we have just done this time 

around, we would be back considering what next is needed as part of a review of the program at that time. 

Mr Pratt:  Senator, if I can restate that: essentially, they asked for $6 million per year for seven years. On the 

assumption that the Queensland government co-funds with the Australian government, they will get $6 million a 

year for three years. As Mr Oxley points out, it is of course open to the government to then re-fund later on in the 

cycle if it chooses to do so, as it has done in this budget. 

Senator WATERS:  Why was there no funding allocated for that fourth year? 

Mr Pratt:  That's a budgetary decision by government. 

Senator WATERS:  Minister, do you have any explanation for that? 

Senator Birmingham:  I can take that on notice. It obviously was a budget decision. Significant funding has 

been allocated, and clearly there are always opportunities to review the progress of a program and to reinvest 

more or other amounts into the future. 

Senator WATERS:  Lastly, before I move onto other matters, has there been any level of confidence provided 

to any of you about whether the Queensland government will in fact stump up half of what WETMA had asked 

for in order to deal with crazy ants, or are you just hoping? 

Mr Knudson:  My understanding is that this has always been a jointly funded program. There's no reason to 

believe it won't be going forward. 

Senator WATERS:  Yes, but in terms of the amount required to do the job? 

Mr Knudson:  Again, as has been pointed out by my colleagues, it's the Department of Agriculture and Water 

Resources, through their biosecurity role, that has the most direct connection with respect to this issue in 

Queensland. 

Senator WATERS:  Even though it's a World Heritage area? 

Mr Knudson:  That's correct. It's because it's a biosecurity risk. 

Senator WATERS:  Can I please move onto a nature paper that was published overnight which talks about the 

fact that not only did half of the corals on the reef die from those back-to-back bleaching events but also there is 

now very little spawning of fresh corals happening as a result of that, and the implications for the reef and its 

recovery from that most recent learned publication? Has the minister asked for a briefing on that paper? 

Mr Knudson:  Given that it came out overnight, and I just read some media reports on this, I haven't had a 

chance to talk to the minister about this issue yet. But I'm sure, because of its implications, we'll want to 

understand its findings and what it will mean for us going forward, so I expect to be briefing the minister shortly 

on this. 

Senator WATERS:  Has the minister asked for such a briefing? 

Mr Knudson:  It came out this morning in the media— 

Senator WATERS:  Well, I've read it, and I'm not the minister. 

Mr Knudson:  I understand that. 

Senator WATERS:  And I don't have you at my disposal to ask for a briefing. So she hasn't asked yet? 
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Mr Pratt:  Unfortunately we've been here and— 

Senator Birmingham:  Mr Knudson is more at your disposal this morning than he is at the minister's. 

Mr Knudson:  I think it's a fair assumption that, yes, the minister will be seeking advice on this. It's a very 

important issue on the reef for us to understand going forward. 

Senator WATERS:  But right now, even though the report's been out since— 

Mr Knudson:  For a matter of hours. 

Senator WATERS:  quite late, the minister hasn't yet asked you for a briefing? 

Mr Knudson:  Not to my knowledge. It could be in my inbox; I haven't been reading my emails. 

Senator WATERS:  Have you begun a briefing yet? I presume it will be a written briefing? 

Mr Knudson:  We haven't. All I was saying was that I've read an article on the study by Dr Hughes, and we 

will be absolutely following up on this. 

Senator WATERS:  Is there anyone who's actually read the nature paper, rather than just the articles, at the 

table, in the room or in the environment department? 

Mr Oxley:  I simply can't answer that question, because I don't know what my staff may or may not have done 

this morning since arriving at work. Someone may have already read it. There will be officers in the Great Barrier 

Reef Marine Park Authority who no doubt have already read it. 

Senator WATERS:  And I'll ask them about it. 

Mr Oxley:  We will work very closely with the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority to ensure that the 

minister gets a comprehensive briefing on the findings of the paper and the implications for the management of 

the Great Barrier Reef. 

Senator WATERS:  Can I ask anyone here any questions about it, or would it be pointless, because no-one 

has read it? 

Mr Pratt:  To be fair, we have actually been in estimates all morning. 

Senator WATERS:  Well, we've all been working all day, but it is the job of the department to stay across— 

Mr Pratt:  I certainly want my colleagues to be focused on the Senate committee at this time. 

Senator Birmingham:  Senator Waters, have you read the whole paper? 

Senator WATERS:  Yes. 

Senator Birmingham:  You've read the whole copy of the nature article? 

Senator WATERS:  I have a spare copy here if you'd like; it's right here. You're very welcome to my spare 

copy. 

Senator Birmingham:  Excellent! You can certainly table it. 

Senator WATERS:  But I had hoped that someone might have read it already. 

Senator Birmingham:  We have been sitting here answering questions since 9 am, and no doubt officials were 

preparing to do this beforehand. It's not unreasonable that they have not read a paper that was only published 

overnight. 

Senator WATERS:  I beg to differ. Mr Knudson, given that you've at least read some reporting about the 

article—which, as I say, is not a long article—can I ask about your knowledge of it through the media. The key 

conclusion of the paper is that we need to act on climate change or the reef simply won't be able to recover from 

the back-to-back bleaching events. Given the likelihood of future bleaching events, it sounds an extremely 

concerning warning for the future of all global reefs and the Great Barrier Reef in particular. Given that the two 

portfolios are now combined and that the clear call from the scientists is that we must act on climate change, what 

is your department doing to drag this government to any form of climate action before we lose the reef? 

Mr Knudson:  There are two issues, and obviously we will be happy to walk through what the government's 

doing with respect to climate change, including the recent announcements in the budget. With respect to the 

reef—where, quite frankly, the level of sensitivity with respect to impacts from climate change is higher—the 

science is indicating that it's not a two-degree change but a 1.5-degree change that would need to be achieved. 

That's obviously pretty significant globally. The article that I read, though, was talking about the ability of the 

corals to regenerate and whether there is a national selection process going on. Quite frankly, we always knew the 

structure of the reef was going to change with a changing climate. This is just showing that that seems to be 

happening faster and more dramatically than we expected, and obviously we need to understand that. So, while 
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we're trying to achieve the global action on climate change, we're also taking appropriate actions locally to ensure 

that the reef is as resilient as it can be to a changing climate. 

Senator WATERS:  It also goes predominantly to the reduction in new spawning and the reduction in 

recruitment. 

Mr Knudson:  Correct. 

Senator WATERS:  It's not just about the change of species, which, as you say, everybody knew was 

happening, particularly when nothing's being done about climate change. In the context of that paper and that 

scientific evidence, what preparation is underway, if any, for the upcoming World Heritage Committee meeting, 

and what preparation is underway for next year's five-year review of the status of the reef? 

Mr Knudson:  As you would imagine, there is some extensive work going on with respect to World Heritage 

Committee meetings but also with respect to the reef in particular in the World Heritage context. I'll turn to Mr 

Oxley to provide an overview of that. 

Mr Oxley:  If I may get clarification, are you asking generally about what the department's preparations are for 

the World Heritage Committee meeting? 

Senator WATERS:  In relation to the Great Barrier Reef and its listing as potentially in danger. 

Mr Oxley:  The Great Barrier Reef is not the subject of consideration by the World Heritage Committee this 

year. 

Senator WATERS:  Not this year, but next year it is. 

Mr Oxley:  We have a state party report due on 1 December this year. We are in the beginning processes of 

developing that state party report. There are a few key things we need in order to be able to further develop that 

report. We are in the early stages of engagement with the Queensland government to obtain their input into it. We 

obviously will need the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority's Great Barrier Reef outlook report 2019, 

which is due later this year. That will be a key input into the development of the state party report. So the report 

writing is a process that will get underway substantively in the middle of the year. In terms of the meeting of the 

World Heritage Committee in Baku at the beginning of July, we will be carrying with us a briefing and a very 

comprehensive understanding of the current state of the reef. For any delegation that is interested, we'll be in a 

position to provide them with factual information, firstly, about the state of the reef and, secondly, about the 

process with implementation of the Reef 2050 Plan. 

Senator WATERS:  With those delegations, obviously last time around there was extensive briefing, if I can 

be generous in my description of what occurred, to try to keep the reef off the in-danger list. What interactions 

have been had with any of those other delegations from any of the World Heritage Committee countries in the last 

12 months, for example? Have you got any booked in prior to that meeting that's due next year, when the status of 

the reef will be considered? 

Mr Oxley:  We have no meetings booked in which relate to the Great Barrier Reef. Certainly in the margins of 

the World Heritage Committee meeting, when I'm asked, I will be talking to committee members about our 

current implementation of the Reef 2050 Plan and the state of the reef, because it is a subject of intense interest 

globally. We'll certainly be seeking the opportunity to meet with the head of the World Heritage Centre, the 

World Heritage Centre marine program and IUCN to talk to them about where we are at the moment with 

implementation of the Reef 2050 Plan. Indeed, I will have a discussion with them about what they would like to 

see addressed in the state party report. But, in the past 12 months, I'm not aware of there having been any 

engagement with delegations. 

Senator WATERS:  Last time around, there was more than $200,000 spent on either flying members of the 

media or representatives of other countries here or flying our folk to them to try to talk them out of listing the reef 

as in danger. I know those figures because I asked about them in estimates. I have the transcripts here. Has there 

been any money spent since that 2014-15 financial year on similar sorts of activities, and are you anticipating that 

there will be any expenditure to do similar sorts of meetings in the lead up to that meeting next year? 

Mr Oxley:  Firstly, I wouldn't characterise the technical and diplomatic engagement that happened a couple of 

years ago as about convincing delegations not to put the Great Barrier Reef on the endangered list. What I would 

say is that there was quite deep, technical and diplomatic engagement to help committee members properly 

understand both the extent of the challenges facing the Great Barrier Reef and the substantial action that was 

being taken jointly by the Australian and Queensland governments in order to deal with the challenges facing the 

reef. 
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There was a program conducted where a number of UNESCO ambassadors had the opportunity to come to 

Australia and see firsthand what was occurring on the reef. They saw the good and bad. They heard about the 

good things that were being done and also the scope of the challenges. They walked away from those 

engagements with a much deeper understanding and a firsthand appreciation of the scale of the Great Barrier 

Reef, the scale of the challenge that was being faced and how the government was addressing it. 

In terms of future engagement with committee members, no decisions have been made as to how we might 

undertake that engagement. As we work through towards the end of this year there'll be a meeting of the General 

Assembly of the World Heritage Committee in, I think, November. That will be an opportunity to talk with 

delegations about all matters World Heritage, including our substantial reform aspirations for the World Heritage 

system as a whole as a member of the committee. 

Senator WATERS:  In light of this paper, will you be briefing the minister that this constitutes new significant 

information that should justify a review of the approval of Adani's Carmichael coalmine approval? 

Mr Knudson:  That is a question of speculation at this point. 

Senator WATERS:  Have you begun such a briefing as yet? 

Mr Knudson:  No. 

Senator WATERS:  The Queensland government just concluded their investigation into yet another of the 

various breaches that Adani has now been found to have made of their environmental condition that the state 

level. They've just fined Adani for polluting the Caley Valley wetlands. Will this be something that you'll be 

briefing the minister on as something that might constitute evidence that Adani is either not a fit and proper 

person to hold the approval or that this is significant new information that justifies reviewing Adani's mine 

approval? 

Mr Tregurtha:  At the moment we're working through a range of postapproval conditions in relation to the 

obligations on Adani in relation to their existing approval. That approval does not cover either the site nor the 

incident at the Caley Valley wetlands. It's a separate approval. I think the then Minister for the Environment took 

into account all the relevant matters in terms of making his approval decision in relation to Adani, so, at this 

stage, we don't have any intention to brief the minister in the way you are describing. 

Senator WATERS:  So you won't be outlining for the minister that, in fact, there are a range of circumstances 

which could, under the act, justify significant new information that could prompt the minister to review the 

previous approval of the mine. You're saying that, as the department, you will not be doing that and will not be 

telling the minister that that is open to her, given all of this new evidence about their breaches. 

Mr Tregurtha:  In relation to the Adani coalmine, as I mentioned, there are a range of briefings being 

provided to the minister on the postapproval obligations. As you're well aware, there is a significant number of 

management plans that require intervention and approval by the minister beyond the approval point, which was a 

couple of years ago. When the department provides its briefing on those postapproval plans, it takes into account 

everything that is going on and, where things are relevant, they are incorporated in our briefing to the minister. 

Senator WATERS:  Is that a yes or no? Will you be including these most recent breaches that they have now 

been penalised for in those briefings on the groundwater management plan? 

Mr Tregurtha:  We will be including any relevant information in relation to the decisions the minister is 

required to make in our briefing to— 

Senator WATERS:  I'm going to take that as a yes. Correct me, if I've formed the wrong impression, because 

I do not want to misconstrue it. I do genuinely want to understand. 

Mr Tregurtha:  I guess what I am saying is when we provide our advice to the minister we ensure we cover 

off any relevant consideration in relation to the decision the minister is being asked to make as a result of that 

briefing. Where there are relevant considerations they will be included. When the department determines that they 

are not relevant in considerations they wouldn't be included. 

Senator WATERS:  On that groundwater management plan, have you received it yet? 

Mr Knudson:  Yes. 

Senator WATERS:  When did you receive it? 

Mr Manning:  It depends which specific groundwater management plan you are referring to. There are 

several. The groundwater management and monitoring plan in particular— 

Senator WATERS:  That is the one I am referring to— 
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Mr Manning:  That has been received. We've been through numerous iterations with the company. If you just 

bear with me a moment I can give you the date the most recent iteration was received. The latest version that we 

have received of that plan was on 15 March. 

Senator WATERS:  Have you received the feedback back from—forgive me, was it CSIRO and Geoscience 

evaluating that draft plan? Have you got their advice back yet on that most recent— 

Mr Manning:  Yes, we have received CSIRO and GA's advice on those plans. 

Senator WATERS:  When did you get that? 

Mr Manning:  On 22 February. 

Senator WATERS:  But you said the plan was only on the 15 March. 

Mr Manning:  The latest version of the plan was— 

Senator WATERS:  Have CSIRO and Geoscience looked at the latest version of the draft groundwater 

management and monitoring plan? 

Mr Manning:  No, they have not. 

Senator WATERS:  Will they be? 

Mr Tregurtha:  There is no intention to provide those plans to Geoscience Australia and the CSIRO. The 

department commissioned Geoscience and CSIRO to review an earlier version of the plans, in light of the 

conditions, to ensure that we had expert commentary in relation to what the inclusions might cover in those two 

plans. As Mr Manning has pointed out, we have received that advice back from Geoscience Australia and the 

CSIRO, and the department has used that advice in terms of its further consideration of what an appropriate 

construction of those plans should be, in consultation with the company. That was advice provided by those two 

agencies to the department to inform our appropriate consideration of those two post approval management plans. 

Senator WATERS:  Has the recommendation for approval, refusal or modification of that draft plan been put 

to the minister yet? 

Mr Tregurtha:  The department has briefed the minister in relation to the groundwater monitoring and 

management plan. 

Senator WATERS:  Including a recommendation as to how the plan should be dealt with now? 

Mr Tregurtha:  There is a recommendation in our briefing. 

Senator WATERS:  What date was that given to the minister? 

Mr Tregurtha:  Monday this week. 

Senator WATERS:  What is the time frame on when the minister needs to take that decision? 

Mr Tregurtha:  There is no time frame in relation to post approval decisions provided for under the EPBC 

Act. 

Senator WATERS:  Is it at the top of the minister's list or under a few other things? 

Mr Tregurtha:  That is a question for the minister. 

Senator WATERS:  Given that the election is expected to be called soon, have you advised the minister 

around caretaker provisions with that particular recommendation on that draft plan? We raised this last time, so I 

want to check the time frame. 

Mr Knudson:  The minister has been advised of caretaker provisions by the department and that encompasses 

decisions under the EPBC Act. 

Senator WATERS:  If the minister doesn't make a decision on the groundwater plan before the election is 

called will the Labor Party need to assent or dissent to the minister's decision on the groundwater management 

plan under caretaker provisions? 

Mr Knudson:  That would be my expectation, given the level of controversy around the decision. On 

controversial decisions standard practice under the caretaker provisions is to consult with the shadow minister. 

Senator WATERS:  Has the minister given any indication of when she will be turning her mind and taking a 

decision on the groundwater management plan? 

Mr Knudson:  It is a matter for the minister. 

Senator WATERS:  Thanks, everyone. Sorry to take so long. That's all very helpful. 

CHAIR:  That's a pleasure, Senator Waters. I think Senator Whish-Wilson has one more. 
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Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Just a quick follow-up question. In terms of new information that comes to light, 

is there any continuous disclosure around the world heritage endanger process or at least reporting to world 

heritage if new information comes to light? We'll ask this afternoon about potential for a freshwater bleaching 

event this year, which we heard some worrying concerns about at the last estimates. Is there a process where you 

have to go back to world heritage with new information when it comes to light? 

Mr Knudson:  We do indeed keep the World Heritage Centre abreast of certain aspects, and Mr Oxley can 

walk through that with respect to our referrals et cetera. 

Mr Oxley:  The first thing to say is that we have a process of reporting on a quarterly basis to the World 

Heritage Centre. Where the department receives development proposals that are referred under the EPBC Act, we 

advise the World Heritage Centre of each of those referrals. We also then follow up and, in that same quarterly 

reporting process, advise of decisions that have been taken under the EPBC Act. In terms of events such as the 

reporting on the failure of coral spawning in the Great Barrier Reef, when we're in a state of conservation 

reporting cycle, as we are with the Great Barrier Reef, then we would generally address those things in our 

reporting on the state of conservation. There isn't a mechanism where, when something happens in a World 

Heritage area, it gets automatically reported. There is a regular process for the natural properties where IUCN 

looks at the outlook for World Heritage properties on a three-yearly basis. It published its last outlook report last 

year. Then we also have a system of periodical reporting which is on a six yearly cycle whereby we would report 

on such things. If events of great significance occurred, I have no doubt—and this is our past experience—we 

would be in a dialogue with the World Heritage Centre and the advisory bodies about those matters. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Thank you. 

Senator MARTIN:  I just want to go back a bit with a couple of quick questions. Reverting back to Senator 

Kennelly's production of some Facebook posts by local member Chris Crewther. After reading them, I don't see 

where the minister has actually used the words 'announce' or 'commitment'. Minister Birmingham, have you got 

any knowledge in regard to Senator Kennelly's questions where she was pointing towards the minister's 

involvement and presence there as to whether she's actually made any commitment or announcement? 

Senator Birmingham:  I am advised that in no way did the minister make any announcements or funding 

commitments herself in those videos that were published. 

Senator KENEALLY:  What about Mr Crewther? Can you confirm Mr Crewther did? 

Senator Birmingham:  Obviously you have tabled an apparent Facebook post which you indicated had 

subsequently been taken down. 

Senator KENEALLY:  But you can confirm Mr Crewther announced grants?  

Senator Birmingham:  I can confirm, Senator Keneally, that you have presented Facebook posts that you 

indicated had already been taken down prior to you raising them here today. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Can you read them out for us?  

CHAIR:  How about if Senator Martin, who has the call, continues his questions. Then I can come back to you 

later, Senator Keneally. 

Senator MARTIN:  Thank you. That was one of the questions. The other one goes back to Ms Jonasson. In 

regard to the Tamar River recovery election commitment funding in 2016, you mentioned a figure. I was just 

wondering if you can give me an update on the progress and expected outcomes with that project. 

Ms Jonasson:  I will ask Mr Costello to come to the table. He has some details for you. 

Mr Costello:  There was a commitment of $1.5 million out of the National Landcare Program to the Tamar 

River, and that money is rolling out. $1 million of that is happening in this current financial year. So it's 

contracted and it's being delivered. Half a million dollars in 2019-20 is still to go. Subsequent to that, there has 

been a very significant announcement by the Prime Minister and the Premier of another $95 million commitment 

to the river health of the Tamar. That is in two parts. That is $85 million to modernise a combined sewerage and 

stormwater system in Launceston and $10 million for continuation of catchment works. That money is part of the 

Launceston City Deal. The Department of Infrastructure, Regional Development and Cities is overseeing that city 

deal but via a payment to Treasury. So we won't be managing that, but we are continuing to stay in touch with the 

project and provide advice to the department of infrastructure on the river-health aspects as required. 

Senator MARTIN:  Great. Thank you. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Can I ask a follow-up question? 

CHAIR:  Of course you can. 
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Senator WHISH-WILSON:  So there's no more siltation raking of the Tamar River going on that you're 

aware of? 

Mr Costello:  No, certainly not that we've funded—not under any funding we've provided in the current grant, 

no. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Have there been any requests for funding for feasibility studies for infrastructure 

projects, such as a Tamar canal or a Tamar barrage? 

Mr Costello:  There was some consultation done around the river health action plan by the Tamar Estuary 

Management Taskforce, I believe, and there was some consideration of various proposals under that, but there's 

no live funding that we're involved with that's been provided for any of those. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Further to that, if there's no live funding, is there any consideration or a process 

around potential funding going on? 

Mr Costello:  That process was being run by the Tamar Estuary Management Taskforce, who are been 

supported out of the Tasmanian government, so I'm not aware of any further consideration of that. That's not to 

say it's not happening somewhere else. The specific commitments that were made out of the $95 million, as I've 

said, are for, primarily, the combined sewerage and stormwater system and then $10 million for catchment 

management. There's no current decision to fund any other infrastructure from those funds. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  I'd like to just go back to the actual portfolio budget papers, if we could. 

Senator Birmingham:  You're not taking us back to them. You’re a first timer for this morning. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Okay. Well, let's get to something that's relevant to today. If we could go to 

page 49— 

Senator Birmingham:  Of the PBS? 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Yes. Under program 1.4, Conservation of Australia's Heritage and 

Environment, on page 49, it shows clearly that we are not on track for a number of key elements in relation to 

Australia's biodiversity, including prioritising threatened species, ecological communities and other significant 

elements of what we should be doing to protect our environment. I'd like to understand what the headline reason 

is why we are, as it says in the budget papers, 'not on track'? 

Mr Knudson:  The main thing here that's highlighted is that the activities required by the legislation are 

conducted within statutory time frame, and, when we take a look at our statistics with respect to approvals under 

the EPBC Act and the various statutory decisions, they are not being delivered on statutory time frames. We're 

running late on a number of programs. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  How many are we running late on? 

Mr Knudson:  I'll turn to Mr Tregurtha for that, but I remember when we looked at this a little while ago—the 

numbers aren't great. I think it's in the low teens. When you take a look at the average days late, it's not enormous, 

but it's still not the place we want to be and, nonetheless, they are late. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  It says in the budget papers that there have been four breaches of these 

deadlines under the EPBC Act. 

Mr Knudson:  Yes, and they are listed there. 

Mr Oxley:  If I may help clarify, we're talking about program 1.4, where it says 'not on track'— 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  That's right. 

Mr Oxley:  The four instances all relate to the heritage responsibilities that the department has under the EPBC 

Act. The first breach was our lateness in tabling the five-yearly review of the National Heritage List and the 

second breach was the Commonwealth Heritage List. I do note that that report has now been tabled in the 

parliament. The third was that the assessment for inclusion, on the National Heritage List, of colonial Sydney 

which was not submitted by the Australian Heritage Council to the minister by the required deadline. The last one 

was that for 2019 no call was publicly made for nominations for inclusion of places on the Commonwealth 

Heritage List. That was fundamentally because, working within the resource constraints within which we all have 

to work, a decision was made that priority should be given to seeking nominations for inclusion of places on the 

National Heritage List rather than the Commonwealth Heritage List. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  You have outlined what those breaches are, and obviously that's one element of 

the broader performance criteria, and you've had to accept here for all to see that we are not on track. Is this a lack 

of funding of the department, a lack of resources that have been allocated to this area, or a minister who is 

missing in action once again? 
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Mr Oxley:  It is a reflection of the department having to prioritise the use of the resources available to it for the 

heritage function. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  So it's a resourcing issue? 

Mr Oxley:  Yes, Senator. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Would you agree that there has been a 39.7 per cent—almost 40 per cent—

decline in federal spending on the environment and, therefore, resources to this environment since 2013? 

Mr Oxley:  I am not in a position to agree or disagree with that number. I don't know. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Has the department done any analysis of how much your budget has been cut 

over the last six years? 

Mr Knudson:  Senator, we need to bring the right people to the table; we have the heritage folk here, but you 

need the broader perspective of the department. 

Mr Pratt:  Whilst that's happening, to the extent that people have anything to add to what I'm about to say, we 

have examined this issue a few times at estimates over recent years. It is very, very difficult to make that analysis 

because there have been a number of rather significant machinery-of-government changes to the make-up of the 

department over that period. In addition, at different times there are savings taken from certain programs, and at 

other times there are major investments in new programs, depending on the priorities of the government of the 

day. So it is almost impossible to do that sort of analysis in a definitive way. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Except that we are being told that we're breaching statutory time frames and we 

don't have enough resources to look after the biodiversity priorities of particularly endangered species. Surely the 

Australian public has a right to know why. Is it because the department has suffered budget cuts, or is it because 

this government continues to put up ministers who don't give a shit about the environment? 

Senator Birmingham:  Senator— 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  I will withdraw. 

CHAIR:  Thank you. 

Senator Birmingham:  I'm not going to take the bait. I know how these things work and what people are after 

in terms of easy headlines. We have gone through a technical process in relation to deadlines for the tabling of 

certain reports. Those reports have subsequently been tabled and completed. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Is anybody going to come to the table and talk to us about the budget cuts, Mr 

Pratt? Are you just saying you haven't done the work, you know you've have had your budget cut, it's impacted on 

the loss of species, we're not able to meet our time frames, and that's enough? 

Mr Pratt:  No, that's not what I'm saying. I'm just saying that over a period of time it is impossible to make 

those sorts of assessments in an accurate and definitive way, simply because of major machinery-of-government 

changes, the reductions in some programs, the introduction of new programs and all of those sorts of things. What 

I can say, though, is that Mr Oxley's statement is correct. In each area of the department they have a budget that 

they must operate to and they must prioritise the matters which are the highest priority for the government of the 

day. At a departmental level we have exactly the same issues at a broader level, and decisions have to be made 

about allocation of resources to the highest priorities. I agree entirely with your premise that the areas we are 

talking about are very important, and that it is essential that, as far as we possibly can, we meet our statutory 

deadlines, but sometimes that just does not happen. This is a situation which my colleagues and I, as secretaries of 

portfolio departments, have dealt with for decades. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Did you come to the table because you're going to give some information? 

Mr Cahill:  I was just going to confirm, as the deputy secretary who oversees the chief operating officer and 

the work we do, in terms of our internal budget matters, that, again, it was a complex picture over the last five or 

six years, because of machinery of government changes and all the other matters that the secretary has raised, to 

be able to make a valid or relevant comparison. We run a budget process every year, quite extensively, to work 

through how we resource within the appropriation for the department to be able to deliver outcomes. Sensible 

decisions are made best on the information in front of us. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Mr Cahill, would you be able to take on notice a detailed breakdown of where 

funding has been reduced in the different outcome areas over the last six years? 

Mr Cahill:  We can take that on notice. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Thank you. I go back to the implications of this, in relation to not being on 

track. Which species are going to be affected? Which ecological communities will be affected? And what is the 
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actual result of not meeting this? I understand there is the embarrassment of not reaching a time frame, but I'm 

more interested in what it means for the actual environment itself. 

Mr Knudson:  I think Mr Oxley walked through, in 1.4, the specific actions. We can talk about, in detail, what 

those implications would be, but I would posit that the impact on the environment is actually relatively small. 

Like I said on environmental regulation as a whole, the impact is, quite frankly, more on companies that have a 

delay in getting their approval decisions, in terms of material impact, because the act doesn't allow a company to 

take an action until they have approval in place. So, by definition, there can't be an impact on the environment due 

to a development that doesn't have timely approval. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  You are telling me that not being on track to meet a number of these deadlines 

hasn't impacted on any of Australia's native species? 

Mr Knudson:  What I was saying, Senator—and I'm happy to walk through the impacts with respect to 1.4, 

with respect to heritage outcomes—with respect to the statutory time frames on regulatory decisions under the act 

for development, is that you can't build a road, you can't build a mine et cetera until you have approval. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Let's talk about the performance criteria not being on track in relation to 

Australia's biodiversity, including the priority of threatened species. Which species are impacted because we're 

not on track? 

Mr Knudson:  Again, if you're talking about program 1.4, I'll turn to Mr Oxley to walk through again for you 

what's listed there and his sense of the potential impacts. But, quite frankly, it's more about heritage than 

biodiversity, and that's what we've— 

Ms Jonasson:  Before we pass over to Mr Oxley, I think it's important to go through the structure of the table 

on page 49 in the portfolio budget statements. The performance criteria that you're referring to, not on track, 

comprise a number of targets. They're in the right-hand problem. The performance criteria are identified as not on 

track because of the items that Mr Oxley referred to earlier today in the conversation about this—the activities 

requiring legislation—and they are the heritage breaches that Mr Oxley referred to. In relation to the other targets 

that relate to that performance criterion, they are on track, and that does also include 100 per cent of listed 

threatened species and ecological communities having approved conservation advice and/or a recovery plan. We 

believe we are on track to achieve that. So, in terms of your specific question in relation to that performance 

criteria, I just refer you to the multiple targets, and one of the targets relates to the heritage elements that Mr 

Oxley talked about, which means that the performance criterion is not on track. I will pass over to my colleague, 

Mr Oxley, to provide further information, if he has it. 

Mr Oxley:  I'm not sure that I could answer any better than Ms Jonasson has just done. She's very nicely 

summarised what I previously said. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  What about in relation to program 1.5, where, again, it's saying we're not on 

track in relation to the biodiversity—priority threatened species. That's on page 50. 

Mr Tregurtha:  Senator, that's environmental regulation and that's the point Mr Knudson was making earlier 

in relation to the implications. Again, it's a similar issue to statutory time frames not having been met. In terms of 

what the implications are for that, as Mr Knudson has already pointed out, that is largely on developers and 

companies who are proposing to undertake actions, not receiving their approvals in the time frame that is set out 

under the EPBC Act. In relation to the environmental implications of that, my staff continue to do those 

environmental assessments and approvals and take due diligence and care in relation to assessing the 

environmental implications of any approval. So, materially, in relation to how that assessment is undertaken, there 

is no difference in terms of whether they are on time or not. The material impact, as Mr Knudson said, is that it is 

a delay for the proponent. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Could I go to the issue of Australian sea lions. I asked about this at last 

estimates. I was told at that point that in two weeks time we should have had a result as to whether Australian sea 

lions were finally listed as endangered, to make sure we could look after them in line with international 

descriptions and standards. What has happened to the Australian sea lions? 

Ms Jonasson:  Thank you. I will ask Mr Richardson to come to the table so that he can help you on that one. 

Mr G Richardson:  Good morning. Senator, you're right. At the last estimates hearing, I outlined the time 

frame for that assessment, which at that time was 30 March. I can update the committee and say that that 

assessment has not yet been completed and in fact the Threatened Species Scientific Committee has sought a 

further extension to that time frame for the assessment. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  What's their excuse? 
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Mr G Richardson:  Their excuse is that they are seeking to complete a thorough assessment of the available 

evidence for that species and complete that in a robust way. They weren't in a position to complete the assessment 

by the end-of-March deadline. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  This has been on their list for four or five years, has it not? 

Mr G Richardson:  It was put on the list, I believe, in 2016. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Three years ago? 

Mr G Richardson:  Correct. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  What is the problem? 

Ms Jonasson:  Senator, I think there are some assessments that are straightforward, that are not complex and 

for which there is a lot of information available. The committee are very expert and very knowledgeable and take 

their job very, very seriously; I do want to stress that. This is a complex case and a complex consideration. The 

committee does not ask lightly for extensions from the minister. So, when they have taken this decision, it is 

because they are concerned to ensure that they take the right decision and provide the right advice for the minister 

to consider. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Has there been any consideration of the impact that this will have on 

NOPSEMA's decision to allow drilling in the Great Australian Bight? 

Mr G Richardson:  That is not a relevant consideration for the Threatened Species Scientific Committee. The 

committee is charged with completing an assessment in a robust way, as Ms Jonasson just said, and taking 

account of all the information that is available. This species is one of the more complex to do that for. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Is this a result of the fact that the minister had failed in her duties to appoint 

those vacancies to the committee until only a month or so ago? 

Ms Jonasson:  No. The membership of the committee has had no impact on this assessment. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  So, for three years, they haven't been able to do this and now they're asking for 

an extension right at the time when we need to know whether a major development in their habitat will go ahead 

or not? 

Ms Jonasson:  I don't think there is any direct link with the committee's assessment. In fact, I'm certain there is 

no direct link between the committee's assessment and this development consideration in terms of timing. I would 

reiterate to you that this is a complex case. The committee is concerned to ensure they have all the information. I 

might get Mr Richardson to talk through for you the detailed process that the committee goes through to ensure 

that they undertake an appropriate consideration when they are doing their assessments. These assessments do 

take time. They include public consultation. Mr Richardson, would you like to— 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Before you do, Mr Richardson, perhaps you could reflect on this in your 

response. The international committee made a decision about the Australian sea lion in 2008. That's 11 years ago. 

Are you suggesting they don't take their job seriously? 

Ms Jonasson:  I don't believe I said that. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  There is a clear contradiction between the process that your department 

oversees and what the international committee has been able to do. For 11 years people have been wanting an 

assessment on the Australian sea lion. It has been before the Australian committee for three years and we still 

don't have a result. 

Ms Jonasson:  I think it is worthwhile Mr Richardson talking through the approach the committee takes when 

they are doing these processes and assessments. 

Mr G Richardson:  Thanks. Senator, I presume when you're talking about the international committee, you're 

talking about the IUCN  and the red list? 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  The IUCN.  

Mr G Richardson:  Yes. The process that is followed is set out pretty clearly in the legislation. The committee 

is charged with assessing those items that are added to the final priority assessment list. They have a time frame 

set out in that final priority assessment list, which is recommended by the committee themselves. The time frames 

that are set by the minister are upon recommendation from the committee, so the committee anticipated they 

would be in a position to complete this assessment in the time frame. But, as Ms Jonasson said, there are more 

complex and less complex assessments, and that's to do with the information available, the robustness of that 

information and the clarity of whether that allows the committee to determine whether or not the species meets 
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the criteria set out for listing species under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act. I 

might add that those criteria are essentially the same as the IUCN's criteria internationally. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  How long has the extension been given for? 

Mr G Richardson:  They sought an extension until September this year. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  I understand the point that you have made in relation to the current application 

from Equinor in the Great Australian Bight not being directly linked. I am not suggesting it is. My concern is that 

decision will be made in the absence of knowing whether the Australian sea lion needs proper protection. 

Therefore, it is inherently linked—if we are actually worried about the endangered nature of this animal. 

Mr Knudson:  One of the things I would suggest—because you're getting right at the issue of NOPSEMA's 

assessment of this project, and that would best be directed towards them in terms of how they plan to take into 

account any marine impacts. That is the essence of your question. The Australian sea lion is just one of the 

potential impacts that could happen in this space. NOPSEMA would be able to give you a better sense of what 

level of scrutiny they are applying to this project, so that you have that assurance.  

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Thank you. With all due respect, I have little faith that NOPSEMA are 

prepared to consider the impacts on the sea lion unless there is information from your department. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  They're not called to appear at estimates.   

Senator Birmingham:  Information from NOPSEMA has already dealt with the Australian sea lion and the 

impacts upon it. So that's completely untrue, Senator Hanson-Young.  

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  No. I am saying I have little faith. You can't say that is not true. 

Senator Birmingham:  No. You said you have no faith that they will consider the impact of the sea lion unless 

it is listed through this process. That is actually incorrect, because the Australian sea lion is already cited in 

NOPSEMA information in relation to this listing. How many listings— 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  I am not going to hold my breath as to whether they do the bidding of the big 

oil companies or the bidding of the Australian environment. I know which side of the fence they continue to fall 

down on. I don't think they're independent at all. I am on the record and I'll— 

Senator Birmingham:  That's a reflection upon the officials and their responsibilities to uphold what are quite 

high environmental standards. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  When they hang out with pro-gas-and-oil heads and— 

CHAIR:  Senator Hanson-Young— 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  host drinks for politicians, I know what side of the fence they sit on. 

CHAIR:  we might just revert to asking questions of officers of the department, rather than rhetorical flourish. 

It is lovely, but it is incorrect and inaccurate. I would like to give Labor senators a chance and then we'll come 

back.  

Senator URQUHART:  Thank you. Mr Pratt, The Guardian have just released an article titled—and I have a 

copy—and you look like you have a copy, Mr Pratt.  

Mr Pratt:  Thank you, Senator.  

Senator URQUHART:  It is titled 'Government tries to censor itself over export of birds to convicted German 

fraudster'. The Guardian reported that the department has asked it to destroy documents handed over under FOI 

relating to the Australian government allowing for the export of 232 birds to a Mr Martin Guth, a man with 

multiple criminal convictions. I understand you have the article? 

Mr Pratt:  Yes. 

Senator URQUHART:  Is it common for the department to retrospectively redact FOI documents? 

Mr Pratt:  No. 

Senator URQUHART:  What powers does the department have to retrospectively redact FOI documents? 

Mr Pratt:  I believe we have no powers of that sort. 

Senator URQUHART:  The Guardian article also states that the department argues that retrospective 

redaction was needed because release of the information could facilitate fraudulent export applications. Given the 

concerns with the export of the 232 birds to begin with, how can the release of this information put other 

Australian fauna at further risk of illegal export? 
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Ms Jonasson:  Thank you for the question. We do have a copy of the letter that we provided to the journalist, 

which we would be happy to table. It might help the committee. The first point I would like to make is that we do 

acknowledge in the letter that Ms Cox has no obligation to do as we asked. It was a request we made of her. We 

also noted that we made this request really to protect the information from further disclosure, not to prevent her 

from making use of the documents for other purposes.  

To be quite frank, it was because of an administrative error of my team that this information was released. I 

was absolutely aware that, in having this letter provided to Ms Cox, an article such as this may appear in The 

Guardian. Nevertheless, I felt that, for full transparency and to ensure that due process was followed, we should 

provide such a letter to Ms Cox and provide her with the information and the reasoning why, absolutely noting 

that there was no legal obligation on her to do as we were kindly requesting.  

The reality is that more information than would have normally been provided has been provided. I trust that Ms 

Cox will use the information in an appropriate way. Our concern really is to ensure that, as we've said in the letter, 

permit numbers and those sorts of things are not used for people to create their own fraudulent permits, permit 

numbers and that sort of stuff. That's basically the reason we did it. I was aware that, in doing so, we would likely 

end up in The Guardian. 

CHAIR:  Is it the wish of the committee that we have that letter tabled? 

Senator URQUHART:  Yes. 

CHAIR:  If we could have a copy of that, that would be great. Thanks, Ms Jonasson. 

Senator URQUHART:  What Australian fauna are at risk of fraudulent export as a result of the release of this 

information? 

Ms Jonasson:  It's actually because of the nature of the information. People may be able to create their own 

permit numbers and things like that. We really wanted to ensure that that wasn't possible, particularly given the 

concerns that have been raised recently around a number of other exports. We take the protection of our wildlife 

very seriously. We look to ensure that, where animals are exported, we contract that and we know where they 

have come from. 

Senator URQUHART:  You mentioned that the release of the information was an administrative error. 

Ms Jonasson:  Yes, it was. 

Senator URQUHART:  What things have you put in place to ensure that this won't happen again? 

Ms Jonasson:  The first thing I would say is that, since we became aware of this, we have done this letter to 

Ms Cox to ensure that we are on record as correcting that. In addition to that I've put in place additional checks in 

my team. There have been multiple FOI requests on this particular topic, as you would be aware. I've been 

working with our general counsel branch to ensure that we have the appropriate checks before information is 

released to make sure nothing of a personal nature or something that could support corrupt or fraudulent 

behaviour is released. I might hand over to my colleague Ms Tregurtha. 

Ms Tregurtha:  In terms of responsibility for ensuring that delegates and others processing any department 

requests are aware of their obligations, we take an educative role and we also provide support in processing 

requests. I've also been through this error with my team as to what we could do better in the future. We're making 

sure that we do thoroughly review and assist to review those documents and also identify where we might need to 

do more enhanced consultation with third parties to pick up these sorts of things. 

Senator URQUHART:  Have either set of documents—the newly redacted or the originals—been published 

on the department's FOI log? 

Ms Tregurtha:  No we haven't done that yet. 

Senator URQUHART:  Are you going to do that? 

Ms Tregurtha:  Yes, we will do that. 

Senator URQUHART:  Who are the third parties who have raised concerns about the information being made 

public? It is six months after the release of that information. 

Ms Jonasson:  I don't have that information available here today. I'd have to take that on notice. 

Senator URQUHART:  Can you provide it during the course of today? 

Ms Jonasson:  Yes, I will absolutely attempt to do that for you. 

Senator URQUHART:  Can you tell me why they've acted on these concerns? 

Ms Jonasson:  I'll ask the question for you, Senator. 
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Senator URQUHART:  Thank you. 

Senator SIEWERT:  I want to follow up the questions I asked about Shark Bay during the last estimates, as a 

question on notice. Thank you for the answer, it was very useful. I want to ask about time lines for the study about 

the impacts of climate change on the World Heritage values at Shark Bay. You said: 

The Department is working with researchers and on-ground World Heritage property managers to identify the risks and 

potential responses to the impact of climate change on the World Heritage values. 

Can I ask for a time line on that work—if it's still underway or has been completed? 

Mr Oxley:  It may help me just a little if I could have— 

Senator SIEWERT:  The question number? 

Mr Oxley:  Yes. 

Senator SIEWERT:  My apologies; it's question No. 112. 

Mr Oxley:  Thank you. That refers to the new National Environmental Science Program Marine Biodiversity 

Hub project, which we talked about in the answer. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Yes. I want to come to that. In answer to the question, you referred to a scoping study 

that's being undertaken. 

Mr Oxley:  We may need to take it on notice and seek a response directly from the relevant hub. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Fair enough. In answer to the first two questions, is it the hub that's undertaking that 

work? 

Mr Oxley:  I can't answer that question. We need the relevant officers at the table, I'm sorry. We may not have 

them here; they're not associated with outcome 1. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Okay. Where should I ask about this then? 

Mr Knudson:  It's here, actually; it's 1.2. 

Mr Cahill:  Senator, can I get you to confirm the specific scoping exercise that you're— 

Senator SIEWERT:  Okay. This was in answer to my question No. 112. I asked: 

Has the Department undertaken an evaluation of the impact of climate change on the world heritage values of Shark Bay? 

And you said: 

The Department is working with researchers and on-ground World Heritage property managers to identify the risks and 

potential responses to the impact of climate change on the World Heritage values. 

I want more detail on that. If I'm asking in the wrong place can you please tell me where I should ask it? 

Mr Cahill:  You're in the right outcome, Senator. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Thank you, because I was just told I wasn't. 

Mr Cahill:  We'll probably have to take that on notice and go back to the hub. We'll see what we can find out 

for you today. It is at a scoping stage and, by its nature, they're working at the focus of the research exercise. 

Senator SIEWERT:  That's why I'm asking, because I ask this earlier—in February—and I expect that things 

have moved on. I would like to know if the scoping study has been completed and, if not, what the time line is 

and what happens from there. 

Mr Cahill:  We'll get back to you later today on that. 

Senator SIEWERT:  That would be appreciated. You then said: 

The Department is working with the Shark Bay World Heritage Area Advisory Committee and climate change experts to 

develop a Climate Change Adaptation Plan and Action Plan. 

I'd like to know, then, where that plan is up to, what the time line is and funding that's anticipated. Is there 

funding already allocated to that, or will funding be allocated to that subsequently? And at what level will that be? 

Mr Oxley:  That work is being led by the property manager for Shark Bay. The department is supporting that 

process—engaged in that process would be a better way of articulating it. There's not any funding available for 

implementation of that strategy per se, although it would be open to the property manager to apply for assistance 

through the Australian Heritage Grants program if they had projects that they wanted to see implemented as a 

result of it. One other thing I should add—and Mr Williams may have more detail than I do—is that in recent 

months a workshop was conducted in Shark Bay, which involved quite a number of experts. It was looking at the 

vulnerability of the property to climate change, and I believe that produced some very useful information. 
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Senator SIEWERT:  Yes, I'm aware of that workshop, and I have in fact looked at some of the work that 

came out of that. Thank you. So, you don't have the time lines? Or can you take that on notice? 

Mr Oxley:  We'll take that on notice. 

Senator SIEWERT:  That'd be great. And the funding that you listed in the rest of the answer—the funding 

that's been made available to the marine hub, and there's the $140,000 that's the annual contribution, plus the 

funding for the dugong population and habitat survey—that is the only funding that is currently being made 

available by the Commonwealth to the Shark Bay World Heritage Area? 

Mr Williams:  That's the case at the moment. We have work underway, as pointed out in the answer to the 

question that we've provided to you in relation to the National Environmental Science Program. And as Mr Oxley 

said, it will be down to the site managers to use that work as a basis for pursuing further funding possibilities, 

including with us. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Including with you, but also with the Marine Biodiversity Hub project? Or, with the 

Marine Biodiversity Hub, is there more funding potentially available through that process as well? 

Mr Oxley:  We don't have the expertise to answer questions about the Marine Biodiversity Hub. They have an 

annual work program, and they develop up their annual work program through quite a comprehensive 

consultation process. As a general theme, there is a focus within that program on World Heritage. But the job lot 

of work that the hub does rolls from year to year, and the program evolves. I do know that in recent months the 

hub leaders have been in consultation with the department and others in looking to build the forward work 

program. Whether that has looked specifically at needs for survey study, research, in Shark Bay, I don't know, but 

that can certainly be taken on notice. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Okay. Perhaps you could take that on notice, then. 

Mr Oxley:  And lastly, in relation to funding to Shark Bay specifically, I should say that the department does 

fund the role of an executive officer for Shark Bay. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Yes, the $140,000. 

Mr Oxley:  Yes. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Yes, I've got that one. And that's just rolling. 

Mr Oxley:  Yes. 

Mr Cahill:  I will concur with Mr Oxley. I actually met with the hub leaders last week, and we are in the 

process of thinking through the approach of the next hub research decisions and such and working through that 

priority program, because it's a rolling program. 

Senator SIEWERT:  One last question: can I get a sense of the understanding of the sense of urgency around 

the impact of climate change on Shark Bay? 

Mr Oxley:  What we do know is that the marine heatwave in 2011 had a very extensive impact in terms of loss 

of seagrass in Shark Bay, and there have been some real challenges in the recovery of the species there. There are 

questions about what the future species composition is going to look like and whether there is a need to look at 

changes in species composition in order to sustain the ecological function there in the same way that that 

discussion is going on in relation to coral ecosystems and system function in the Great Barrier Reef and other 

places. And we've seen in recent days reporting on new research that has shown that there's been a 12 per cent 

drop, I think it was, in recruitment of dolphin populations, which is understood to be a consequence of the loss of 

that seagrass habitat. So, the picture for Shark Bay, as it is for many of our marine World Heritage systems, is one 

of being challenged in the face of climate change.  

Senator SIEWERT:  Thank you, Mr Oxley. I wanted to get a sense of the sense of urgency, and I'm not trying 

to make this a Shark Bay or the west coast versus the east coast, but there is a lot of work being done and funding 

being spent on the Great Barrier Reef, as there should be. My concern is that Shark Bay is, as I know you're 

aware, only one of four marine places that meet all four listing criteria. Looking at the science, we are seeing 

some pretty dire prospects, and I'm not seeing the same level of investment in the bay as we are providing in other 

places. I'm not making a grab for anybody else's money. I'm asking: is it intended and are you looking at it in that 

sort of scale in terms of needing to be upping the investment in Shark Bay to meet the level of urgency about 

climate change impact on the very issues you've just articulated? 

Mr Oxley:  I would say that we feel that sense of urgency in relation to many of our World Heritage 

properties. That sense of urgency is something that we communicate clearly and that is understood globally—

hence the criticality of the focus on mitigating emissions. In terms of how we respond to those challenges in the 

here and now, I guess there are two particular components, one is managing systems to ensure they are as resilient 
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as they can be, and then secondly there is really starting to look comprehensively at the adaptation challenge and 

how that might be supported. So, there is a sense of urgency there, and that is being communicated, but it— 

Senator SIEWERT:  Communicated to whom?  

Mr Oxley:  From time to time, we provide an overview of the sort of challenges facing our World Heritage 

properties. 

Mr Cahill:  Included in that is that Mr Oxley and his team right across the whole department are engaged in 

how we set priorities for the National Environment Science Program. So that focus on Shark Bay and other areas 

where there is importance to the World Heritage area actually are inputs to the decision-making about where we 

focus the science.  

Senator SIEWERT:  Thank you. I'll put the rest of my questions on notice.  

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  I will ask more questions to GBRMPA this afternoon about the AAT decision a 

couple of days ago around drum lines in the Great Barrier Reef, but I note today that Mr Mark Furner MP, who is 

the Queensland government minister, wrote to the environment minister, Melissa Price, yesterday requesting 

federal government intervention in relation to the removal of those drum lines from the Great Barrier Reef. Can 

someone tell me whether that is the case and whether that's been actioned by the department?  

Mr Knudson:  I'm not aware of that correspondence yet, but I'm sure it will be coming to us very soon.  

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Minister, are you aware that the environment minister has been asked to 

intervene in Queensland to replace drum lines in the Great Barrier Reef? 

Senator Birmingham:  Do you have you got a copy of the letter from Mr Furner?  

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  I do. It's on social media. What's your Twitter handle and I'll forward it to you! 

Senator Birmingham:  I'm not— 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  He's attached a copy of the letter.  

Senator Birmingham:  Is it a letter that's only been released today?  

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Yesterday, from what I understand.  

Senator Birmingham:  Yesterday—late yesterday. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Anyway, I'll get you a copy of it, but he has put it up on his social media.  

Senator Birmingham:  We'll look into it. It's always interesting in these cases as to whether the letter has 

reached the office before it's actually been released.  

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Could I ask one of the department officials: what potential intervention could 

the environment minister make if she were to accept the minister's ministrations that the drum lines should be 

replaced in the Great Barrier Reef? 

Mr Knudson:  As you would imagine, it's a pretty complex issue. The regulatory regime around the Great 

Barrier Reef incorporates not only state legislation but also Commonwealth legislation and GBRMPA legislation. 

It's just such a speculative question, that we would want to take a look at who's in the best position to respond. 

Without stating the bleeding obvious, the other part of this is trying to ensure that swimmers and users of the 

ocean are safe as well. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Did you read the judgement by the AAT?  

Mr Knudson:  No, I haven't.  

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  They said the scientific evidence was overwhelming that those devices provided 

no safety for bathers. 

Mr Knudson:  That would obviously be important for anyone to consider. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  That's not a point I want to debate with you today, anyway, but I do want to 

know when this committee looked into shark mitigation around the country. I understand there was a federal 

environmental law loophole that allowed nets and drum lines to be put in at Ballina, in New South Wales. Could 

you remind me what that exemption was under EPBC— 

Mr Tregurtha:  Are you talking about a national interest exemption that was provided to New South Wales 

for a specific trial, in relation to drum lines?  

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  That's correct. 

Mr Tregurtha:  From memory, it was only the nets that needed the exemption because the drum lines—  

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Smart drum lines.  
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Mr Tregurtha:  the smart drum lines were determined to be unlikely to have a significant impact on the 

national protected matter. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  As we know, drum lines do which currently exist in Queensland. Is it possible 

that the exemption could be used again by the Queensland government? I'm not asking you for advice. 

Mr Tregurtha:  It's a national interest exemption, so it has to be sought by a proponent and is a case-by-case 

consideration for the national environment minister. The other thing to be aware of, though, is that, for example, 

when you're talking about shark protection measures that are currently in situ they may well be operating under 

existing exemption provisions that are also contained in the EPBC Act. So, as Mr Knudson said, it is a potentially 

complex arrangement— 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  It is. For your information, the Queensland government today have taken out the 

drum lines. They have complied with the AAT's decision, but they are now requesting that the federal 

environment minister intervene. I will leave it at that for now. Can I ask you very quickly, because I've only got a 

few minutes, at the last estimates, which wasn't that long ago, I asked about the waste policy. Could you tell us 

where we are at with that? I am happy to read you your comments. You more or less said that actions agreed by 

governments to be included in the national action plan will guide government decisions on future funding 

commitments and that you would have something in April. Could you quickly update me on where we're at with 

that? 

Mr Tregurtha:  Absolutely. My staff have been working assiduously with states and territories as well as with 

industry, in terms of progressing the national action plan, on the back of the communique and the decision that 

was made at the Meeting of Environment Ministers in December last year. In fact, I'm hosting a meeting in 

Melbourne tomorrow of both state and territory colleagues and industry to progress that national action plan. It 

would be our intention, as we noted in the question, that we put together a draft in relatively short order so that we 

can brief a minister, over the course of the coming months, with a view to whenever the next meeting of—

ultimately, this would be put in front of the next Meeting of Environment Ministers for consideration.  

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Just as a reminder, when is that? 

Mr Tregurtha:  We haven't set a date yet. That would be dependent on the next—after the election.  

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  So it's not likely we'll have a new funding package or policy ready to go by the 

election, if you haven't set that date. Is that a reasonable— 

Mr Tregurtha:  I would say a couple of things on that. As we noted in the response, and we are working with 

the states and territories, we would expect to have a national action plan in place that would help guide future 

decisions of that nature. That doesn't prevent—as we've seen, just recently, the government made a commitment 

in the budget announcement on Tuesday night. Certainly, there are a range of other commitments that could be 

made, but from our perspective, in relation to the national action plan, we would want it to be agreed between the 

Commonwealth and state and territories before it was used as a vehicle to inform funding decisions. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  That was going to be my next question. The announcement, on the budget, 

looked like it was a grants based announcement in a broader fund for recycling projects. Was that an informed 

recommendation from the department to the government or was it a purely ministerial initiative? 

Mr Tregurtha:  We've been speaking with the minister and the minister's office for years, in relation to— 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  I'm aware it's been many years, and I'd like to have seen this a long time ago. 

Mr Tregurtha:  the potential, as you are well aware. We've been having an ongoing discussion with a range of 

environment ministers, since the 2009 national waste strategy, in relation to what proposals or propositions there 

were for taking action on waste. The decision of the government in the budget was to make that funding program 

that we heard about earlier available for recycling and other waste infrastructure projects, so there's a facility there 

contingent on the guidelines being— 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Is there a dollar amount, like a cap or an allocation within that fund, or an 

expectation, of how much would go towards recycling? 

Mr Knudson:  No, there isn't. The only thing I would flag is that, in addition to communities environment 

program, which we were talking about earlier, there is a community restoration fund which is $100 million and it 

talks about waste and recycling initiatives. But, no, there is no cap in there. I just want to flag that there are 

actually two programs that talk about waste. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  If I get a chance, perhaps I can have another go a bit later. 

CHAIR:  You won't get another chance, Senator Whish-Wilson; sorry to break it to you. 
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Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Maybe next week when you come back! 

Mr Knudson:  Looking forward to it, Senator! 

CHAIR:  You've just jinxed this whole day. 

Senator RICE:  I want to ask about the Threatened Species Scientific Committee's assessment of the 

conservation status of the Leadbeater's possum. That was due to be submitted to the minister on the 30 March—is 

that correct? 

Ms Jonasson:  That's correct, Senator. We're just waiting for Mr Richardson to join us at the table so he can 

join this conversation. 

Senator RICE:  Has that indeed occurred? 

Mr G Richardson:  Senator, I'm pleased to note that the assessment of the Leadbeater's possum threatened 

status has been completed by the committee and has been provided to the minister. 

Senator RICE:  When was it provided to the minister? 

Mr G Richardson:  It was on Friday last week—on 29 March. 

Senator RICE:  How long until the minister must respond to it? 

Mr G Richardson:  The EPBC Act sets out the statutory time frame, and that is 90 business days from receipt 

of the advice from the committee. 

Senator RICE:  Is it correct that the minister can decide to reject the recommendation of the Threatened 

Species Scientific Committee? 

Mr G Richardson:  I'm not sure I'd characterise it as a reject. The minister, in making a decision on a listing 

advice, must only take account of—and I should get these words right—the advice from the committee and the 

effect on the species of any change in the listing status. 

Senator RICE:  But, if they decide to do something different from the recommendation of the Threatened 

Species Scientific Committee, what does the minister have to do? 

Mr G Richardson:  The reason I'm hesitating is that it's never actually happened to my knowledge. The 

minister is restricted to considering essentially the evidence as to whether or not the species meets the regulated 

criteria under the EPBC Act for listing and the effect of that change in listing of the species. That's what the 

minister is restricted to, so I guess it is conceivable that a minister might consider different to new evidence or 

conclude something different to the advice from the committee. However, those are the only options available 

under the act. 

Senator RICE:  I understand from my reading of the act that the minister may seek and have regard to 

information and advice from any other source as well. 

Mr G Richardson:  Correct. They could be in receipt of different information. 

Senator RICE:  They could effectively reject the recommendation.  

Mr G Richardson:  I guess they could conceivably have available to them information that's not available to 

the committee under that provision and reach a different conclusion. 

Senator RICE:  If the minister decided to make a recommendation in the next short period of time, would the 

minister only be able to do that up until the writs were issued for an election? 

Mr G Richardson:  The caretaker provisions would apply to a decision of the minister based on the advice 

from the committee. I guess, if it were contentious—and I think this one could be—it would be subject to the 

provisions we discussed earlier around consultation with the shadow. 

Senator RICE:  So the minister could make a decision whether to accept the scientific committee's 

recommendation or make a different decision on the basis of other evidence. She could do that on her own up 

until the election is called but, after that, under the caretaker provisions, it would need to be in consultation with 

the Labor Party. 

Mr G Richardson:  That's my understanding. 

Ms Jonasson:  The process that we would take is that we would have a conversation with the caretaker people 

in our department as well as with the caretaker people in the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet and 

with the minister to determine what the appropriate approach would be under the caretaker conventions. 

Senator RICE:  Going back to the prospect of whether the minister didn't accept the recommendation of the 

scientific committee, on the basis of information or advice from any other source, would that be able to consider 
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information that the scientific committee also had considered, such as the information from AFPA, the Forest 

Products Association, or the VicForests data? 

Mr G Richardson:  As I said earlier, the minister is restricted to, essentially, scientific information that goes to 

whether or not the species is eligible under the IUCN criteria that are set out in our regulations. 

Senator RICE:  But if it was scientific information that the Threatened Species Scientific Committee had also 

considered, would that be eligible to be 'other information', even though the scientific committee had also 

considered it? 

Mr G Richardson:  There's no limit on the other information that the minister can consider, but the minister 

must consider the advice of the committee. 

Mr Knudson:  I think your question is: if the forestry peak body put in some information and the minister said, 

'I only want to pay attention to that, not the scientific committee's advice.' 

Senator RICE:  Even though that information had already been considered by the committee. 

Mr Knudson:  No. Just logically—obviously we'll come back if we've got this wrong—it wouldn't make an 

awful lot of sense if that was the case. 

Senator RICE:  What does it mean to 'consider' that information? 

Mr G Richardson:  I don't have the act in front of me, but the act sets out that the minister is required to 

consider the advice of the committee and within the time frame I mentioned earlier but can have reference to other 

material, but can only consider that material as it goes to the science as to whether or not the species is eligible 

under the criteria that are legislated. 

Senator RICE:  We will wait with bated breath to see what the minister does. 

Mr G Richardson:  It's not a matter, I understand, that's been tested in the courts, for example, as to what that 

consideration could comprise. 

Senator RICE:  So if the minister did decide to make a recommendation other than what the scientific 

committee was recommending, there could potentially be legal action about whether she had appropriately 

considered the advice of the scientific committee. 

Ms Jonasson:  I think, as Mr Richardson said earlier, this is actually something that's never happened, so we're 

inexperienced perhaps in our consideration of such an event, or such a decision. I feel we're moving into 

speculative territory— 

Senator RICE:  But the act does allow it? 

Ms Jonasson:  so perhaps we can have a conversation once we know where this lands. The minister, as Mr 

Richardson, said has 90 business days under the legislation in which to make a decision. 

Senator RICE:  A speculative question is whether you would expect the minister to make a decision prior to 

the issuing of the writs for the election. 

Ms Jonasson:  Absolutely—I couldn't comment on that. 

Senator RICE:  No. Given that, and given the 90 days, which could be four months, what does that mean for 

the recovery plan? Do you still have a deadline of 30 September for completion of the recovery plan? 

Mr G Richardson:  The recovery plan, as you're aware, a year or so back was put on hold. The minister 

sought the committee to reconsider whether the recovery plan that had been drafted needed to be updated to take 

account of the new information that was being made available through the reassessment process. That's essentially 

the survey data out of the Victorian government over the last few years. The committee will be considering the 

recovery plan and any amendments that need to be made to it at their June meeting, and I'd anticipate the recovery 

plan would be finalised shortly thereafter. 

Senator RICE:  Can we go back to the Threatened Species Scientific Committee's recommendation to the 

minister. Is the minister required to make that recommendation public when she makes her decision? 

Mr G Richardson:  At the time the decision on a listing outcome is made by the minister, there's a 

requirement for a conservation advice to be published. That conservation advice, by matter of policy—it's not 

required under the act—has been the listing advice from the committee. Historically, when the minister makes the 

decision on a listing decision, the conservation advice, which is constructed from the advice from the committee, 

is published at the same time as the approved conservation advice. That is what I anticipate will happen in this 

case. 

Senator RICE:  But it's not required under the act. 
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Ms Jonasson:  No. But it is usual practice. 

Senator RICE:  There's no expectation that the committee's recommendation would be made public before the 

minister makes her decision. 

Mr G Richardson:  There's actually a provision in the act that prevents that from happening until the minister 

has made the decision. 

Senator RICE:  Thank you. 

CHAIR:  That concludes our consideration of outcome 1. 

Proceedings suspended from 12:30 to 13:32 

CHAIR:  We will recommence. Hello to our friends in Tasmania at the Australian Antarctic Division. Thank 

you for joining us today. Welcome, Mr Ellis, to your first estimates in this role, and congratulations on your 

appointment. Do you have an opening statement before we kick off with questions? 

Mr Ellis:  No, not at all. We can go straight into questions, thank you. 

CHAIR:  Okay. Senator Urquhart, fire away. 

Senator URQUHART:  Hello down in Hobart. I've just got one question, but it has got some components to 

it. Could you give me some information on the Antarctic Program—each component, including uncommitted 

versus committed funding, and how the program will be implemented. 

Mr Ellis:  I think I'll take that question on the details of the budget on notice. 

Senator URQUHART:  Well, I did write to Mr Pratt to give him an indication of the areas that we would be 

asking questions around, and it did comprise of the amount of funding which was uncommitted and committed. 

Mr Cahill:  Under 'Budgeted expenses for Outcome 3' on page 65 of the budget portfolio, there is the funding 

for outcome 3. In its broader sense, it's separated into 'departmental' and 'administered'. 

Senator URQUHART:  Is it uncommitted and committed? 

Mr Cahill:  In terms of how we're performing against this year in terms of our commitments this year, our 

program is operating tightly but within budget. Most of our commitments are already in place in terms of our 

operating— 

Senator URQUHART:  Can you take me through the figures. I asked this question earlier of the department, 

and a significant amount of information was provided, which I was very grateful for. 

Mr Pratt:  If I could just to clarify—certainly we've attempted to cover off everything in your very helpful 

letter, but I don't see anything about the Antarctic funding. Primarily, that is in two areas. It will be in 

departmental funding for the operation of the Antarctic Division, including the bases in Antarctica and also a lot 

of major capital items. But we haven't come prepared for such a detailed discussion on that, because we didn't—

unless I've missed it somewhere in your letter. 

Senator URQUHART:  There are a number of areas of detailed information about advertising and 

information campaigns for the department. It talks about the total expenditure on advertising. You're correct, Mr 

Pratt, but it doesn't outline the Antarctic department. 

Mr Cahill:  If it helps, Senator, there are three groups of funding for the Australian Antarctic Program. There 

is the departmental appropriation, which then is supplemented by some revenue we get from other sources. We 

then have equity and capital injections. There is an equity injection of capital for the Antarctic icebreaker and 

major capabilities as well as, as you'll see in the budget papers, a commitment to a large capital investment 

program for reinvigorating and rebuilding our bases down on the southern continent. Thirdly, we have a series of 

other appropriations that pick up expenses or other matters like the operating side of running ships and such. 

What I can say in terms of commitments is that the program this year is fully committed. By its nature, when 

you're running bases and ships and such, there are some long-term commitments. The ship contract itself is a 30-

or-so year commitment with contractual obligations. And then we are moving from a one-year to a five-year 

planning scheme, so there are commitments in an accounting sense—contracts signed—and there are 

commitments you just have to maintain. 

Senator URQUHART:  Do you know what the value of those are? 

Mr Cahill:  No, I'd have to take that on notice. That's very detailed. As you'd imagine, the amount of contracts 

we would have in place just to run the logistics and supply of bases would be quite large. 

Senator URQUHART:  You can't give me the uncommitted? 

Mr Cahill:  No. What I'm saying is: this year is fully committed and by the nature of how we operate— 



Page 42 Senate Thursday, 4 April 2019 

 

ENVIRONMENT AND COMMUNICATIONS LEGISLATION COMMITTEE 

Senator URQUHART:  When you say 'this year' you're talking about the 2018-19 financial year? 

Mr Cahill:  Yes, and there are already contractual arrangements in place for 2019-20, 2020-21 and various 

seasons to be able to run those bases, because that's the nature of the operation we have. 

Senator URQUHART:  All right. If you're able to provide some more— 

Mr Cahill:  We'll give you as much detail as we practically can. 

Senator URQUHART:  Thank you. 

Senator PATRICK:  I don't know who to ask about this—Mr Ellis, perhaps. There was an article in The 

Australian at the end of March relating to China, titled 'China unchecked in Antarctica', talking about the fact that 

Australia hasn't carried out inspections of their facilities on the Australian Antarctic Territory. My understanding 

is that article 14 of the Protocol on Environmental Protections to the Antarctic Treaty gives rights for inspections. 

Could someone give me some details as to what your involvement is when these inspections occur? 

Mr Ellis:  Senator, [inaudible] for inspections. That's something that we would normally [inaudible]. 

CHAIR:  Mr Ellis, we are having a bit of trouble with the audio. It is cutting out every second word. Try 

again, fire away. 

Mr Ellis:  Just confirming that, yes, the Antarctic Treaty and the protocols that go with it have provisions for 

inspections on stations. That provides a complete freedom to access those stations and undertake inspections. 

We've conducted inspections over the life of the treaty quite extensively—most recently in 2016-17 on the Scott 

Amundsen base. Inspections are something we would normally include in our planning process, and we are 

currently doing that. As Mr Cahill said, we are moving from a one-year to a five-year planning cycle and 

inspections will be a very important part of that planning cycle. There are quite significant logistics issues to be 

dealt with in that, of course, to determine the stations we're going to inspect, how we get there and what other 

parties we use to support our logistics activities. As a matter of protocol, we don't normally announce those 

stations that we're going to visit until we are absolutely ready to; that's a standard treaty protocol. We will have, 

for the next season, a series of inspections involved, and I can assure you that I intend to participate in those 

inspections. 

Senator PATRICK:  You say 'substantial inspections'. According to your annual report or information on 

your website, it says that since 1963, inspection teams have conducted inspections on only nine occasions. So I'd 

hardly call that intense. 

Mr Ellis:  It reflects a very comprehensive operational program. We have priorities in terms of science, 

logistics and infrastructure development, and the inspections are activities we fit into that broader planning cycle. 

In 2009-10, we visited Russian and Japanese stations; in 2010-11, German and Russian stations; and in 2016-17, 

American. We'll continue with that program of inspections. 

Senator PATRICK:  You've talked about resources—it's a significant task. Have those inspections been 

constrained by financial considerations? 

Mr Ellis:  No. The constraints on those inspections have been operational constraints and the prioritisation of 

activities within the division. 

Senator PATRICK:  But you can see that resources are clearly tied up with priority. Resources are also a 

function of how much money you're prepared to pay to have sufficient resources to conduct a whole range of 

activities. Respectfully, they are interrelated. 

Mr Cahill:  One of the factors is while there are resources involved in aircraft and logistics to get to a 

particular base for inspection, the key constraint is on the bases themselves—where we operate the platforms, 

where we operate off. You've got so many beds, so much infrastructure and a range of other things, and that's how 

we fit the priorities in from that base. One thing it would be fair to say is the investment by the Australian 

government to rebuild those bases will give us stronger platforms to be able to do more inspections. It's not about 

a one-off operating expense for an inspection; it's about having a base capability to be able to operate your 

inspections off.  

Senator PATRICK:  Anything Mr Ellis wanted to add to that? 

Mr Ellis:  Just to agree with Mr Cahill's comment. The funding program, the 20-year strategy and plan, gives 

us the opportunity to start to create five-year and longer plans, which the division really hasn't had in the past. 

That will allow us to have a much more rigorous program of inspections and allocate resources and time to do 

those. They're never easy and there are other constraints. Simply the logistics, the engagement with other nations, 

the weather, but I think we've got more of an opportunity to undertake a broader range of inspections, going 

forward, than we have in the past. 
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Senator PATRICK:  I don't want you to comment on this, but, just so you understand the context of my line 

of questioning, I'm putting my context to you. China, as a growing nation, one would expect them to be having 

greater influence internationally. That is absolutely the case of the South China Sea. They're spreading their 

influence throughout the Indian Ocean and a range of other different places now, and it is extending to the 

Australian Antarctic Territory. It's in that context—and you don't have to comment on that context—that I'm 

wondering, noting your point about not wanting to announce dates, whether or not there is an intention over the 

next five years to inspect the two facilities that are in our territory? 

Mr Cahill:  I think—and, Mr Ellis, correct me if I'm wrong—there are eight countries operating multiple 

stations within the Australian Antarctic Territory, over which we have sovereign claim. The strength of the 

Antarctic Treaty System is to ensure that there is appropriate coverage by independent nations inspecting 

respective stations and such. So, in my view, over the next five years we'll be turning our minds to all those 

stations operating within the Australian Antarctic Territory and making the appropriate decisions about how they 

fit into our priorities. I don't know if there is anything that Mr Ellis would like to add to that. 

Mr Ellis:  I concur entirely. Our plan will look at all of the 18 stations throughout the Australian areas of 

influence in East Antarctica, looking at how we can program inspections on as many of those as possible. 

Senator PATRICK:  Can I ask: what Australian facilities in Antarctica have been inspected by other nations, 

which facilities were they, which inspecting nations, and on what dates? I'm happy for you to take that on notice. 

Firstly, perhaps not on notice, have our bases been inspected from time to time? 

Mr Ellis:  Not recently. I'd have to take that on notice to provide you the details. There have been inspections 

but not in recent times. 

Senator PATRICK:  Okay. I'm satisfied with that if you take that on notice. I'd like to turn very briefly to the 

icebreaker, my favourite estimates topic. The division provided an answer to me in relation to question on notice 

No. 127 in the 2017-18 additional estimates—I'm still running off that sheet. I wonder if you could give me an 

update on that particular answer on notice? It looks like you've got your harbour acceptance tests pending until 

sometime in June. Is it still the plan, at this stage, to conduct harbour acceptance tests in June? 

Mr Ellis:  I'll attempt to answer that, but if I struggle I'll hand over to my colleague Mr Sumner. As recently as 

5 am this morning I received an update from Mr Bryson, who's currently in Romania with the ship. Milestone 13 

is substantially completed, and the final inspections will be done tomorrow. Power is now connected to the ship, 

and electrics are being tested after the extensive cable pulls. There is still, as previously reported, a 13-week delay 

in delivering the ship. We still don't have comprehensive plans to reduce that delay, but we're working with Serco 

Defence to look at alternatives for that. I am confident that the harbour trials will be proceeding in mid-2020, and 

we'll continue to monitor the progress of the build. 

Senator PATRICK:  So, just to be clear, you are expecting harbour acceptance tests to commence in June? 

Mr Ellis:  Taking into account the 13-week delay. 

Senator PATRICK:  Sure. I'm just basing that off the last information that you provided to me. I presume that 

involves sending qualified masters and people who are familiar with the ship environment across to conduct or 

witness those tests? 

Mr Ellis:  Absolutely. In fact I might ask Mr Sumner to give you a list of the sorts of people who will be 

attending that. 

Mr Sumner:  As well as the department's own project team, which will be sending representatives over to 

observe and participate in the harbour acceptance trials, Serco Defence themselves will have their own team. 

They have a representative in the shipyard like the department does and they will be sending some of their own 

project team, including masters and some other engineering senior officers to be part of that process. 

Senator PATRICK:  Aurora Australis is operated by P&O, isn't it?  

Mr Cahill:  Yes, P&O. 

Senator PATRICK:  So they have their own mariners that are not available to you. The Navy, for example, 

would typically send their own people to a harbour acceptance test. 

Mr Cahill:  Serco has been in the process of recruiting the crew, effectively, for the icebreaker, and some of 

them will be part of that test and trial. I'm also aware that there has been extensive work going through the test 

and trial program, which we, under the contract, have the sign off for too. 

Senator PATRICK:  Moving to the sea acceptance tests, which will presumably take place towards the end of 

the year—I presume that's going to take place in the Black Sea, where conditions will be quite different to what 

one might expect in the Southern Ocean. There would be requirements, I presume, for the ship, in respect of some 
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of our sea conditions. Is there any testing that's going to be conducted in Australian waters, or will we be 

accepting the ship before it leaves Romania? 

Mr Sumner:  The ship will conduct sea acceptance trials in the Black Sea. It will then go around through the 

Mediterranean to the Netherlands. From there it will go to the North Atlantic and conduct special sea trials off the 

coast of Norway and towards the top, into the Arctic itself. 

Senator PATRICK:  I presume that would involve using the icebreaker in an operational scenario? 

Mr Sumner:  Yes, that's correct. 

Mr Cahill:  In addition, when the ship does arrive in Hobart in the middle of next year, there is a warranty 

period after that as well. 

Senator PATRICK:  Sure. But it's always much more expensive to fix a defect on the other side of the world. 

Mr Cahill:  Very much. We're acutely aware of that. 

Senator PATRICK:  Okay. If you could update question No.127, that would be appreciated. 

Mr Cahill:  Will do. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  I wanted to ask the division today if they had any comments about the media 

stories, which I think have come out of the British Antarctic efforts, around the projections for CO2 levels at 412 

parts per million, given that historically plants were growing in the Antarctic at 400 parts per million, and their 

suggestions that we might start seeing similar things occurring in the future. Could you update us on the ice-core 

program that's going on at the moment and whether you have any views on those reports in the media today? 

Mr Ellis:  I'll ask my colleague Dr Gwen Fenton, our chief scientist, to address that question. 

Dr Fenton:  I thank you for the question, Senator. I'm aware of some of that research. In terms of the ice-core 

project, which was your actual question, it is advancing. In terms of what we're going to do with the million-year 

ice-core project, we're at the stage of buying the traverse capability to do that project and in the final stages of 

selecting the site for conducting the program. The program will take place over four years. The likely areas are at 

little Dome C, well into the Australian Antarctic Territory, near the French and Italian Concordia station. That is 

the most likely site we will drill at. It will be nearly a three-kilometre ice core that we will retrieve over that 

period of time. We're largely in the planning phase of that project. It's a very major undertaking, to do this project, 

so it necessarily comes with a large amount of planning and funding from the government to procure the traverse 

gear to do this. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  But that funding has been secured for the project? 

Dr Fenton:  Yes, it has. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  The media articles today were about fossils that were found and dated that 

showed that plants grew in that area a long time ago at 400 parts per million. They were suggesting that, given 

we've seen an increase of three degrees Celsius in the Antarctic already, which is, I think, five times the mean 

change in temperature around the planet, the Antarctic is a very important place to study, because changes tend to 

happen there faster than anywhere else on the planet. Do you agree with that statement? 

Dr Fenton:  I certainly agree it's a very important place to study. It's globally important in terms of the stories 

it can tell us about the past and potential for the future. So I do agree entirely that it's the case that we should 

continue a strong science program in Antarctica. In terms of the details of that study, I would like to read the 

papers more closely before making any comment on that, though. If you would like us to forward any 

information, we're happy to do so. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  I'll do that. The conclusion—at least the way the media framed it—was that, 

given the parts per million we have in the atmosphere now, of 412, we won't be able to avoid a three- to four-

degree warming of the planet. They then differentiated that sea level rises from melting ice are going to be quite 

different, and it could take thousands of years to get back to what we saw at the time of the fossil plants they 

studied. But they were saying that plants were growing there with lower parts per million than there are now and 

we'd be locked into three to four degrees of temperature rises, even on current carbon measurements. 

Mr Ellis:  I'd just reinforce Dr Fenton's comments about the million-year ice core. This will give us an 

unprecedented ability to look at the past climate of earth and allow us to have much better forecasting for what's 

likely to occur in the future. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Is that in collaboration with other international agencies or is it just an 

Australian project? 
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Mr Ellis:  Like most things in the Antarctic, it's extraordinarily collaborative. In the preparation for the 

traverse project, we've had people working with the French traverse and others to look at how they operate and to 

redevelop those skills that Australia had in the eighties. That's in the development of infrastructure, equipment 

and procedures. On the science side, it's an extraordinarily collaborative issue, particularly in the design and 

development of the drill, in the creation of technology to support the drilling program and then ultimately in the 

analysis and review of the data that comes out of that. Like everything in the Antarctic, it's highly collaborative. 

CHAIR:  Contrary to the committee's decision earlier on to release outcome 1, there's been a request from 

Labor senators to recall some officers from outcome 1. I'm not sure whether the relevant officers are here. 

Mr Pratt:  We have two witnesses who we need to arrive. That's all. They're trying to get a park. 

CHAIR:  So they're not far away. Labor senators, what would you like to do? Do you want to suspend for a 

period of time while we wait or would you like to commence with outcome 2? Let's go to outcome 2 and then go 

to the relevant officers when they arrive. Thank you, Australian Antarctic Division, for sitting through our 

housekeeping. Apologies and thanks for your time today. We'll see you again soon. I call officers from outcome 

2. We'll start with questions from Senator Urquhart. 

[13:59] 

Senator URQUHART:  I just had some questions that I asked in the outcome this morning that I just wanted 

clarified. Since the state took away land clearing laws in 2011—I'm talking about Queensland—have rates of land 

clearing increased or decreased year on year? 

Mr Sturgiss:  One of the things we do in preparation of what we call the national greenhouse accounts is 

prepare a set of data on the area of forest clearing throughout Australia. That data is used in our annual 

submission by the Australian government under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change and the 

Kyoto protocol. We prepare a long-time series of land clearing estimates. The data is published on the UN 

website and the department's website and extends all the way back to 1990. Your question was about 2011? 

Senator URQUHART:  I am talking specifically around Queensland. Since the laws changed in 2011, have 

rates of land clearing increased or decreased year on year? 

Mr Sturgiss:  The area cleared since 2011 has increased by a small amount. I haven't got the precise number in 

front of me, but the clearing data that we published shows a long-term trend decline in the area cleared, and since 

2011 there has been a small pickup in clearing rates. 

Senator URQUHART:  But you can't give me a year on year increase or decrease? 

Mr Sturgiss:  Excuse me, Senator; I need my glasses. In Queensland, in 2010-11—we work on a financial 

year basis—the area cleared of primary forest was 40,000 hectares. In 2015-16 it was 36,000 hectares. For the 

clearing of secondary forest—forest that we have observed to have been cleared previously; we have a long-time 

series of satellite data that goes back to 1972, so we are talking here about forests that are relatively young and 

emerging from pasture—the rate in 2010-11 was 165,000 hectares in Queensland. In 2015-16 that increased to 

263,000. 

Senator URQUHART:  I think I heard you say that the trend has declined—is that correct? 

Mr Sturgiss:  These numbers are prepared for the purposes of our national greenhouse accounts and our 

reporting under the Framework Convention on Climate Change, so we habitually are very interested in the long-

run change from our base year. Our base year for the Paris agreement is 2005. Our commitment base year for the 

2020 emissions reduction target is the year 2000. The original base year for the Kyoto protocol commitment was 

1990. So, relative to those periods, the level of land clearing now is much reduced and there is a long-run trend 

decline in the level of clearing, but there has been some pickup in the last few years. 

Senator URQUHART:  Has the trend been declining since the new land clearing laws were put in place in 

Queensland last year? 

Mr Sturgiss:  I'm not sure I understood the question. We don't attempt to ascribe reasons for the changes in 

clearing rates, so— 

Senator URQUHART:  No, I didn't ask you about the changes; I said: has the trend declined since the land-

clearing laws have been in place in Queensland, since last year? 

Mr Sturgiss:  Since last year? I'm sorry, we don't have any data for the period since the legislation changed. 

Senator URQUHART:  So when would you have that data? 

Mr Sturgiss:  We usually work in terms of an annual estimate. The legislation was changed in May last year. 

It would obviously take some time for the legislation to have effect. We would look back at the year of clearing 
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subsequent to the change. So we are talking about early 2020 before we would have estimates of the amount of 

clearing for the financial year that followed the change in the legislation. 

Senator URQUHART:  Can you tell me: what are the total figures for land clearing over the past eight years? 

Mr Sturgiss:  I'm sorry—do you want Queensland data or national data? 

Senator URQUHART:  If you could give me both, that would be helpful. 

Mr Sturgiss:  Okay! Well, the data is all published on the department website. I think we did provide some 

data through a question on notice. Eight years ago would be 2007-08. The level of clearing in Queensland in 

2007-08 was 103,000 hectares of primary forest— 

Senator URQUHART:  How was it 2007-08? You are going on the 2015-16 year there, are you? 

Mr Sturgiss:  Yes, sorry. 

Senator URQUHART:  That's fine; I just wanted to clarify that. 

Mr Sturgiss:  There were 103,000 hectares, in 2007-08, of primary forest clearing, and 234,000 hectares of 

secondary forest clearing in Queensland. Nationally, the clearing of primary forest was 139,000 hectares in 2007-

08, and clearing of the secondary forest in 2007-08 was 381,000 hectares. I probably haven't provided 2015-16 for 

the national level; so, at the national level, the clearing of primary forest was 60,000 hectares in 2015-16, 

compared to 139,000 hectares in 2007-08—that's primary forest. The secondary forest clearing in 2015-16 was 

395,000 hectares, so it's about the same as the rate in 2007-08, which was 381,000. 

Senator URQUHART:  Thank you. Thanks, Chair. 

CHAIR:  On that point, Senator Whish-Wilson, do you have questions? 

Senator KENEALLY:  I have questions on outcome 2. Thank you, all. I'd like to ask about the government's 

Climate Solutions Package document, which includes a chart of emission reductions resulting from the 

government's climate solutions policy on the last page. I hope you're all familiar with that? Yes. Thank you, Mr 

Pratt. Was this chart prepared by the department? 

Ms Evans:  Yes, that chart was prepared by the department. 

Senator KENEALLY:  The chart indicates almost 11 megatonnes of CO2 is abated through energy efficiency 

measures. Can you explain how that estimate is arrived at? 

Ms Tilley:  Actually, for the energy efficiency measures, which are a number of different measures, what that 

graphic represents is a total of 63 million tonnes of abatement on those measures, not 11. 

Senator KENEALLY:  So you're saying this chart does not indicate 11 million megatonnes—excuse me—of 

CO2? 

Ms Tilley:  The chart that is titled 'Climate solutions package' which starts with a long blue bar on the left and 

various colours of green to a yellow colour, the middle bar which represents energy efficiency measures is 63 

megatonnes of abatement. 

Senator KENEALLY:  So it's 63 megatonnes, not 11? 

Ms Tilley:  That is correct. 

Senator KENEALLY:  My apologies. That doesn't change the second part of my question. Can you explain 

how this estimate was arrived at? 

Ms Tilley:  Certainly. The estimate for the abatement from the energy efficiency measures—the 63 

megatonnes—is based on departmental modelling of energy savings in the residential and commercial building 

sector and product use sector, and by large, energy-using businesses. The modelling uses input data from a 

number of sources including energy usage from previous studies undertaken from the department, including the 

Residential baseline study for Australia 2000-2030, and typical energy savings from similar past programs such 

as the Clean Technology Innovation Program and the Energy Efficiency Opportunities program. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Of those specific policy measures, is there funding allocated to each to deliver that 

abatement? 

Ms Tilley:  It's one of the issues which spans a different division from the Climate Change Division in terms of 

the rollout and the application of that funding. Possibly the energy team is best placed to answer in detail. 

Ms Evans:  There are funding allocations to each of the programs underneath the energy efficiency measure. 

There is funding for the Energy Efficient Communities Program; there is funding to support the space heater 

labelling work; there is funding for the residential homes initiative; and there is funding for the commercial 

buildings initiative. 
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Senator KENEALLY:  And do you have those funding amounts there, Ms Evans? 

Ms Evans:  I do, but as Kristin's indicated, this is actually outcome 4, so I can give them at a very high level. 

For the Energy Efficient Communities Program, the total amount is $61.2 million; for the space heater labelling, 

it's $7.5 million; for residential homes, it's $3.4 million; and, for commercial buildings, it's $7.1 million. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Do you have an average cost of abatement under the energy efficiency measures? 

Ms Tilley:  No, we don't have an average cost of abatement. It will be different for different measures in 

different circumstances. I don't believe we've tried to work out an average figure for that. 

Ms Evans:  It's fair to say, though, that our experience with energy efficiency programs has been that they're 

really relatively low-cost abatement. In fact, they often deliver a net benefit in a cost sense for the abatement that 

you achieve. We can provide on notice the actual costs, but they're usually very, very low, if not benefits. 

Senator KENEALLY:  And who pays for this abatement? 

Ms Tilley:  The funding that Ms Evans just referred to is cost to government to roll out programs to deliver in 

some cases—and, again, we're speaking on behalf of colleagues—but some information programs through 

labelling of appliances or regulation through COAG to develop various trajectories that will go into building 

codes. 

Senator KENEALLY:  So, in some cases, there may also be costs to end users? 

Ms Tilley:  In some cases, there may be, but as Ms Evans says, in many cases with energy efficiency, there'll 

be net benefits from those. 

Senator KENEALLY:  How can the government be confident that it can achieve this 63 megatonnes of CO2 

through energy efficiency measures? 

Ms Tilley:  If I could talk more generally about abatement estimates and confidence rather than specific 

measures—on these specific measures, I would need to turn to colleagues under program 4—but, generally, with 

the abatement projections and analysis we provide to government, we take a conservative approach about what 

the costs and what the likely abatement would be. So, from that basis, I think government should feel very 

confident that abatement estimates would be achieved. 

Ms Evans:  I could just add to that a little, because we have, as a department, a long history in running energy 

efficiency improvement programs, and the labelling and so on has been a foundation. We have had a program of 

that kind for various products over many years, so this abatement estimate is based on a lot of base data and 

information and experience about what happens when you introduce these kinds of energy efficiency measures. 

So, in this particular case, we're very confident of the number. 

Senator KENEALLY:  I will turn to another section of the chart: the Battery of the Nation abatement 

numbers. Now, I think they say 25 megatonnes by 2030. Have I read that correctly, Ms Tilley? 

Ms Tilley:  That's correct. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Are these numbers derived by the department or sourced from another source? 

Ms Tilley:  The abatement estimate was developed by the department. It's based on analysis, including from 

Hydro Tasmania, so it's based on reports and evidence from external people who are familiar with the hydro 

capacity in Tasmania. 

Senator KENEALLY:  What is the assumed capacity of pumped hydro to achieve that abatement? 

Ms Tilley:  The Battery of the Nation proposal is expected to deliver 2,500 megawatts of new pumped hydro 

capacity. 

Senator KENEALLY:  I think, to be fair, the document says that already more than 2,500 megawatts of 

potential new capacity is being investigated. But it doesn't actually specify the actual size of the pumped hydro 

capacity needed to generate the 25 megatonnes of abatement. 

Ms Tilley:  I think, again, I'm speaking on an issue that other colleagues are responsible for, but my 

understanding—and they can certainly come and correct me if this is incorrect—is that there is capacity there and 

that, by doing things such as the Marinus Link, which would connect from Tasmania to the mainland, you allow 

for a use for that capacity. So, while the capacity might exist at the moment, it's unable to be used because it's 

only available to Tasmania. But, by opening up that capacity to the mainland, you allow that capacity to be used. 

Senator KENEALLY:  But we still don't have an actual size of the capacity needed for the 25 megatonnes. I 

understand you're saying that there has been a potential new capacity of 2,500 megawatts, which is either there or 

is being investigated, but is that what is needed? 
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Ms Evans:  Sorry, needed to deliver— 

Senator KENEALLY:  To deliver that level of abatement. 

Mr Pratt:  Senator, is your question: is the expected Battery of the Nation supply what will provide for the 25 

megatonnes of emission reduction? 

Senator KENEALLY:  Yes. I'm trying to understand because, as I read the document, it doesn't specify the 

actual size of the pumped hydro capacity needed to generate 25 megatonnes of abatement. 

Mr Pratt:  When the outcome 4 people get here, we'll confirm this. But I believe it is a combination of the 

additional Battery of the Nation provision, which is about 2½ thousand megawatts, and the 400 megawatts which 

is currently available but is not able to be connected to the mainland. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Maybe you can answer this question before we have to wait for outcome 4. How is a 

pumped hydro storage project responsible for emission abatement? 

Ms Tilley:  It really is a question best directed to outcome 4. In a simple sense, hydro storage is drawn at peak 

periods when demand is at its highest, so it tops up available electricity supply or it displaces other available 

electricity supply. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Doesn't it rely on renewable energy investment? 

Ms Evans:  I think the explanation for how it delivers abatement is that, with the growing volume of 

renewables in the grid, and particularly the resource that may be available in Tasmania and Victoria for wind in 

particular, that excess wind would be effectively the energy that would be stored by the pumped hydro. So then 

that has the capacity to potentially displace higher-emissions electricity at other times when it's dispatched. That's 

how the abatement estimate is calculated. It is the relative abatements of having more renewables stored in 

pumped hydro compared to— 

Senator KENEALLY:  Yes, because isn't it the case the Battery of the Nation is just a big wet battery? It 

needs something to feed into it— 

Ms Evans:  It depends what feeds into it. 

Senator KENEALLY:  and if it's going to achieve abatement, presumably that has to be renewable energy? 

Ms Evans:  That's correct. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Right. So, can you provide the assumptions about the renewable energy investment 

that underpin the Battery of the Nation abatement numbers? 

Mr Pratt:  I think we'll hold that for outcome 4, Senator. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Okay. Just a moment while I work out what I can ask now and what I need to hold off 

to outcome 4. 

CHAIR:  Sure. 

Mr Pratt:  Chair, we have two out of the three—I'm reminded of a Meatloaf song—so we can start whenever 

it's convenient for the committee. 

CHAIR:  Okay; we will continue with Senator Keneally's other questions. 

Senator KENEALLY:  If we could, thank you. Besides contributing to the related feasibility study for the 

Marinus link transmission line, has the government provided any direct support for the Battery of the Nation 

project? 

Ms Evans:  Yes. Through ARENA there has been some support directly to the Battery of the Nation project to 

look at a number of the pumped hydro sites. ARENA is appearing later in the program if you want to ask for more 

details on those. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Thank you, Ms Evans. But we could not categorise the Battery of the Nation as a 

Commonwealth government project, could we? 

Mr Pratt:  Again, I suggest we talk about Battery of the Nation issues under outcome 4. 

Senator KENEALLY:  All right; we'll save all of that for outcome 4. Let me ask you this then: in the same 

chart, the government's Electric Vehicle Strategy is responsible for 10 megatons of abatement—yes? 

Ms Evans:  That's correct. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Thank you. How is this abatement number derived? 

Ms Tilley:  It was a department generated abatement estimate based on analysis by a consultancy called 

Energeia, who did some work for ARENA and CEFC. Their work indicated that electric vehicles could make up 
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between 25 and 50 per cent of new vehicle sales in 2030 if it's supported by a mix of local, state and 

Commonwealth actions coordinated under a national strategy, which is the measure that was announced in the 

Climate Solutions Package. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Sorry, could you repeat that? There were doors opening and other things happening. 

Ms Tilley:  Sure. The abatement number was generated by the department, the abatement estimate of 10 

megatons, and we based that estimate on analysis that was undertaken by a consultancy called Energeia. They had 

done some work on electric vehicles in a report for the CEFC and for ARENA. That analysis indicated that 

electric vehicles could make up between 25 and 50 per cent of new car sales in 2030 if supported by coordination 

and facilitation of local, state and Commonwealth actions, coordinated through a national strategy, which is the 

measure that is announced in the Climate Solutions Package. 

Senator KENEALLY:  And that would lead to this abatement number of 10 megatons? 

Ms Tilley:  Yes. To be clear, and we can go into this, there are a number of Commonwealth funded, through 

CEFC and ARENA, support initiatives for electric vehicles, but there are also a number of state and territory 

initiatives, funding announcements, charging stations et cetera. There is work by COAG. I guess the point of the 

national strategy, based on the reporting by Energeia, is that when you coordinate those actions appropriately and 

bring them all together under a national strategy, you should have many more positive outcomes than having a 

piecemeal approach would have. That's the assumption—the national strategy will lead to that more coordinated 

approach. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Just so I am clear: the government's climate solution policy includes a Climate 

Solution Package that's projecting a 10-megaton CO2 abatement number that could come from an electric vehicle 

strategy that sees 25 to 50 per cent of new car sales in 2030 as electric vehicles? 

Ms Evans:  That's right. 

Ms Tilley:  Correct. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Okay. And the policies that are going to help achieve this under the current 

government's strategy are a combination of some COAG plans, some state and territory policies—and what from 

the Commonwealth? 

Ms Tilley:  The strategy hasn't been written as yet. The announcement was for the development of a strategy, 

which will occur. Its funding is through the budget that was introduced this week so that funding has to be 

appropriated, but the strategy would be developed. But my point about the other activities is that the basis for the 

strategy is that there actually are a number of initiatives happening at various jurisdictions across Australia at the 

moment, and also private sector activity. Based on the report by Energeia, based on having a more coordinated 

national strategy of pulling that all together, we'll get better outcomes. 

Ms Evans:  But I should just comment that ARENA has already funded fast-charging stations and there's 

something in the order of a billion dollars available through the Clean Energy Finance Corporation in various 

measures, including concessional loans for the uptake of low-emission vehicles. There is already Commonwealth 

action that will be picked up in the strategy as well. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Thank you. Ms Tilley, the funding that you spoke of allocated in the budget, I 

presume you mean the budget handed down this week—yes? 

Ms Tilley:  Yes. 

Senator KENEALLY:  How much is that? What funding was allocated? 

Ms Tilley:  $400,000. 

Ms Evans:  That's to fund the department to do the work on developing the strategy, as opposed to being 

funding for the activities under the strategy. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Just so I'm clear: the government's electric vehicle abatement number assumes that up 

to 50 per cent of new vehicle sales in 2030 are electric vehicles? 

Ms Tilley:  Through the coordination of the range of activity that's currently underway or could be underway 

in the future. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Yes, but it does? 

Ms Evans:  Yes, that's correct. 

Senator KENEALLY:  It seems a bit chicken or egg, with the greatest of respect, that we've got an abatement 

number that's an outcome from a strategy doesn't yet exist. 
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Ms Evans:  You always have to start with estimates of things before they have actually been implemented. In 

fact, we've had this discussion a number of times in this committee, because when the department does its 

projections of what's happening to actual emissions over time, we will tend to not include the things that have not 

yet actually been fully designed and implemented—that's why oftentimes there are still things coming in the 

pipeline that haven't happened. We've talked before about energy efficiency measures that don't yet appear in the 

projections, so these are some of those that are being articulated, and then here we have an estimate of what that 

does to bring those emissions down. You will see in our next iteration of projections documents that we'll be 

doing a further iteration of what's happened to the things that have actually been implemented. Some of these 

things will be in there and some of them still won't be, because they will still be at too early a stage. But this is our 

current estimate of what they will deliver. 

Senator KENEALLY:  It is an interesting way to do policy though, isn't it? Rather than start with a policy and 

then estimate its impact, you've decided what the impacts will be and now you're going to design a policy to get to 

that. Is that a fair way to describe this policy-making process? 

Ms Evans:  I guess I'd say we've decided what's a realistic outcome to be working towards, and we have 

confidence that we can shape the policy and the strategy in the case of electric vehicles; we're confident of being 

able to get there, given that the research that's available suggests that's an achievable outcome. 

Senator KENEALLY:  I might move on as I'm mindful of the time. It also appears from the chart that almost 

100 megatons of abatement is said to come from technological improvements. Are these technological 

improvements the result of any specific policies? 

Ms Tilley:  No. If I could point out, that bar chart is less intended to represent a firm number as the other bars 

that have hard lines under them and more to indicate that the government has confidence that, of the remaining 

abatement that is not pinned to a particular measure in that chart, of which there are around 100 million tonnes 

required to meet the 2030 target, that remaining gap, if not more—hence the yellow line coming down underneath 

that bar chart—is that that sort of abatement is likely to come from technology improvements and other sources of 

abatement. I will read out what I have and then I will give a bit more context. It refers to autonomous 

improvements in technology not captured by the current emissions predictions, new action by businesses or 

additional state and territory measures. 

The reason we feel very confident that that 100 million tonnes will be easily met by the general reference to 

technology improvements in our as yet unannounced measures, is that year on year in the projections, we do see 

them coming down from what we had predicted the previous year, not because of a specific policy but more 

because of general improvements in the economy and the efficiency of the economy. For example, between 2017 

and 2018, there was a 170-million-tonne change just in that one year alone that we hadn't predicted a year earlier. 

A lot of that was driven by a significant uptake in renewable energy in that case, but not driven by a particular 

Commonwealth government policy measure per se. I think when you have evidence that 170 million tonnes in 

one year was reduced in the emissions projections that it is fair to say that over a decade 100 million tonnes would 

be reduced. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Thank you for your candour there. What is the economic GDP cost of the 

government's climate solution package by 2030? 

Ms Tilley:  We haven't done any specific analysis on that. I guess, if we had the specific metrics you were 

talking about, you could do an average cost, but we haven't ourselves done a GDP cost per abatement per 

measure. 

Senator KENEALLY:  We are always reminded by the government that we can't cut emissions without a cost 

to the economy, so are you saying the department hasn't done any analysis of the economic costs of the 

government's own climate solutions package that the government says will deliver on its 2030 emissions targets?  

Ms Evans:  For each individual measure, there is always a cost benefit style analysis done which takes into 

account economic costs, but we certainly haven't attempted to put these measures through a whole lot of economy 

modelling exercise. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Have you put it through any modelling on the impact on wages, for example? 

Ms Evans:  No. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Or the cost on consumption? 

Ms Evans:  It is certainly true that when the targets were set, there was significant modelling completed 

through both the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade and through a taskforce that, I think, at that time was 

situated in Prime Minister and Cabinet. That modelling was quite comprehensive and had all of the kinds of 
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impacts that you are describing that relate to achieving the 26 to 28 per cent target. Our department has not 

commissioned that style of modelling again since that time. 

Senator KENEALLY:  When was that modelling done? What year was that? 

Ms Evans:  I will just check. I think it was about 2015. 

Senator KENEALLY:  And since those targets were set, you have developed in some areas a more 

comprehensive set of policies to how to achieve them? 

Ms Evans:  We have, and since that time, the scale of the task to actually achieve the target, if you look at the 

degree of abatement required, has also come down substantially. If anything, we would be expecting that the 

costs, if we were to do them again in that way, would look less than they did at the time that that modelling was 

done. 

Senator Birmingham:  Out of interest, is there a similar table that steps through how the Labor Party's policy 

released earlier this week? 

Senator KENEALLY:  In fact, I was about to go to that very question. I know the chair is rushing me on, but 

since you raised that, I am going to go to that. Is the department aware of the modelling by BAEconomics of the 

economic impact of a different set of set of reduction targets on the Australian economy? 

Senator Birmingham:  That was not quite my question; I was asking if you could tell us, for example, under 

the policy released at the start of this week— 

Senator KENEALLY:  Minister, after the election, if you and I swap places, you can ask me questions. 

Senator Birmingham:  You have got policies out there now. We are just about at an election. Surely you can 

tell us how each of the components of your policies will meet the target. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Let's step through— 

CHAIR:  Senator Keneally— 

Senator KENEALLY:  The minister has raised a question. 

CHAIR:  I am the chair of this committee, not you. We are trying to accommodate many of your demands and 

requests today, including recalling outcome 1, which you have now facilitated and the officers are here. Would 

you like to go to them? How long will you be? 

Senator KENEALLY:  I have three more questions. 

CHAIR:  Make it quick. 

Senator KENEALLY:  The government uses a BAEconomic modelling in talking about Labor's emission 

reduction targets, so I do think the department may well be aware of it. Labor rejects the modelling as flawed, but 

the government insists that it is accurate. Can you tell us, what does the BAEconomic modelling say is the 

Australian carbon price in 2030 under the government's policy, including the use of Kyoto carryover credits? 

Ms Evans:  To answer your original question, we are aware of the report. We obviously did not commission 

the report and we were not asked to do that by the government, so there is only a limited amount that we can say 

about it. We don't have access to a lot of detail about the report. I think you would really just be asking us whether 

or not we have read the report. 

Senator KENEALLY:  For the record, it is $92 per tonne. Can you tell us what the modelling says about the 

GDP impact of the government's policy by 2030? 

Senator Birmingham:  Senator, I think— 

Senator KENEALLY:  Do you know, Minister? 

Senator Birmingham:  I think Ms Evans has given an answer there. 

CHAIR:  She is trying to answer. 

Senator Birmingham:  The work done by Dr Fisher, a former chief executive of ABARE, as someone who 

long worked on the intergovernmental panel on climate change, had a look at the targets and the cost to economy 

of meeting the targets that the Labor Party has committed to, and his information is in the public arena. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Do you know what he says about the impact of the government's policy on GDP? 

Senator Birmingham:  I don't know whether or not he modelled it. 

Senator KENEALLY:  For the record, he says it is $90 billion. Can you tell us about the impact of the 

government's policy on jobs— 

CHAIR:  Okay, they were three questions. 
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Senator KENEALLY:  This is my third question. Can you tell us about the impact of the government's policy 

on jobs according to Dr Fisher's modelling? 

Senator Birmingham:  I am pretty sure he said it is a lot less than the impact of Labor's policy. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Do you stand by Dr Fisher's modelling, Minister? 

Senator Birmingham:  It is for Dr Fisher to stand by his modelling. 

Senator KENEALLY:  You stand by it when it comes to Labor policy. Do you stand by it when it comes to 

Liberal policy? 

Senator Birmingham:  However, Senator Keneally, I certainly accept that his modelling that demonstrates the 

impact on jobs and on the economy of Labor's policies will be particularly severe and far worse than anything that 

the coalition undertakes. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Do you stand by his modelling of your policy? 

Senator KENEALLY:  It is clearly common sense that what you are proposing to do, even though you can't 

spell out how you will get there and what contribution each of your policy measures will make, would have a far 

greater cost impact. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Do you stand by Dr Fisher's modelling of your policy, Minister? The minister does 

not want to answer the question. 

Senator Birmingham:  Senator Kennelly does not want to listen to the answer. 

Senator KENEALLY:  You are asking me questions, Minister. 

Senator Birmingham:  I am not the person who conducted the modelling; it is not for me to stand by it. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Well, you stand by it in one case. Do you stand by it in your own policy? 

CHAIR:  You are wasting your own time that we have provided for you as a committee out of courtesy for 

your request. We are trying to accommodate everything you want. So we will pause outcome 2 now and we will 

go back to the officers we have dragged back from outcome 1—our apologies for our all-over-the-shop approach, 

courtesy of Labor today.  

Senator KENEALLY:  Thank you for coming back. I do appreciate this and I do apologise. There has been 

some additional documentation provided to us in relation to the Communities Environment Program. Just to 

refresh our memory, Mr Costello, is it your advice that the funds have not yet been appropriated and the grant 

applications are not yet open? Great. I do have some documents to table here that may assist us in this line of 

questioning. If that can be done, I would be very grateful. The first document I have is a document from Christian 

Porter MP's website, and I just want to be clear that Mr Porter has accurate information. I think he does, but I 

want to be clear. Mr Porter has put out an expression-of-interest form for the Communities Environment Program. 

As you said, I believe, Mr Costello, members of parliament have been consulting, and it's not an unusual step for 

them to consult with their communities. When you receive this form—I realise the secretariat's now passing it 

out—note that Mr Porter is inviting EOIs. He says: 

If your organisation is nominated, you’ll be invited to apply formally when the program officially opens in mid-2019 through 

the Australian Government Business Grants Hub. 

Then he goes on to say: 

Nominated projects will need to meet Program Guidelines and eligibility criteria, which will be made available closer to the 

opening date. 

That seems to be an accurate description of the process—is that correct? 

Mr Costello:  That's correct. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Rowan Ramsey has less detail on his form, but I do believe it is still accurate. He 

says: 

Final applicants will be invited to submit a formal application which will be assessed by an independent panel. Grants will not 

be ongoing. 

That also seems to be an accurate statement of the Communities Environment Program process. The Liberal 

candidate for Eden-Monaro, Fiona Kotvojs, said on her Facebook page on 27 March that 'applications for grants 

under the Communities Environment Program close tomorrow.' I'm not trying to make her look foolish, but, to be 

fair, that is not entirely accurate, is it? 

Mr Knudson:  The applications haven't opened. 
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Senator KENEALLY:  The applications haven't opened, so it's nonsensical to say that they could be closing 

on 28 March. 

Ms Jonasson:  We could also read that as 'applications to Ms Kotvojs to nominate close'. We're not sure what 

applications she's referring to here. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Well, she says, 'Applications for grants under the Communities Environment Program 

close tomorrow.' 

Ms Jonasson:  That may be her language to say to provide applications to her. We're just not sure. 

Senator KENEALLY:  It seems a pretty plain English expression. Before I move onto Minister Price, I would 

note that Ms Kotvojs is not actually a member of parliament, so people can't actually apply to her. The way these 

grants are structured is it goes through the MP, so it can't actually be an application to her. 

Ms Jonasson:  Well, yes, she's not an MP at the moment. As the guidelines are written, and when the program 

opens, if she's not a member of parliament, she will not be able to provide opportunities for people in that 

electorate. She will not be able to put forward applications as a citizen. 

Senator KENEALLY:  So she's not actually in any position whatsoever to be taking applications for grants? 

Ms Jonasson:  We don't consider these formal applications, because the program isn't open and the application 

guidelines haven't yet been written, as we said earlier today. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Which goes back to my point, with the greatest of respect. 

Ms Jonasson:  From our perspective, we don't see these as formal applications. 

Senator KENEALLY:  You don't see them as applications for grants, but— 

Ms Jonasson:  In the process the department would run. 

Senator KENEALLY:  the Liberal candidate is presenting this as applications for grants closing tomorrow. It 

says on Minister Price's website that she 'encourages people to apply for these grants by 27 March 2019'. The 

minister should know that the grant application process is not open. Why is she inviting people to apply for these 

grants by 27 March 2019? 

Mr Knudson:  Again, I would have to say that it is obviously up to each of the individuals on what sort of 

process they're trying to put in place for their electorates as to how they want to manage that. But, as has been 

stated many, many times, we'll be developing guidelines and opening the program formally for actual funding 

decisions in the second half of the year. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Which seems to be the process that Mr Ramsey has followed, that Mr Porter has 

followed and that I think Sarah Henderson has followed. Yet Minister Price seems to be encouraging people—she 

says—to apply for grants by 27 March 2019. That is actually not possible, because there are no applications open 

for these grants. 

Ms Jonasson:  It's not possible under the process that the department or the grants hub would run, because that 

process has not yet commenced. But I guess one of the components of that process is for local members to be able 

to reach out to their communities and seek ideas, seek proposals. They may call them applications, as well as 

ideas and proposals. So, my interpretation of this would be that Minister Price is reaching out to her electorate to 

seek applications to her and to her office as a member of parliament such that she may then be able to look at 

them when the process opens and the guidelines are written and put forward her recommendations for those that 

she would like to see supported in her electorate. 

Senator KENEALLY:  All right. We perhaps can take your explanation that Minister Price could have 

perhaps been more precise with her language in the way that Mr Porter, Mr Ramsey and Ms Henderson had been. 

But if we go back to Mr Crewther and his announcements, which we spoke about earlier, there was a question 

from Senator Martin earlier, Minister Birmingham, where he noted and asked you whether Minister Price made 

any announcements in the videos that had been posted on Mr Crewther's Facebook page, and you said that no, she 

hadn't. That suggests that you either have seen the videos or have a transcript of them. 

Senator Birmingham:  I said that I was advised that Minister Price had not announced or committed funding 

in those videos. 

Senator KENEALLY:  So, somebody either has seen those videos or has a transcript of them, in order to 

provide you with that advice for you to provide here at Senate estimates without misleading us. So, are you able 

to table a transcript of those videos or the videos themselves? 

Senator Birmingham:  I'll take that on notice. 
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Senator KENEALLY:  Thank you. I will now turn to another document I'm tabling. It is a media release from 

Chris Crewther MP, federal member for Dunkley, on 15 March 2019. He says:  

On Wednesday 17 March Chris Crewther, Federal Member for Dunkley, and Melissa Price, Minister for the Environment, 

visited several community environmental groups to announce the first grants of the Federal Government's Communities 

Environment Program. 

So, we have a media release now from Mr Crewther, with the Minister for the Environment, announcing grants. 

This morning we heard that Mr Crewther had announced three grants on his Facebook page. This media release 

actually includes a fourth:  

At Animalia Wildlife Shelter, in Frankston, Chris and Minister Price announced the federal government would contribute 

$10,000 to their organisation. 

Has the department made a grant of $10,000 to the animal wildlife shelter in Frankston? 

Mr Knudson:  No. 

Senator KENEALLY:  The media release goes on to grants that we've heard about: to FLOW, in Langwarrin, 

$75,000; to Down's Estate, $10,000; and the South Eastern Centre for Sustainability, 'where Chris and the 

minister announced $20,000 for the centre's project'. It goes on to include a quote from Minister Price: 

Minister Price explained that this funding 'was meant to support small environmental groups because they're the ones doing a 

lot of the work, yet they often don't get a cent, and good local members like Chris have identified a number of really good 

environmental projects that they believe need the support of the federal government'. 

So, now we have Minister Price lending a quote to a media release announcing four projects to be funded under 

the Communities Environment Program grants. Minister, how does it come to be that Minister Price is quoted in a 

media release announcing grants for a grant program that hasn't even opened for applications? 

Senator Birmingham:  The first point I'd make is those quotes from Minister Price are quite generic in their 

terms; they could apply to any aspect of the operation of this program. It is targeted to support small 

environmental groups and good local members. Indeed, even good Labor Party local members would no doubt 

successfully identify a number of really good environmental projects that they believed needed support. So the 

comments are quite generic in that sense.  

The other point I'd make is that, when this program was publicly announced, it was made clear that the 

program from its very inception would be modelled on the Stronger Communities Program—a program that is 

already in operation elsewhere across the government that provides funding distributed by electorate in a similar 

way, through a process that local MPs play a role in. So it is not unsurprising that local MPs, given their 

familiarity with the Stronger Communities Program, would seek to instigate similar processes in relation to the 

environment program. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Minister, do you deny the plain English meaning of this media release, which says, 

'Chris Crewther, federal member for Dunkley, and Melissa Price, Minister for the Environment, visited several 

community and environmental groups to announce the first grants of the federal government's Communities 

Environment Program'? This is an announcement, is it not? 

Senator Birmingham:  It does appear to be an announcement from Mr Crewther. 

Senator KENEALLY:  So it's Mr Crewther's fault? 

Senator Birmingham:  I assume we all take responsibility for our words in that sense, Senator, so I can only 

take what you have tabled in front of us here today. I have not seen this before. I think the last couple of 

paragraphs of that statement appear to broadly pick up the point that was being made before— 

Senator KENEALLY:  Do you deny the plain English meaning— 

Senator Birmingham:  about the nature of the program. 

Senator KENEALLY:  of 'Chris and Minister Price announced'— 

CHAIR:  Senator, hang on a sec. The minister is still answering. Just hang on a second, Senator.  

Senator Birmingham:  Sorry, Senator, what was your question? 

Senator KENEALLY:  Do you agree that any reasonable person would read a sentence that says 'Chris and 

Minister Price announced the federal government would contribute $10,000 to the Animalia Wildlife Shelter in 

Frankston' as an announcement of funds disbursed by Minister Price under this program? 

Senator Birmingham:  I'm sure that, the government being re-elected, Mr Crewther would make sure that 

such applications are successful through the communities program and that they will receive funding. 



Thursday, 4 April 2019 Senate Page 55 

 

ENVIRONMENT AND COMMUNICATIONS LEGISLATION COMMITTEE 

Senator KENEALLY:  That's not what the media release says! The media release, dated 15 March, says that 

Chris and the minister announced $20,000 for the South Eastern Centre for Sustainability; they travelled to 

Langwarrin, where they announced $75,000 to FLOW; Chris and Minister Price announced $10,000 in funding 

for the Down's Estate. This is an announcement, isn't it? 

Senator Birmingham:  Are you suggesting that the Labor Party, if they're elected, won't provide that funding? 

Senator KENEALLY:  No, I'm asking you: have the government announced the first grants of the federal 

government's Communities Environment Program, or have they not? 

Senator Birmingham:  I'm sure that Mr Crewther and the government, if re-elected, will be providing that 

funding. 

Senator KENEALLY:  So you have announced the first grants of the federal government's Communities 

Environment Program. 

Senator Birmingham:  I am sure that if Mr Crewther and the government are re-elected, that funding will 

flow under the program. 

Senator KENEALLY:  So have you announced it? Yes or no?  

Senator Birmingham:  I am sure that if Mr Crewther and the federal government are re-elected, that funding 

will flow from the program. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Is this media release worth the paper it is written on? Is it an announcement or not? 

Senator Birmingham:  I've just told you. I am sure that if Mr Crewther and the government are re-elected, that 

funding will flow under the program. You're welcome to match the commitment, Senator. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Are you announcing it here today? Are you backing in this announcement? Why is it 

so hard for you to do this? 

Senator Birmingham:  I'm saying precisely what I just said several times over. I can repeat it again: I am sure 

that if Mr Crewther and the federal government are re-elected, the funding will flow under the program— 

Senator KENEALLY:  That's not what this media release says. 

Senator Birmingham:  and you're welcome to support it, or you're welcome to telegraph to those individuals 

that if a Labor government is elected they won't get the funding. 

Senator KENEALLY:  That is not what this media release says, Minister, and you know that. Is this an 

announcement of the first grants of the federal government's Communities Environment Program, or is it not? 

Senator Birmingham:  When governments changed at elections, circumstances change. If you're not going to 

give a straight answer that a Labor government would support such a grant funding, that's an uncertainty that 

those communities groups will face. 

Senator KENEALLY:  No Labor member has made an announcement about this. As far as I'm aware, no 

other Liberal member has made an announcement, but Chris Crewther and Melissa Price have made an 

announcement of, 'the first grants of the Federal Government's Communities Environment Program'. Has the 

government done that? 

Senator Birmingham:  It's not unusual, in the context of the run-up to an election campaign and during 

election campaigns, for members to indicate how grants programs might be able to support projects within their 

electorate. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Before the grants have even be opened? 

Mr Knudson:  Senator, there's a very basic fact that I want to bring us back to. If you go back to the original 

announcement of the project or the program on the 4 March by the Prime Minister, it did include the link to the 

department's website, which talks about the program, the timing of the program and what the process will be, to 

the extent that it has been developed thus far. So it makes it very clear from day one that the funding decisions 

wouldn't be made until guidelines were done, et cetera. 

Senator KENEALLY:  This is the point of my questions, Mr Knudson, because this is a media release that 

disregards everything on that website. 

Mr Knudson:  I think that is a question— 

Senator Birmingham:  Senator Keneally, the initial announcement of the program, as I said, was very clear. It 

said: 

The program is modelled on the Government's successful Stronger Communities program. Each electorate can receive 

funding for up to 20 projects, with grants ranging from $2,500 to $20,000. 
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I would fully expect that members around the country, or even candidates, would seek to be identifying projects 

that they wanted to see secure funding through that process, just as they do under the more long-standing Stronger 

Communities Program. I understand that Mr Burke, in the other place, has said that the program should be 

abolished, so I guess we'll take advice to the Animalia Wildlife Shelter in Frankston, the Downs Estate in Carrum 

Downs and the Friends of Langwarrin Outdoors and Waterways that none of them would receive their funding if 

the Labor Party were elected.  

Senator KENEALLY:  Perhaps the program shouldn't proceed because the Liberal member, Mr Crewther, 

and the Minister for the Environment, have completely disregarded probity and process in announcing grants. 

They have announced grants for groups when money has not yet been allocated and grant applications haven't 

been opened. This is not an expression of interest. The plain English meaning of these words is clear. 

Senator Birmingham:  Under the Stronger Communities Program I think you will find plenty of examples of 

Labor MPs who have been out there cheerily and merrily announcing grants. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Minister, we are here today in the environment portfolio Senate estimates. I am asking 

you again: has the government announced the first grants of the federal government's Communities and 

Environment Program in the electorate of Dunkley? 

Senator Birmingham:  I am sure if Mr Crewther and the government are re-elected, these will organisations 

will receive these grants if they put in appropriate applications. 

Senator KENEALLY:  You accept the department's advice that the money has not yet been allocated? 

Senator Birmingham:  The money is allocated in the budget to— 

Senator KENEALLY:  Excuse me, appropriated. You accept the department's advice that the money has not 

yet been appropriated? 

Senator Birmingham:  And I assume the Labor Party's not about to break with its longstanding position of not 

opposing appropriations bills if the government is re-elected. 

Senator KENEALLY:  You accept the— 

Senator Birmingham:  The appropriations are not really in any doubt, Senator Keneally. 

Senator KENEALLY:  You accept the department's advice that— 

Senator Birmingham:  Except for the Labor party, if they were to win, cutting the program. 

Senator KENEALLY:  You accept the department's advice that the grant applications have not yet opened? 

CHAIR:  I think the minister has answered that question several times— 

Senator KENEALLY:  I have one more question— 

CHAIR:  Yes, and then we'll go back to outcome 2. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Minister Price allowed herself to be filmed in three videos posted on Facebook 

announcing these grants. She gave a quote to a media release announcing these grants. Is Minister Price lazy, 

incompetent, both or is there something more devious going on? 

CHAIR:  Senator Kennelly, we do not provide character assessments of members of the other place. 

Senator KENEALLY:  I'm trying to understand how a minister is so inattendant to her portfolio that she 

allowed herself— 

CHAIR:  If you would like to ask about expenditure of funds, that is fine— 

Senator KENEALLY:  I am asking about the expenditure of funds. 

CHAIR:  No, you were asking about characteristics of another member of parliament. 

Senator KENEALLY:  How does a minister allow herself to be in three Facebook videos and give a quote to 

a media release making an announcement of grants before the grant application has even opened? Is it devious or 

is it something else? 

Senator Birmingham:  As I said in response to Senator Hanson-Young earlier today, I know these games, 

Senator Keneally, and I'm not going to take the bait. You can make your slurs; I'm not going to— 

Senator KENEALLY:  So you cannot come up with an excuse for either Mr Crewther or Minister Price? 

CHAIR:  Thank you, outcome 1. We are done with outcome 1. We will now move back to outcome 2. 

[15:01] 

Mr Pratt:  If I might as we are moving back to outcome 2: Senator Siewert asked some questions around 

Shark Bay and the National Environmental Science Program. We can very quickly update on that. 
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CHAIR:  Sure. 

Ms Brunoro:  Answering those questions regarding the science under the National Environmental Science 

Program in the Shark Bay World Heritage area: there are three project-related activities. The first relates to a 

project which was funded for $91,630, which was an aerial dugong survey, which added to a time series 

monitoring dataset that is held by the WA Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions. That project 

started in May 2018 and is due to be completed in June of this year. The second science-related activity in that 

area is a project called 'assisting restoration of ecosystem engineers through seed based and shoot based programs 

in Shark Bay'. The goal is to scale up existing restoration research to practice and assist recovery of dominant 

seagrasses in the area following the 2011 marine heatwave activity. 

There's also a new project being scoped that is being led by the Earth Systems and Climate Change Hub. That 

will be looking at world heritage and climate change. The project overall will be focusing in on two case 

studies—in particular, Shark Bay and the Gondwana Rainforests. It will aim to address gaps in scientific 

understanding of the impact of climate change on these World Heritage areas and the need for the use of available 

climate change science and information to develop a successful climate change adaptation plan for these and other 

World Heritage areas. At this point in time, the funding aspect of this project is yet to be determined. There was a 

workshop in Shark Bay in September 2018. The hub is actually working across the department and relevant 

stakeholders in the World Heritage area to define the project activity so that it can proceed. 

CHAIR:  Okay. Thank you very much, Ms Brunoro. We will now go to outcome 2. 

Senator DI NATALE:  I have some questions on the Climate Solutions Fund. Just to be clear, I note there's 

$189 million allocated over the forwards for the fund—is that right? 

Ms Evans:  Just for the Climate Solutions Fund, Senator, in the forward estimates only, that is correct, but 

there is $2 billion dollars in total allocated to the fund. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Over 15 years? 

Ms Evans:  Yes. I might ask Ms Tilley to elaborate, but that's not unusual. The fund is supporting contracts 

that have often got a 10-year life or so. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Sure, but per year we're talking about $47 million or so? 

Ms Tilley:  I haven't done the per year average estimate, but I think I'll just give some different context. That 

certainly sounds like a low figure. 

Senator DI NATALE:  It is a low figure. That's because it is! 

Ms Tilley:  Just in terms of the abatement estimates for the entirety of the Climate Solutions Package, they're 

all to 2030. We do our abatement projections to 2030. We haven't sought to assess the ongoing abatement benefits 

of these Climate Solutions Package announcements beyond 2030, but it's important to say that the abatement 

benefits in many cases would continue beyond 2030. With the Climate Solutions Fund, which tops up the 

Emissions Reduction Fund, an important distinction to make is that the announcement of government funding—

as was the case when the Emissions Reduction Fund was first set up as $2.55 billion—then becomes available. 

That commitment of funding then becomes available to the Clean Energy Regulator to commit to contract 

projects through the Emissions Reduction Fund. But the expenditure of the money is on delivery of abatement. 

For the purpose of the budget, we in the department and the Department of Finance agree assumed costings of 

what is a likely scenario of the committed money actually rolling out the door to pay for abatement delivered 

under contracted projects. As Ms Evans indicated, those contracts are typically around nine years but can be up to 

12 years long. What is the case, though, when the money is committed by the Clean Energy Regulator through 

contracts—at that point in time, the money is locked up, so to speak. It can't be used for different purposes or 

projects. There is a difference between when the money is committed and when it's paid out. Again, just to 

reiterate, it's at the Clean Energy Regulator's discretion at what point in time they commit that money to be spent. 

That would be assumed to be committed much earlier in the decade, but the then rollout of projects, the timing at 

which the payments are made, is entirely a product of the number of contracts that are committed at various 

auctions and then the project time frames—and each project will be different—that it plans to deliver that 

abatement to government and then actually does deliver that abatement to government. 

Senator DI NATALE:  I understand all of that, but you've basically allocated $189 million over the 

forwards—that was the question. 

Ms Tilley:  That is an estimation by the department about when it's likely. 

Senator DI NATALE:  What's the estimate— 

Ms Tilley:  Can I make one other relevant point? 
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Senator DI NATALE:  I actually don't have a lot of time. 

Ms Tilley:  There's still $226 million left in the initial allocation under the ERF. This $180 million over the 

forward estimates is of the new money, which we don't expect to start rolling out—paying for actually delivered 

abatement—until that remaining $226 million has already been committed and paid out. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Let's talk about the abatement that you expect to get from that $189 million of new 

money. What would you expect to get in terms of abatement? 

Ms Tilley:  The estimate we provided for the Climate Solutions Package is that that $2 billion would deliver, 

in actual delivered abatement by 2030, 103 million tonnes. 

Senator DI NATALE:  That wasn't my question. The $189 million over the forwards. 

Ms Evans:  I think we would have to take that on notice, but it will be based on, roughly, our approximate 

emissions per tonne, because this profile reflects— 

Senator DI NATALE:  Your average abatement figure? 

Ms Evans:  No, the projected emissions cost per tonne for this particular package, not the average over the 

history of it. 

Senator DI NATALE:  So you'd expect it to be higher, because most of the low-cost abatement has been done 

already? 

Ms Tilley:  We've looked at the previous auctions and modelled, to some degree, the volume of abatement that 

came forward at the beginning of the ERF, noting that there was a large funding announcement then, and assumed 

that, with a new funding announcement of $2 billion, you would get a larger volume of abatement coming 

forward initially, because that announcement would signal opportunities under the fund. So, like we saw when the 

fund first operated through its first three or four auctions, the vast volume of abatement that has been contracted 

to date was delivered through the earlier auctions. While we would assume that there's a gradual price rise, this is 

purely an assumption for the purpose of costings. Given such a high amount of volume is expected at the earlier 

auctions, that keeps the average price per tonne low. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Just to put it in context: if we do assume a level of abatement, basically, that's 

consistent with some of those earlier projects, we're talking about 10 million tonnes of abatement broadly—would 

that be over the $189 million? 

Ms Evans:  Senator, I think you are mixing up the way that financial information is being presented in the 

forward estimates period with the abatement estimate, which is out to 2030 and which is in the context— 

Senator DI NATALE:  I am asking you over the forward estimates. Give me an estimate of the abatement 

over the forwards. 

Ms Evans:  As I said, we'd have to take it on notice. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Perhaps you could take it on notice. 

Ms Evans:  Yes, I will take it on notice. 

Senator DI NATALE:  In the last year—just to be clear when it comes to the latest quarterly accounts—

pollution went up by about five million tons. Is that right? 

Ms Evans:  In our quarterly emissions update—and I have to say that the department does take its 

responsibility to provide accurate and comprehensive information about our emissions to the public very 

seriously, and we do that regularly through this report—there are a number of statistics, and that includes the 

decline in emissions in the September quarter of 1.4 per cent. I can't quickly see the number that you are referring 

to, Senator. Can you tell me what page you're looking at. 

Senator DI NATALE:  What was the total figure over the previous year? 

Ms Evans:  For the year to September 2017, the total was 531.4 million tonnes. For the year to September 

2018, it was 536 million. 

Senator DI NATALE:  I want to ask you about the Kyoto carryover credits. Can I ask some questions about 

that? Has the department provided minister with any advice regarding the Kyoto carryover credits? 

Ms Evans:  We provide the minister with advice on any number of topics related to the Paris agreement. 

Senator DI NATALE:  That wasn't my question. Did you provide them with advice on the Kyoto carryover 

credits? 

Ms Evans:  I just answered the question. 

Senator DI NATALE:  No, you didn't. 
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Ms Evans:  We provide advice on a number of topics, including carryover. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Are you able to discuss the nature of that advice? 

Ms Evans:  No. 

Senator DI NATALE:  How much will using the Kyoto carryover credits reduce our obligations under the 

Paris agreement? 

Ms Evans:  That information is in our Australia's emissions projections document from December of last year. 

I'm just looking for the page where you can see it directly, but it essentially reduces our emissions task from 695 

million tonnes to 328 million tonnes, with the difference being the total carryover amount of 367 million tonnes. 

Senator DI NATALE:  With our greenhouse accounts, does the use of international credits lower the counted 

emissions in our accounts even though pollution is unchanged? For example, you've got the industrial emissions 

firms that purchased five million tonnes of abatement. Will the industrial emissions be counted as five million 

less, or will it reflect the actual emissions? 

Ms Evans:  It would reflect actual emissions. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Can I ask you some questions about the government announcing recently that there is 

going to be $10 million spent on a feasibility study for a new coal plant in Queensland? 

Mr Pratt:  That will be under outcome 4. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Okay. Is the electric vehicle strategy something we can ask about? 

Ms Evans:  Yes. 

Senator DI NATALE:  What's the $400,000 going to do? What's the intent of that? 

Ms Tilley:  That's for the development of a national strategy to coordinate the various actions that are 

underway: states and territories, Commonwealth support through CEFC and ARENA, and COAG processes. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Sorry, you'll just have to slow down. Development of a national strategy to coordinate 

existing efforts? Were those your words? 

Ms Tilley:  Yes, in part it is to coordinate existing efforts, but it is also to look at opportunities going forward. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Such as? 

Ms Tilley:  We'll have to wait for the development of the strategy. 

Senator DI NATALE:  So the government's got no plan. The department's got no plan that it looks to on 

charging infrastructure or any price incentives? Are you looking specifically at any of these issues? 

Ms Tilley:  The funding for the strategy is part of the budget that was handed down this week, so it's funding 

from next financial year that would be underpinning the development of that strategy. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Do you have a breakdown of the spend? 

Ms Tilley:  It is $400,000 departmental funding from the department. 

Senator DI NATALE:  How was that $400,000 figure arrived at? 

Ms Tilley:  Our analysis, broadly, was that we'd need two full-time employees and a range of consultancies to 

underpin the development of that strategy. 

Senator DI NATALE:  So at the moment there's no national strategy whatsoever? 

Ms Tilley:  No, the announcement was for the development of a strategy. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Electric vehicles have been a thing for many years. Why haven't we had a strategy up 

until this point? 

Ms Tilley:  That is not to suggest the government has not been supporting action in this area. We can have a 

colleague come up and talk about the range of support at the Commonwealth level, through the CEFC and 

ARENA, that has supported rollout of charging and support for electric vehicles. The ministerial forum has been 

looking at opportunities for where the Commonwealth can continue to focus its efforts. COAG itself, through— 

Senator DI NATALE:  What concrete things are happening—in English. 

Ms Evans:  There has been a number of things, including—Ms Tilley has already referred to funding through 

ARENA. 

Senator McKenzie:  Senator Di Natale, I'm pretty sure the officers were using English. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Bureaucratise isn't English. Funding for ARENA for what? 
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Ms Evans:  They have provided $6 million to provide fast-charging networks in Australia. In addition, the 

Clean Energy Finance Corporation has provided just over $1 billion of support to lower-emissions vehicles 

through a range of initiatives that includes things like concessional loans for the purchase of low-emissions 

vehicles. Those are two very concrete— 

Senator DI NATALE:  What are low-emissions vehicles classified as in this setting? 

Ms Evans:  Electric vehicles are certainly a part of that, and I believe there is another threshold for other types 

of vehicles, as well. But electric vehicles are certainly— 

Senator DI NATALE:  For what purposes? 

Ms Evans:  What purposes? 

Senator DI NATALE:  The billion dollars for low emissions vehicles. 

Ms Evans:  The CEFC is running those programs, so they would be a more appropriate entity for ask. 

Senator DI NATALE:  I will ask them, but I am interested, given you are saying you have given some 

attention to this. You have now told me that the CFC has provided $1 billion. I asked you specifically about 

electric vehicles. Is that $1 billion going towards electric vehicles? 

Ms Evans:  They are going to low-emissions vehicles and I did say that the first time. 

Senator DI NATALE:  The question I asked was about electric vehicles specifically. 

Ms Evans:  It includes electric vehicles, so it is a relevant answer to your question. 

Senator DI NATALE:  How much of that billion dollars is directed at— 

Ms Evans:  I can't give you that specifically. I will have to take it on notice. But the CEFC would be able to 

answer that question when they are called. 

Senator DI NATALE:  And the $6 million for fast-charging stations through ARENA? How much of that $6 

million has been spent? 

Ms Evans:  I don't have those details in front of me. 

Senator DI NATALE:  You said earlier that it was to co-ordinate existing efforts by the Commonwealth 

government. You have spoken to me about ARENA and the CEFC. I am interested in knowing specifically what 

your department is doing in the area of electric vehicles. 

Ms Evans:  We haven't had a specific agenda on electric vehicles, other than to support the government in its 

considerations through the Ministerial Forum on Vehicle Emissions. That's been running for some time and it has 

discussed electric vehicles, among other things. We keep a watching brief. We provide information. We continue 

to keep informed and advise the government on developments in electric vehicles. 

Senator DI NATALE:  If the department we are talking to is about reducing Australia's greenhouse gas 

emissions and you can't point to anything specifically that you are doing in the EV sector, isn't that a huge gap in 

the work you are doing? 

Ms Evans:  The government uses many entities, and climate change and emission reductions touch most 

portfolios. Not all of the programs are done through our department. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Twenty per cent of our emissions comes from the transport sector and you guys are 

doing nothing on EVs. 

Ms Evans:  That's not quite true. We have already mentioned the two programs that are in our portfolio. There 

are others in other portfolios, I'm sure. Through ARENA, there have been studies, such as the Energeia report that 

Ms Tilley referred to earlier, that have all contributed to understanding electric vehicles. 

Senator DI NATALE:  There's been massive uptake of EVs right around the world and yet here in Australia it 

is very, very slow, and it doesn't seem your department has a focus on increasing the uptake of EVs here in 

Australia. You can't point to anything concrete that you are doing to try to drive the uptake of EVs. 

Ms Evans:  I've pointed to several concrete things that government is doing— 

Senator DI NATALE:  You have no strategy at all. We've got $400,000 to co-ordinate existing efforts. How is 

that addressing the fact that 20 per cent of our emissions are coming from the transport sector and yet we now 

have $400,000 for a strategy to co-ordinate existing efforts? 

Ms Evans:  The government has committed the $400,000 to develop the strategy. It has supported ARENA, 

which is provided funding for fast-charging stations. It has supported the Clean Energy Finance Corporation, 

which is providing finance for, among other things, electric vehicles and other low-emissions vehicles. 
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Senator DI NATALE:  I might move on to an issue around the environment minister, who requested a review 

of how climate change policy could be used to upgrade coal-fired power stations, after some lobbying by an 

energy company. Is that something I can ask you? 

Ms Evans:  Yes. 

Senator DI NATALE:  I'm sure you know what I'm referring to. There was an article in The Guardian on 2 

April 2019. According to that article, the minister asked the independent— 

Senator McKenzie:  Sorry, I don't read The Guardian. Could I have a copy of— 

Senator DI NATALE:  You don't read The Guardian? Why am I not surprised! I'll see if we can get a copy 

and table it. 

Senator McKenzie:  Thank you. 

Senator DI NATALE:  According to the article, the minister asked the independent Emissions Reduction 

Assurance Committee to review how coal-fired power stations could earn carbon credits under the climate 

scheme. The committee conducted this review? 

Ms Tilley:  Can I give a little bit of context? 

Senator DI NATALE:  Yes. 

Ms Tilley:  There is an existing method under the Emissions Reduction Fund; the facilities method, which 

allows large facilities, including coal-fired power stations, to undertake approved activities to reduce their 

emissions. So that's an existing method under the Emissions Reduction Fund. All methods under the Emissions 

Reduction Fund are reviewed regularly. Under legislation, they're required to be reviewed every four years. 

The independent Emissions Reduction Assurance Committee, which undertakes those reviews and provides 

advice to the minister, had notionally intended to do a review of the facilities method in 2019. As a result of a 

project that was registered by Vales Point coal-fired power station, but which has ultimately not been approved to 

go to auction under the ERF, there were some conversations with the department, with the Clean Energy 

Regulator and with the minister's office. As a result of that, Minister Price asked for advice from the department 

about what— 

Senator DI NATALE:  Asked for advice or requested a review? 

Ms Tilley:  Asked for advice from the department about ways in which the opportunities, or the eligibility, so 

to speak, of different projects at coal-fired power stations fit with the requirements of the method under the ERF, 

given that the Emissions Reduction Assurance Committee was intending to do a review of the method in— 

Senator DI NATALE:  'Was intending'? 

Ms Tilley:  Was intending to do a review of the method in 2019— 

Senator DI NATALE:  And just coincidentally after this request was made? 

Ms Tilley:  No, coincidentally because all methods need to be reviewed every four years and that was on their 

notional schedule for 2019. 

The department's proposal was that in reviewing the method, which they intended to do, one objective of that 

review would be to provide greater clarity about what sorts of activities were eligible and would not be eligible 

under the facilities method. In understanding that, Minister Price requested that the Emissions Reduction 

Assurance Committee, as part of their review, focus in particular on providing clarity around what is eligible and 

what's not. 

Senator DI NATALE:  After she'd been lobbied by this energy company— 

Ms Tilley:  Well, after— 

CHAIR:  Sorry, Senator Di Natale: just as further assistance to the minister, do you at least have a title for the 

article so that we could search for it? 

Senator DI NATALE:  It was on 2 April 2019, in The Guardian. Just Google 'Trevor St Baker'—he'll come 

up as one of your donors as well! 

CHAIR:  We'll source that and get a copy to the minister. It makes it easier for her and the officers. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Yes, I appreciate that. 

Ms Tilley:  Can I just finish that point by saying that after we, as officials—and I speak on behalf of colleagues 

at the Clean Energy Regulator as well—had a number of dealings with the proponent for Vales Point and 

understood the complexity— 
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Senator DI NATALE:  We're talking about Mr Trevor St Baker? 

Ms Tilley:  No, a representative of the organisation, not Mr St Baker. We had a number of conversations in 

which it was apparent to us that it was a complicated method—the legislative instrument—that was difficult to 

navigate, and that there was an opportunity to provide more clarity and guidance around what was eligible and 

what was not under that method. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Tell me about the review. Where are we up to? 

Ms Tilley:  The Emissions Reduction Assurance Committee agreed in its December meeting to proceed with 

the review. That was intended to be initiated in early 2019. I haven't checked in the last couple of weeks where 

that is up to, but, certainly, a small number from the Emissions Reduction Assurance Committee—a 

subcommittee, so to speak—have agreed to lead that review. They've initiated what they intend to be the scope of 

the review. I will just check with my colleague to see if they've gone out with any public calls for consultation. 

Ms E Johnson:  No, they haven't yet gone out with a consultation paper. That will be the next step, and we 

would anticipate that within the next couple of months or so. 

Senator DI NATALE:  The next couple of months. 

Ms E Johnson:  That's right. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Will the review be open to submissions? 

Ms E Johnson:  Yes, that's right. It's a statutory 28-day consultation period, unless ERAC decides on a shorter 

period. But that's a full public consultation. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Will the outcome of the review be made public? 

Ms E Johnson:  Yes, that's the standard practice. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Can I ask whether Mr Trevor St Baker has met with the minister? 

Ms E Johnson:  We'll have to take that on notice. 

Ms Tilley:  Not to my knowledge. 

Senator DI NATALE:  It's interesting when you're looking at this grant process. Would the department take 

into account the fact that Mr St Baker purchased Vales Point from, I think, the Liberal New South Wales 

government at the time for $1 million and the asset was then worth $770 million the following year? Will you 

look at the review and say, 'Hang on, this bloke could probably afford the upgrade himself'? In fact, when he was 

asked about this in the interview—I believe it was on Radio National—he did not state that he would not proceed 

with the modifications if he wasn't awarded that assistance. 

Ms Tilley:  Just a couple of points of clarification: the review is not on the project or the project application; 

the review is on the method. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Yes. 

Ms Tilley:  In looking at the method and reviewing the method, what the Emissions Reduction Assurance 

Committee will have as its primary function is: does the method continue to meet the offsets integrity standards 

under the Emissions Reduction Fund? 

Senator DI NATALE:  Integrity standards—what does that— 

Ms Tilley:  There are, I think, five things that I can list off. They are the legislated offsets integrity standards, 

but in a generic sense it's to make sure that emissions that are produced from an eligible project or under a method 

are genuine, real and unlikely to occur in the ordinary course of events. 

Senator DI NATALE:  That's the key point—the last bit. How do you make an assessment about whether 

something would be done and you're not just throwing away good money for something that would have been 

done anyway? 

Ms Tilley:  When we designed the Emissions Reduction Fund, there were obviously—and I recall this—

conversations in this room with your colleagues about the design of the scheme and how we tested additionality. 

It's tested in a number of ways. It was a conscious decision under the design of the Emissions Reduction Fund, as 

it has been in a number of offset schemes around the world—the Clean Development Mechanism, for example—

not to have a test for financial additionality, because it is simply too difficult at a project registration or approval 

stage. You're simply not going to have the information necessary to know what was in the mind of a board or an 

individual or a building owner when they decided to go ahead with a project which reduces emissions. The 

method, largely, is required to do the testing on a general whole-of-sector, whole-of-activity sense of what is 

normal and what is additional to BAU. 



Thursday, 4 April 2019 Senate Page 63 

 

ENVIRONMENT AND COMMUNICATIONS LEGISLATION COMMITTEE 

Senator DI NATALE:  Do you accept that it's one of the big criticisms of the scheme? 

Ms Tilley:  I almost look at it as the flipside—that it would be unworkable to, on a project-by-project basis, 

know what the person was thinking when they decided to buy an efficient lightbulb or a more efficient car or to 

change practice. As is the case with most offset schemes around the world, they have decided not to go into that 

and try to have rules of thumb in the project rules. 

Senator DI NATALE:  The question around the feasibility study for the new coal-fired plant is not— 

Senator McKenzie:  Outcome 4. 

Senator DI NATALE:  Thank you. 

Senator SPENDER:  I'd like to ask about a reply you gave to Senator Leyonhjelm last time around. It was a 

spoken question and the reply was, I think, 193. It was about his request for unofficial estimates by you of 

emissions to 2030, if possible, in various countries that have bigger emissions than us: Iran, Saudi Arabia, China, 

India and Brazil. I have to say that it was probably the best written reply to an estimates question I've ever seen. It 

was brilliant. It must've involved a lot of work, so thank you very much for all of that. I'm just curious as to how 

this sort of information could be used. It relates to how you operate vis-a-vis DFAT. Your function may have 

previously existed in DFAT, but I would think that, in a perfect world, information about how these countries are 

increasing their emissions—other than Brazil—according to the unofficial estimates, would be useful in our 

bilateral discussions with those individual countries, if not in multilateral discussions. Firstly, this information 

that you've collated, did you do that with DFAT? Have you provided it to DFAT? Do the posts in these various 

countries have those numbers? 

Ms Munro:  Firstly, thank you. I will pass on your thanks for the well written answer to my officials. We work 

very closely with the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade and that is both through the ongoing international 

negotiations on climate change, as well as the analysis and tracking of what other countries are doing. In terms of 

how we put together this response it was on the basis of a compilation of external sources. The caveats are 

actually quite clear. This is not official data, and, as you said, it is not data that has been put out by countries. 

Nonetheless, it is trends that others have determined to make. In that regard, there is an understanding of these 

issues between countries, and as part of normal discussions in bilateral and multilateral forums these are issues 

which are discussed. 

Senator SPENDER:  Do you think there is much fruit to be gained by pushing bilateral discussions of these 

things? Basically behind closed doors saying, 'We recognise that your emissions are going in the wrong direction.' 

And they can presumably say the same thing to us. I don't know whether you have much hope that we can have 

bilateral agreements. I know that maybe a decade ago there was a greater hope that we would have more bilateral 

agreements on each country's emission profiles. Is that no longer the trend where we are solely focusing on 

multilateral and Paris based— 

Ms Munro:  It was very significant in terms of the Paris Agreement and it is not that we haven't had the 

multilateral agreement before, as you would know, we have the Kyoto Protocol and then more broadly the United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. And so it is within the construct being a global issue, what 

country is put forward and that's the nationally determined contributions under the Paris Agreement. The 

architecture, the framework and, I guess, the peer pressure that is a construct of the Paris Agreement is an 

important one about where countries will put forward their contribution but they make pledges on an increasing 

scale of ambition. Under the Paris Agreement there will be a global review of action in 2023,and then an 

expectation for all countries to put in greater ambition in 2025, or just make the case for why they can't do that. 

Senator SPENDER:  More provocatively I'll put the question about, given the risk that multilateral 

discussions might not be as easy to progress, whether or not we should be putting more of our eggs in the basket 

of bilateral discussions. You talked about peers. A lot of the people involved in those discussions are not our 

peers. Their emissions are well below ours. I am wondering whether it might be more useful that we have 

discussions with these more as our peers. We are presumably in the top 10 countries in terms of emissions, 

depending on how you treat Europe, as a whole. Do you think there are abilities through, say, G20 or other 

forums of smaller groups of countries, where we should, at least as an alternative to these Paris based 

arrangements? 

Ms Munro:  I don't think it's as an alternative. There are ongoing discussions that Australia participates in as 

part of the G20. For example, there is a climate sustainability working group. A big focus of the working group, 

this year in Japan, is that the chair of the G20 is looking at the long-term strategies for emissions reductions. 

Within the group of countries that we reported on Saudi Arabia, China, India and Brazil are part of the G20. Iran 

isn't, but the other four countries are. It is an important forum, as you suggested, to build both trust and 
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understanding of what other countries are doing and also to encourage greater effort through those forums. But it 

is not as an alternative; it is another forum to help progress the issue of action on climate change. 

Senator SPENDER:  On the original question, do the posts all know about that? Iran isn't in the G20. Do you 

know whether our post in Iran is aware of these figures and could possibly have these discussions with, for 

instance, Iran? Their emissions are rising, in the rosiest scenario, by about 43 per cent over the period we're 

committing to reducing our emissions. 

Ms Munro:  I think, on that one, that is an issue for the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, if you 

wanted to ask them that question. 

Senator SPENDER:  That's fine. Thank you. 

Senator MARTIN:  I want to delve a little bit into the Fisher report. Did the government commission the 

report, and was any funding provided for it? Mr Pratt? 

Mr Pratt:  My apologies, Senator. Could you ask the question again? 

Senator MARTIN:  In regard to the Fisher report, did the government commission the report itself and was 

any funding provided for it? 

Ms Evans:  The answer is no. The report was not commissioned by the government. And, no, there was no 

funding provided for it. 

Senator MARTIN:  Did the government have any influence on the report at all? 

Ms Evans:  No. 

Senator MARTIN:  Are you aware of any other reports that model the impact of Labor's climate policy as 

announced on Monday, 1 April? 

Senator Birmingham:  I think the silence says no. 

Senator MARTIN:  Are you aware of Dr Warwick McKibbin's 2015 report that looks at a 45 per cent target? 

What coverage did that report have of Australia's emissions? 

Ms Evans:  I'll just see if we can find that detail. I know there are some differences between the McKibbin 

model and, as I understand—although I'm not particularly familiar with the BAE model, I do understand there are 

some differences. I don't know whether Ms Tilley has an answer on what the coverage of the McKibbin model 

was. 

Ms Tilley:  I assume you're talking about sectoral coverage? 

Senator MARTIN:  Yes. 

Ms Tilley:  I don't have a breakdown of what sectors are covered. Given it was a broad model across the 

Australian economy, my presumption would be that the McKibbin model looked across all relevant sectors that 

we report on in the emissions inventory. 

Senator Birmingham:  I think my understanding is that it excluded sources like agriculture, mining and 

manufacturing. 

Ms Evans:  I have to take that on notice as well, but the minister is correct. I'm pretty sure the McKibbin 

modelling has a focus on energy, on the energy related sectors, so I don't think it's coverage is particularly strong 

on the land based sectors. 

Senator MARTIN:  Okay. 

Ms Evans:  We will have to take it on notice, to clarify, I'm sorry. 

Senator MARTIN:  Yes, thank you. Are you aware of Dr McKibbin 's public statements to the effect that his 

2015 report did not model Labor's policy? 

Ms Evans:  I'm not aware of specific comments he might have made. 

Senator Birmingham:  Sorry, I missed that. 

Senator MARTIN:  I'm asking if you are aware of Dr McKibbin's public statements to the effect that his 2015 

report did not model Labor's policy. 

Senator Birmingham:  As I said before, I have a recollection that it doesn't cover certain sectors. Therefore, 

that would be an accurate assessment in terms of meeting a whole-of-economy 45 per cent target. 

Senator MARTIN:  Minister, the abatement that Labor needs to meet, Labor's rejection of carry over, 

therefore, is zero impact, a range of measures announced by the government that Labor seems to support. What 
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effect does that have in comparison to what the current government targets in its emissions that we are talking 

about? 

Senator Birmingham:  Obviously, Labor's 45 per cent target is significantly greater to start with, which I 

understand necessitates the removal of around 1,326 megatons. The coalition's target is substantially less than 

that, and carryover, which accounts for an estimated 367 megatons, is apparently not available on the basis of 

what the Labor Party has indicated their policies are. That means that further costs would have to flow through the 

different sectors to duplicate that otherwise available carryover. 

Senator MARTIN:  Thank you. Has Labor provided any information as to how they may reach their target at 

all? 

Senator Birmingham:  The Labor Party apparently released policies on Monday. You did hear before, Senator 

Martin, that, when I asked Senator Keneally, when she went through the very detailed table that accompanied the 

climate solutions package at the Prime Minister and Minister Price released, which identifies the expected 

contribution to emissions reduction across energy performance, the Climate Solutions Fund, energy efficiency, 

hydro, electric vehicles and technology improvements—when I asked if there was a similar detailed breakdown in 

terms of emissions reductions that would be achieved by the different components of the policy that Labor 

apparently released on Monday, there was nil answer provided. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Minister— 

Senator MARTIN:  Are you able to— 

Senator Birmingham:  Senator Keneally, you are welcome to correct the record, if you like. If there is such a 

breakdown, nobody's ever seen it. 

Senator KENEALLY:  The chair does not like me to speak out of turn. 

Senator Birmingham:  If there is such a breakdown, nobody has seen it. 

Senator KENEALLY:  If you'd like me to go back to: if you could provide me information, Minister, for the 

record— 

CHAIR:  You don't have the call, Senator Keneally, but I do appreciate your good humour. 

Senator MARTIN:  For Labor to reach their target, what would be the cost to the budget and what would be 

the cost to the industry? 

Senator Birmingham:  We, of course, don't have any modelling provided by the Labor Party in terms of what 

the costs or impacts of the policies they've released would be. That's a mystery to all. We do have the modelling 

from Dr Fisher, which has been referenced before—that is, in terms of the target the Labor Party has set, and to 

do that without counting carryover, it's been indicated there'd be a $472 billion cost that would see 336,000 fewer 

jobs and a $9,000 average hit to wages. 

Senator MARTIN:  On that, I presume the government's plan is more productive and more real than what 

Labor's offering at the moment. 

Senator Birmingham:  On the only available modelling that exists, the government's plan provides better 

outcomes for the economy, better outcomes for jobs growth and better outcomes for wages growth. 

CHAIR:  I'm glad Labor finds the seriousness and destructive nature of their emissions reductions policy—it's 

a very serious matter, yet they laugh. 

Senator KENEALLY:  I was unaware that Minister Birmingham had joined the Labor Party or that he wanted 

to be a Labor minister in a Labor government yet he was answering questions about Labor policy! 

CHAIR:  Senator Rice? 

Senator RICE:  Thank you. I'm interested in methodologies under the Carbon Farming Initiative for native 

forests. First of all, what are the current methodologies that exist? 

Ms Maguire:  Our branch is responsible for developing methodologies for the land sector. There are currently 

seven vegetation methods available for use. They cover a range of activities. A couple of them are about 

regenerating native vegetation on agricultural land. There is a commercial plantations method, a farmed forestry 

method, an avoided deforestation method and an avoided clearing method. 

Senator RICE:  Is there a methodology that relates to unlogged native forest? 

Ms Maguire:  No, not at this stage. 

Senator RICE:  Has the department done any work on considering a methodology for unlogged native forest? 
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Ms Maguire:  Over the last four or five years there has been some very preliminary work done. Various 

people have asked us to have a look at whether it would be feasible or not, but it hasn't been a priority for us in the 

last couple of years. 

Senator RICE:  Who asked the department to look at it? 

Ms Maguire:  You probably would have seen in the media that the Victorian government requested that the 

minister have a look at it or that the department have a look on her behalf. 

Senator RICE:  Can you give me more information about the representations from the Victorian government 

regarding looking at a methodology. 

Ms Maguire:  I haven't got the letter in front of me, but there was a fair bit of information in the media in the 

last couple of weeks requesting that the federal government have a look at potential— 

Senator RICE:  There's a letter. Were there other representations or would the letter have been the extent of 

the representations? 

Ms Maguire: The letter is what I understand to be the request. 

Senator RICE:  So you don't know of any other? Has there been any minister to minister discussion or 

anything like that, or is it just a letter? 

Ms Maguire:  My understanding is it's a letter, but we'd have to take on notice if there were any other 

representations. 

Senator RICE:  Was that letter responded to? 

Ms Maguire:  I understand it was. We'll have to take that one on notice. 

Senator RICE:  So you're saying that nothing has been proceeded with it because it hasn't been a priority. Can 

you expand on why it hasn't been a priority? 

Ms Maguire:  The minister is responsible for determining priorities for method development under the 

Emissions Reduction Fund. Those priorities get published on the website. It's really a case of choosing relative 

priorities where the department and the Emissions Reduction Assurance Committee puts its effort in developing 

methods. As I said, there are seven existing vegetation methods. In addition to supporting the development of 

those by the department, we also support the independent Emissions Reduction Assurance Committee as they 

review methods. 

Senator RICE:  What is the interaction between the department and the Emissions Reduction Assurance 

Committee on the decision as to whether it's a priority? Who would decide? How would things change? How 

would a decision be made that it was a priority? 

Ms Maguire:  There are two separate processes there. The Emissions Reduction Assurance Committee decides 

its priorities for reviewing methods. 

Senator RICE:  So it has to have a methodology before you review it. 

Ms Maguire:  Yes. The Emissions Reduction Assurance Committee, ERAC, decides on the priority. The 

priority for developing new methods is a decision by the minister. 

Ms Evans:  If I can just add: that is informed by our analysis about the potential for each of the methods to add 

to the existing stock of methods that we have. Some of that prioritisation is about how much abatement there is 

likely to be from it, how many people are likely to take it up and how much work it will take to get the method in 

place. We're weighing a lot of things up. We make suggestions about whether or not a new method in the 

particular area is the one we should be spending our time on at the moment. 

Senator RICE:  Have you done work on looking at how much abatement would be likely to be made from 

having a methodology for keeping unlogged forests unlogged? 

Ms Maguire:  No, we haven't done that assessment. 

Senator RICE:  How can you decide if it's a low priority, if you haven't done that assessment? 

Ms Maguire:  Again, it's a decision about relative priorities. We have to look at, not least, the offsets integrity 

standards that we've talked about before. There's a range of things in there. One of the questions that has to be 

answered and addressed in developing a method is whether the activity is likely to be beyond business as usual at 

a method scale. 

Senator RICE:  Given we know there is ongoing logging of native forests right across the country, it would be 

beyond business as usual if the decision was made to not log unlogged native forests. I want to go back to Ms 
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Evans. You said the determination of the priorities is based on an assessment of the level of likely abatement. You 

haven't done that assessment. How can you then say it's a low priority? 

Ms Evans:  We make judgements about areas where we've already got methods and, as Ms Maguire explained, 

there are already quite a number of methods— 

Senator RICE:  But there's not one of relevance— 

Ms Evans:  We've avoided deforestation, which is relevant to native forests. So there are things that are 

already broadly covering the area. We are constantly looking at different ideas around methods. 

Senator RICE:  With all due respect, avoiding deforestation is very different to leaving native forests 

unlogged under our current regime where the plan is for that forest to then regrow. Avoided deforestation is 

where you are actually clearing land without an expectation that the forest will regrow. But, in order to make that 

judgement as to whether it's a priority or not, you must have done a back-of-the-envelope assessment of what the 

potential abatement from keeping forests unlogged would be. 

Ms Evans:  I would have to refer to Ms Maguire. We haven't done any— 

Senator RICE:  Nothing at all? 

Ms Maguire:  We haven't done any detailed assessment of what the likely abatement would be. 

Senator RICE:  Have you reviewed any of this research that's been done, particularly out of the ANU led by 

Heather Keith, of the potential of carbon abatement from leaving forests unlogged? 

Ms Maguire:  Because it hasn't been on our priority list of method development, our efforts have been going 

to supporting the Emissions Reduction Assurance Committee in reviewing the existing methods, which has been a 

very substantial amount of work. 

Senator RICE:  So you've basically been completely keeping your head in the sand about the potential of 

abatement from leaving native forests unlogged. It really seems to be that you don't want to look at it. 

Ms Evans:  No, I don't agree with that characterisation. We are simply describing to you the processes that we 

use to prioritise our work and where we are up to. I'm happy to say that we will have another look at whether 

there is— 

Senator RICE:  My final question then is: is getting the letter from the Victorian government enough to 

prompt a reassessment and to decide that maybe you need to pay some attention to it? 

Ms Maguire:  We get a lot of representations from a lot of different people on a lot of different types of 

methods that people would like developed. We have to weigh up where we put our efforts at a point in time. 

That's not to say we might not do it in future. At a point in time, we decide how to allocate that resource. 

Senator RICE:  How many letters do you get from state governments, though, asking you to develop 

methodologies? How many would it be?  

Ms Maguire:  I can't tell you exactly how many, but we have had a number of representations on a range of 

different types of methods over time. 

Senator RICE:  Can you take on notice the representations from state governments and whether they have 

resulted in methodologies, please. 

Ms Maguire:  Yes. 

Senator RICE:  Thank you. 

CHAIR:  I think that will see us out for outcome 2. What we intend to do after the break, which we are about 

to take, is jump forward to the Director of National Parks before we go to outcome 4 and then proceed with the 

rest of the program as planned. Just to add to the list of broken promises from all parties—mainly the Labor 

Party—we won't be finishing at four o'clock on this portfolio, sorry. We will be going through until at least six 

o'clock, I believe. We will see how we go. 

Proceedings suspended from 15:53 to 16:10 

CHAIR:  We will resume. Secretary, you have a document that might assist the committee.  

Mr Pratt:  Yes. It's just about to be tabled, with your permission, Chair. 

CHAIR:  I think the committee will happily have that tabled. 

Director of National Parks 

[16:10] 
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CHAIR:  We will now go to the office of the Director of National Parks. Welcome back. Is there anything in 

the way of an opening statement to be made today?  

Dr Findlay:  No thanks. 

CHAIR:  Excellent. We'll go to questions from Senator Siewert. 

Senator SIEWERT:  I think you have probably been forewarned that I want to ask about the Bremer Bay 

Canyon. The particular area where the hotspot itself is, as I understand it, wasn't included in the boundaries of the 

various marine protected areas in the Bremer Marine Park. Can I ask why that area wasn't included? The hotspot 

where the orcas congregate wasn't included. I'm aware that a large bit of the canyon was, but that bit wasn't. Can I 

ask why? 

Mr Mundy:  Senator, you would be broadly familiar with the long process of bioregional planning and 

analysis which led to the creation of the protected areas.  

Senator SIEWERT:  Yes. 

Mr Mundy:  That process led to the identification of different representative examples of habitat around the 

Australian jurisdiction. Over many years of detailed analysis, it led to the identification of different bioregions 

and different habitat types within those bioregions. The process of designating the specific locations in which the 

parks were to be placed is one which resulted from that long period of bioregional analysis. The process of 

making those designations predates my experience in this role, so it may be that there is some history around 

specifically why that location was chosen. I believe that the canyon heads, which have been included within the 

actual boundaries of the Bremer Marine Park, are representative examples of that habitat type in the region. I don't 

know whether at the time those decisions were made that the anecdotal evidence of large aggregations of orcas 

and other species in the area adjacent to the place that was designated for the marine park to the east was known. I 

do know that in recent times, following a recommendation by the independent Commonwealth Marine Reserves 

Review, some further scientific analysis has been done of the site immediately adjacent to the marine park. It was 

funded under the National Environmental Science Program, which has made some further preliminary 

investigations into whether the anecdotal evidence of hotspots and aggregations adjacent to the park are accurate 

and can be verified. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Can I just be clear so that I understand: under that project, further work has been done 

around this particular aggregation? 

Mr Mundy:  Correct. 

Senator SIEWERT:  I've got a map. I'm sure you know where that aggregation is.  

Mr Mundy:  Yes. 

Senator SIEWERT:  As I understand it, it's about 10 kilometres from the current boundary.  

Mr Mundy:  It is immediately adjacent to the westward boundary of the Bremer Marine Park. 

Senator SIEWERT:  So they've investigated that, if I understand it correctly, subsequent to the expansion that 

occurred under the previous process. Is that correct? 

Mr Mundy:  The external perimeter of the then Commonwealth marine reserves— 

Senator SIEWERT:  Yes, which was an expansion of the previous—I do acknowledge that. 

Mr Mundy:  So there's what occurred through the consultations around the management plan. It wasn't an 

expansion of the external boundaries of the marine park, but it was a zoning of the areas within it. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Yes. I do realise that there was that process made. Since that process, there has now 

been subsequent investigation of what's commonly known as the hotspot. 

Mr Mundy:  Correct. 

Senator SIEWERT:  What has it found? Are you able to articulate that? And what's the process from here. 

Mr Mundy:  The project was a 2017 project, titled Surveying marine life in the canyons off Bremer Bay, held 

under the NESP, with total funding of $316,000. Approximately $100,000 of that was provided by NESP, the 

Director of National Parks put in $50,000, $150,000 was in-kind contributions by research partners, and the 

balance was cash contributions by research partners. The project convened an expert scientific workshop to 

synthesise existing data. It did note that the group of canyons to the south-east of the Bremer Bay area is the site 

of reported large seasonal aggregations, particularly of killer whales and other key species. The research, as I 

understand it, found that it's unclear whether the area in question adjacent to the marine park represents a discrete 

and unique killer whale hotspot or whether Bremer Marine Park supports other aggregations, whether they're from 
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separate individuals or from the same animals. The research didn't detect a difference in species diversity or 

abundance within and outside the Bremer Marine Park. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Are you able to provide a map, because we may be talking about different areas? As I 

said, the spot I'm talking about, which there's deep interest in, is the one that's about 10 kilometres from the 

boundary. Are we referring to the same one when we say 'adjacent to'? 

Mr Mundy:  Yes, we're speaking about the same place. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Right. I'm told that there's a large number—120 individuals are known to occur in 

several family groups around that area. So we are definitely talking about the same— 

Mr Mundy:  We're talking about the same location. 

Senator SIEWERT:  So my understanding from what you've just said is that, as yet, you haven't verified 

whether they're discrete groups and whether that area should be protected. Is that how I am to interpret what 

you've just said? 

Mr Mundy:  Correct, and also that the findings of that research are that there didn't appear to be a difference in 

species diversity and abundance within the park and adjacent to it. That's just on the basis of the limited findings 

of the study. There was aerial research which sighted greater numbers outside the marine park than within but 

didn't draw final conclusions about whether the aggregation was greater outside or in, but I acknowledge there is 

anecdotal evidence that the aggregations are bigger in the area outside and adjacent to the park. 

Senator SIEWERT:  There certainly is in Bremer, as I understand it. So where to from here? Now that that 

research has been done, is there further work, or is there an ongoing process to further investigate this? 

Mr Mundy:  Not at the moment. In the future it will be open for consideration of whether some form of 

protection for that area, in addition to the area already captured within the Bremer Marine Park, is appropriate or 

not, but there's no process to pursue that further protection at this stage. 

Senator SIEWERT:  I think you'll find there'll be quite a lot of local enthusiasm for continuing the research in 

that area. There's also keen support for better integration of the management, as I understand it, between the 

biosphere reserve and the marine environment. Are you aware of that? 

Mr Mundy:  For Parks Australia, we were aware of an interest in having the Bremer Marine Park somehow 

brought into the biosphere for the Fitzgerald biosphere reserve. We were made aware of that through submissions 

during the public consultations on the management plans. That's the only place where I'm aware of that interest 

having arisen. The department hasn't been contacted by the Fitzgerald Biosphere implementation group relating to 

a further renomination of the Fitzgerald Biosphere to include the Bremer Marine Park. 

Senator SIEWERT:  You haven't been contacted yet— 

Mr Mundy:  Correct, other than through— 

Senator SIEWERT:  other than the submissions through the formal marine park planning process? 

Mr Mundy:  Yes, which wasn't the appropriate channel for considering it. It was the appropriate channel for 

comments on the marine park, but obviously not for proposing an expansion to the Fitzgerald Biosphere as a— 

Senator SIEWERT:  So the formal process is for whoever wants to propose it to write, through that process, 

to ask you to consider that—is that correct? 

Mr Mundy:  To correspond with the department requesting inclusion of that area. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Is there a formal process, or do they just write to you? 

Mr Mundy:  I'm not aware of the formal process. 

Dr Findlay:  There is a formal process. It would actually require a renomination process in line with the 

UNESCO guidelines for biospheres. That biosphere was most recently re-declared in 2017— 

Senator SIEWERT:  Yes, I'm aware that— 

Dr Findlay:  It's not due for review for another eight years. So it would actually require renomination, and so 

that process would need to be completed through the department and obviously through UNESCO as well. 

Senator SIEWERT:  I understand the UNESCO part of it, but can anybody write to you at any time to suggest 

it, or is there a— 

Dr Findlay:  It's actually managed by the department, not by the Director of National Parks, so we'd have to 

come back to you, but I'm sure there'd be something online somewhere— 

Senator SIEWERT:  I knew there was something I'd need the department for! 
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Dr Findlay:  There is a lot of material available online on our website. 

Mr Cahill:  People can write to us expressing interest on environmental matters and then we look at the 

appropriate policy advice. 

Dr Findlay:  To anyone who is listening: there is quite a lot of material provided on the department's website 

about the process and the relevant links to the international process as well. And that's how I found it today when 

you raised it. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Thank you very much. I'll keep following up the hotspot issue. 

CHAIR:  Senator Urquhart. 

Senator URQUHART:  Thank you for the document, because you've almost answered all my questions in 

this, so that's helpful. I have a question as to tourism jobs funding in Kakadu. Are there other national parks that 

will receive funding under the package? 

Dr Findlay:  No. 

Senator URQUHART:  It's just related to Kakadu? 

Dr Findlay:  The package announced by the Prime Minister on 13 January was heralded with great excitement 

by Parks Australia and obviously our partners in Kakadu and Jabiru in particular, but the funding only relates to 

those areas. 

Senator URQUHART:  On marine parks: given your previous role in AFMA, I'm just interested in your view 

as, now, the Director of National Parks in relation to marine parks and also highly protected zone marine parks. 

Dr Findlay:  So comments in general? 

Senator URQUHART:  Yes. 

Dr Findlay:  Marine parks play an important role in ensuring the protection and conservation of biodiversity 

and also supporting a healthy blue economy in Australia, including through fisheries. They complement our 

fisheries management and other natural resource management systems. Australia can be very proud of its marine 

park network. Our US and French colleagues aren't in the room, so I'll happily claim that we are a world leader! 

They may dispute that. But we are certainly in the top three. 

Senator URQUHART:  I'm sure we will get a letter! So I guess the position is that there is support from 

National Parks for marine parks—would that be a fair assumption? 

Dr Findlay:  I would say more than 'support'. We own them. We live them. We are them! 

Senator URQUHART:  You are them? So that's much more than support. 

Dr Findlay:  Yes, that's right. 

Senator URQUHART:  Great. Again, as I said, thank you, because I think you've answered nearly all my 

questions on Kakadu, so that's great. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Senator Keneally, do you have any questions on this? 

Senator KENEALLY:  I don't have any questions for this outcome, thank you. 

[16:24] 

ACTING CHAIR:  So I take it we are now going onto outcome 4? 

Senator KENEALLY:  Yes, please. 

Senator URQUHART:  Outcome 4? Yes. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Senator Keneally. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Thank you for being here today. I'd like to ask some questions about the Battery of the 

Nation project. I attempted to ask these earlier in a previous section. My questions arise from the citation of the 

Battery of the Nation abatement targets in the government's Climate Solutions Package. The Climate Solutions 

Package indicates that the Battery of the Nation will contribute 25 megatonnes of CO2 abatement by 2030. Where 

is that figure derived from? 

Mr Sullivan:  In terms of detailed analysis, I will have to take that on notice. In terms of how that figure was 

arrived at, it was building on the potential of the megawatts that would come out of Battery of the Nation in terms 

of the pumped hydro, looking at the assumptions around the renewables coming online, and the timing of that, 

and looking at the capacity with respect to the potential sites. ARENA worked with Hydro Tasmania to identify 

up to 4,800 megawatts. From that, there were an additional 2,500 megawatts and a whole bunch of assumptions 

about what that pumped hydro based on renewables coming online would displace. The assumptions in terms of 
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the calculations would also take into account demand and projections in Victoria. That would have formed the 

basis in terms of a number of assumptions around what the possible abatement is. 

Senator KENEALLY:  That's helpful. I understand we have neither the time nor the capacity to go through 

that in great detail here. At a basic level, it sounds like the number was derived by the department rather than 

sourced from some external consultant. 

Mr Heferen:  As Mr Sullivan said, you look at the displacement of the gas peaker that might otherwise occur 

and the displacement of coal-fired generation. They are quite complicated. But the other complication is the 

demand there is going to be out of Victoria. When you start with AEMO's demand projections over that period, 

which are very difficult to be clear about, and couple those with the Victorian government's rooftop solar 

proposal, which is not included in AEMO's demand projections—when the word 'modelling' is used, I would say 

these projections are very much those projections. There are a number of uncertainties. I think the one thing we 

can be pretty confident about is that it would be an underestimate. I think everyone would agree that the volume 

of intermittent renewable energy coming into the system has been consistently underestimated, update after 

update, by anyone involved in this. The numbers that are there, to use the vernacular—I wouldn't say 'rough'—are 

broadly indicative of the sort of abatement which might be obtained. I would put the caveat that I would expect 

that they would be on the downside. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Let me go at it this way. You mentioned that 2,500 megawatts of potential new 

capacity is being investigated—you didn't say that; that is what the report says. More than 2,500 megawatts of 

potential new pumped hydro capacity is being investigated. The Climate Solutions Package, which attributes the 

25 megatonnes of abatement from the Battery of the Nation, doesn't specify the actual size of the pumped hydro 

capacity needed to generate that abatement. 

Mr Heferen:  The pumped hydro would be used almost as an alternative to a gas peaker. The other 

complication is that the Marinus Link would need to go ahead for the extra interconnection. Without the Marinus 

Link—and I stand corrected—I think there is already 400 megawatts of hydropower sitting in Tasmania over the 

summer period as latent; it's not used in Tasmania. It could be used on the mainland but is at the moment 

constrained by the size of Basslink. So hydro itself is continual power as opposed to pumped hydro, which will be 

the peaking. The 2,500 megawatts of pumped hydro goes to the question of a peaking plant not being used on the 

mainland, whereas the 400 megawatts out of the Tassie hydro system itself probably goes to the question of the 

displacement of coal or other combined cycle gas or baseload. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Is it 400 or 4,800? 

Mr Heferen:  The 400 megawatts is the capacity of Hydro Tasmania now that can't be used on the mainland 

because of the size of Basslink. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Okay; got it. Where I was trying to get to previously, in the other section—correct me 

if I am wrong, Mr Heferen, but the Battery of the Nation is exactly that; a battery. 

Mr Heferen:  Of the nation! 

Senator KENEALLY:  Of the nation! I'm glad we are able to agree on that! It in itself cannot be completely 

responsible for the 25 megatonnes of abatement, I presume; it also requires renewable energy going into it. It is a 

battery. 

Mr Heferen:  Yes. The way that pumped hydro typically works is: when prices are low you use energy to 

pump the water up the hill and when prices are high you pump it back down. In Tasmania it's pretty much 100 per 

cent renewable anyway, because I think the Tamar gas-fired power station has been mothballed; it doesn't run 

much. So it's largely renewable energy in Tasmania. 

Senator Birmingham:  Obviously there are already points in time where there is surplus renewable energy. If 

we had Snowy 2.0 or the Battery of the Nation operational, they would already be able to utilise those surplus 

points. But, with the projected growth in renewable energy forms and the opportunities that this could spur for 

extra investment in Tasmania or Victoria, you would expect to see more of those peaks in the future. That is, of 

course, what a pumped hydro facility would utilise. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Minister, that's entirely what I'm trying to understand from this figure of 25 

megatonnes of CO2 abatement. How much more renewable energy investment is required to meet that? 

Mr Heferen:  To have a correct answer, we will take it on notice. We're really talking about the renewable 

energy that will exist in Victoria and, to lesser extent, South Australia, for the megatonnes of abatement. The gas 

peak is there, and the coal-fired generation largely in Victoria is not needed as much because the power can come 

from Tasmania. When you think about renewable energy, it's the penetration of intermittent wind, grid-scale solar 
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and rooftop solar—largely but not exclusively in Victoria—that will require the firming that will be provided by 

Battery of the Nation, via both Basslink and Marinus Link. Having said that, I hope to give you a sense of the 

renewables coming in north of Tasmania, and we'll take that on notice to provide a more accurate breakdown of 

what those underlying assumptions are. 

Senator KENEALLY:  If you're taking that on notice, can I also ask that you address these questions. What 

amount of renewable investment is required to deliver this abatement via the Battery of the Nation project? What 

share of renewable energy does this lead to overall? What is the cost of that investment and who pays for it? 

Mr Heferen:  We'll take that on notice. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Thank you. You've mentioned a few times the Marinus Link transmission line. I 

understand that this is probably a question best put to ARENA, but, besides contributing to the feasibility study 

for the Marinus Link transmission line, has the government provided any other direct support for the Battery of 

the Nation project? 

Mr Gaddes:  I might have a shot at that one. I'm the assistant secretary in charge of international energy 

implementation, and unfortunately my title doesn't really reflect most of my duties. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Is this really the time to bring that up! 

Mr Gaddes:  These are not international matters, but I do have a role. 

CHAIR:  Tasmania is a different country! 

Mr Pratt:  I will add some later! 

Mr Gaddes:  Lucky me! In terms of the Commonwealth contribution to both the Battery of the Nation and 

Marinus Link, the Australian Renewable Energy Agency has contributed $2.5 million to Hydro Tas to support the 

Battery of the Nation and has provided $10 million towards the Marinus Link. You may be aware that the Prime 

Minister announced recently an extra $56 million to the Tasmanian government to support the feasibility study 

and early works that need to be done to get Marinus Link up. So it's $66 million for Marinus Link and $2.5 

million for Battery of the Nation. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Thank you very much, and Senator Urquhart would like to put on record that she 

appreciates you clarifying that Tasmania is not an international destination! Mr Pratt, I'm trying to understand if 

the government can legitimately claim the Battery of the Nation project as part of its climate solution policy 

package. Yes, it's made a contribution of a not inconsiderable amount, but then again it is a Tasmanian project. 

CHAIR:  National infrastructure. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Thank you, Chair. Is there a set of criteria the government uses to determine what it 

will claim as part of its own climate solutions policy or does it simply say, 'We're going to hoover up all the things 

that are happening and claim them as part of what we are doing'? 

Senator Birmingham:  It's purely about meeting targets, in the end. That is the objective that is there—to meet 

the targets that we commit to. Of course, transformation that is occurring, other activities that are occurring, some 

of which we may provide some funding support to—all of them rightly contribute towards meeting the target. It is 

one of the things sometimes lost in— 

Senator KENEALLY:  If I can ask for clarification—I don't mean to interrupt; I'm not being as aggressive as 

I was in the last section—Mr Heferen, for example, mentioned rooftop solar; would that be something you would 

consider as helping you meet your targets, even though it might be state programs or individuals who make that 

decision?  

Senator Birmingham:  The operation of RET to date and the SRES have contributed towards Australia's 

success in meeting the 2020 targets. That's purely a statement of fact. They have equally contributed, in some 

different ways, to some pressures in the energy market which we've been seeking to address through some of the 

stabilising factors such as the investments in Snowy and the Battery of the Nation. 

Mr Pratt:  Can I just jump in at this moment? 

Senator KENEALLY:  Sure. 

Mr Pratt:  Apologies for interrupting your flow, Senator. Chair, we have an expert with us on energy 

efficiency matters who has to leave in 15 minutes, so I just wanted to check with senators if there are any 

questions in that space before said expert disappears. 

Senator URQUHART:  We've got some on the Underwriting New Generation Investments Program. 

Senator KENEALLY:  We don't have any specifically, I can advise—Labor senators. 
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CHAIR:  I think it's only fair that, if there are any, we put them on notice at this stage, given that we are 

running behind. I think that said expert can be released at the required time. 

Mr Pratt:  It's appreciated. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Chair, I have concluded my questions on Battery of the Nation. 

CHAIR:  Okay. Do you have questions, Senator Hanson-Young, for outcome 4? 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Maybe I'll just ask the minister whether he knows who it was that visited the 

Prime Minister asking him to sign off on Adani—and going over the environment minister's head—this afternoon. 

Senator Birmingham:  I don't know the basis for your question. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  It's just broken in the last few minutes that there's been a delegation of 

Queensland MPs visiting the Prime Minister, to hurry up giving Adani the tick before you all rush to the polls. 

Senator Birmingham:  I know that you and Senator Keneally have been taking it in turns today to see who 

can create the greatest excitement to get a news grab tonight, but I'm still not going to take the bait from anybody. 

It's a wonderful, theatrical contest! I'm certainly not going to— 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Just to be clear— 

Senator Birmingham:  buy into unsourced media reports. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Just to be clear, though, Minister Birmingham, no-one's approached you about 

what it would mean for our seats in Melbourne, or Victoria or South Australia, if the Prime Minister were to 

satisfy these Queensland MPs? 

Senator Birmingham:  I can assure you and everybody else that decisions in relation to EPBC matters will all 

be made fully in accordance with the law, and no other factors will be entered into. 

CHAIR:  Senator Urquhart, I believe you have some questions. 

Senator URQUHART:  I have some questions around the Underwriting New Generation Investments 

Program. I understand that the government announced that 12 projects would be put onto the short list. Is that 

correct? 

Mr Heferen:  That's correct. 

Senator URQUHART:  These were, I understand, projects that were lodged as part of the registration of 

interest, ROI, process, which commenced at the end of last year. That's correct, isn't it? 

Mr Heferen:  Yes. 

Senator URQUHART:  According to the document Underwriting New Generation Investments Program: call 

for registrations of interest that was released in December last year, the ROI process 'is not a selection process 

and ROIs will not be assessed against eligibility and merit criteria'. Were the ROIs received last year assessed 

against eligibility and merit criteria? 

Mr Heferen:  No. 

Senator URQUHART:  If that's the case, then the government has chosen 12 projects to proceed under the 

program based on something other than eligibility and merit criteria. Can you tell me what they were based on? 

Mr Heferen:  The government have been quite clear that this was always intended to be a multistage program 

going over a number of years, and then what they wanted to do was short-list a range of projects. A press release 

put out by the Prime Minister, the Deputy Prime Minister, the Minister for Energy, and the Minister for Resources 

and Northern Australia on 26 March goes through the process by which they listed the 12 projects, as you 

outlined. They looked at a range of things that led them to go to listing those as projects and made it clear, as part 

of that, that the ones who aren't on that list of 12—provided they're legal, and provided, also, that they're not part 

of one of the main gentailers in the NEM—will continue to be contacted and considered for future rounds. 

Senator URQUHART:  Are the merit and eligibility criteria for this program developed? Do they exist? 

Mr Heferen:  I might turn to Ms Parry or Mr O'Toole, who might have those things at their fingertips. 

Senator URQUHART:  Are they public? 

Ms Parry:  They are. In the press release that Mr Heferen is referring to, the government highlighted that they 

were interested in the projects that delivered a balance, including renewable, affordable and reliable power. The 

emissions intensity of individual projects was considered. As Mr Heferen indicated, proposals from participants 

with a large market share were excluded, and, obviously, any proposals that were illegal were also excluded. The 

government have indicated that, in shortlisting, they're interested in working closely with those projects going 

forward to take a deeper dive into their proposals and will be calling on those 12 projects to submit more detailed 
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proposals against a set of criteria as the UNGI program unfolds. So the government have made a commitment to 

those 12 projects that they will look at them more closely but are not guaranteeing anything yet—they just wanted 

to have a closer look at those 12 projects based on a set of initial criteria that the government were interested in. 

Senator URQUHART:  But I understood you to say, and correct me if I'm wrong, that the merit and eligibility 

criteria for that program is developed—it does exist and it is public. Can you actually explain to me what it is or 

have I misunderstood? 

Ms Parry:  The eligibility criteria will come as the UNGI program is developed. There will be established 

guidelines which the project proponents will have to meet and by which those projects will be assessed. So the— 

Senator URQUHART:  Sorry to interrupt, but can you then just explain to me, if that criteria is not yet 

developed, how those projects were chosen. 

Ms Parry:  First and foremost, it was a decision of government, again based on the information that the 

government has publicly released why they were specifically interested in those 12. They've made it very clear 

that that doesn't mean that they've ruled out other projects through the ROI process, with the exception, obviously, 

of the ones that are illegal. In considering that, they again took into consideration a variety of factors to develop 

that shortlist, but they very clearly said that they want to do more work on those projects and they will have to 

meet a set of guidelines and a set of criteria. 

Senator URQUHART:  The call for registration-of-interest documents stated: 

The Government will run a formal Request for Proposals (RFP) for phase 1 of the program in the first quarter of 2019. The 

RFP process will seek detailed proposals for projects to be considered for support under the program. The RFP will be 

accompanied by final program guidelines, including final eligibility and merit criteria. 

Is that still the case? 

Ms Parry:  It is still the case that the program guidelines will be worked up, as I've indicated. The next steps in 

the program are for us to work more closely with the proponents so they can develop their project proposals by 

which they will be evaluated, and it is still the intention that the program will go out in phases. This is phase 1, 

and the government will make a final decision on those 12 when the proposals are more fully developed against a 

set of guidelines and criteria. 

Senator URQUHART:  Can you explain the process for this program? 

Ms Parry:  In what sense? 

Senator URQUHART:  You said it was being worked up—what's the process for that? 

Ms Parry:  The government has made its intention around the 12 projects clear. We will be working with 

those project proponents now. They will be responsible for developing further information on their projects, and 

we will, again, be developing the program now with a full set of guidelines and appropriate authorities moving 

forward. 

Senator URQUHART:  Is there a projected time frame on the development of those guidelines? 

Ms Parry:  There isn't, but the government has committed to the first half of this year, and we will continue to 

pursue that time frame. 

Senator URQUHART:  Can you assure the committee that the program is being conducted to the highest 

standards of probity and due diligence and according to the best practice guidelines for programs such as these?  

Ms Parry:  We've been taking every step to ensure that the proper processes have been followed, including 

making sure that there is proper probity advice, which is why now we will be developing clear guidance for the 

projects in order for them, once their project proposals are fully developed, to then have to meet the guidelines. 

Senator URQUHART:  So we can be assured that those high standards of probity and due diligence will be 

applied?  

Ms Parry:  Yes, you can.  

Senator URQUHART:  That's all I have about energy. Thank you. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  I will just hand this to the minister, so he knows what I'm talking about. It's just 

an article that's been published in relation to the delegation of MPs who visited the Prime Minister this morning, 

lobbying for the Adani coalmine to be approved before the election is called. In your capacity, Minister, have you 

been made aware of this delegation?  

Senator Fifield:  No, Senator.  
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Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Is it a matter of who wins this lobbying effort—the members in Queensland or 

the members in your home state in Victoria—as to whether Adani gets approval before the election is called?  

Senator Fifield:  I'm not aware of any of the matters to which you refer.  

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  You do see the article in front of you? 

Senator Fifield:  I see a newspaper article, but, firstly, I haven't had the opportunity to read it. Secondly—  

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  So you haven't been consulted, as a Victorian MP?  

Senator Fifield:  As I said, firstly, I haven't had the opportunity to read it. Secondly, if I had, I would not have 

any knowledge about the veracity or otherwise of it.  

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Do you expect the election to be called soon, Minister?  

Senator Fifield:  I would say soonish.  

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Mr Pratt, just for the record, is there a draft plan sitting on the desk of the 

environment minister in relation to approval for Adani?  

Mr Pratt:  Without wanting to be unhelpful, we covered this stuff under outcome 1 earlier.  

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Just to be clear. 

Mr Pratt:  Certainly the minister has the plan and has the department's briefing on it and on the CSIRO and 

Geoscience Australia advice.  

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Mr Pratt, do you believe that it's up to a point where it could be given approval 

this weekend if Queensland LNP members get their way?  

Mr Pratt:  I wouldn't want to speculate about what the minister may choose to do.  

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Is the draft plan at a stage that simply requires a signature from the Prime 

Minister?  

Mr Pratt:  That goes to the nature and content of our briefing to the minister.  

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Is it at a final draft plan stage?  

Mr Pratt:  The plan has had many iterations. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Would it be unusual for a Prime Minister to give approval for something like 

this, over the head of the environment minister? 

Mr Pratt:  If a decision is made on this, I expect it would be made by the environment minister.  

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Minister Fifield, would you expect to be informed before a decision like this 

would be made? 

Senator Fifield:  Not necessarily, Senator. As the minister for Communications I wouldn't be expecting—  

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  You sit around the cabinet table.  

Senator Fifield:  I do.  

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Is this something you would expect to go to cabinet?  

Senator Fifield:  I don't have sufficient familiarity with the EPBC Act to know as to who under the act the 

decision-maker is. I know, for instance, that under the Foreign Investment Review Board the Treasurer is 

personally and individually the decision-maker, but I don't know the EPBC Act well enough to know, other than 

who the decision-maker is, so Mr Pratt and his colleagues are probably in a better position to talk to that. 

Mr Pratt:  Primarily, it is a decision for the minister. Some matters are delegated for decision by departmental 

officials. 

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Minister Fifield, if the Prime Minister, Scott Morrison, was to give approval to 

the Adani coalmine within in a matter of days, how damaging would that be for the Liberal Party in Victoria? 

Senator Fifield:  Senate estimates isn't a forum for electoral calculations. Also, in your question, you made 

reference to the Prime Minister. I think Mr Pratt has indicated who the decision-makers are under the act.  

Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Of course, if the Prime Minister wanted something to happen he would just 

make the environment minister do it, though, wouldn't he?  

Senator Fifield:  Legislation that goes to, and here I am speaking generally across portfolios—you really have 

to look at the particular piece of legislation to see who the decision-maker is and those factors which the 

legislation says need to be taken into account. 
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Senator HANSON-YOUNG:  Just for the record, no-one's lobbied you, as a Victorian minister, to give 

approval for Adani? 

Senator Fifield:  No. And I don't have a role in the decision-making process. 

CHAIR:  Thank you, Chair.  

CHAIR:  I think we are now done with outcome 4. We'll now move to the Australian Renewable Energy 

Agency.  

Australian Renewable Energy Agency 

[16:58] 

CHAIR:  Welcome back to ARENA. Mr Miller, do you have an opening statement you'd like to make?  

Mr Miller:  No, I don't. 

CHAIR:  No problem; we will go straight to questions then.  

Senator URQUHART:  Are you aware of the modelling report conducted by Brian Fisher of BAEconomics, 

Economic consequences of alternative Australian climate policy approaches?  

Mr Miller:  Yes, I'm aware of the report.  

Senator URQUHART:  Did ARENA consult with Dr Fisher or anyone representing BAEconomics about this 

modelling report prior to its publication? 

Mr Miller:  No.  

Senator URQUHART:  Did ARENA provide any input, such as parameter value assumptions, into the 

modelling exercise before its publication? 

Mr Miller:  No.  

Senator URQUHART:  Are you aware of the electricity storage cost assumptions contained in the 

BAEconomics report? 

Mr Miller:  Yes, I've read the report. 

Senator URQUHART:  Has ARENA conducted any analysis of electricity storage costs? 

Mr Miller:  We've commissioned some studies into the costs of firming and balancing, which is the added 

costs of storage. You'll be aware that one of our commissioned reports, the ITP report, was referenced in the BAE 

report. 

Senator URQUHART:  Yes. Can you provide a summary of those conclusions, in particular with respect to 

the minimal cost of storage, in terms of your analysis of electricity storage costs? 

Mr Miller:  Are you talking in relation to the work that we've commissioned, not the BAE report? 

Senator URQUHART:  Yes. My previous question was, have you conducted any analysis? And you said that 

yes, you had. Can you provide a summary of those conclusions, in particular with respect to the minimal cost of 

storage? 

Mr Miller:  The ITP report, which is the work that we commissioned, had a cost of various combinations of 

renewable energy generation plus different types of storage and tried to essentially cost out those discrete 

components. For example, utility PV plus a four-hour battery—a half-hour battery to a four-hour battery—came 

in at a range of $105 to $107 a megawatt hour. If you paired that with pumped storage in the range of two to 10 

hours of storage, that would have been $121 to $135 a megawatt hour. And just to be clear, that's the cost of 

generation plus the storage, not just the storage. And I would note that this report had a generation— 

Senator URQUHART:  Sorry—your ITP report? 

Mr Miller:  Yes, this is the ITP report. It had a generation cost assumption of $65 a megawatt hour for utility-

scale solar and $62 for wind. And I would just note that those prices are out of date. Prices have come down a lot. 

So, you would expect that the top line numbers that I gave you before for generation plus storage would 

commensurately come down.  

Senator URQUHART:  Did the work that was in that report conclude that the electricity storage costs for an 

electricity system that has a renewable electricity share of over 35 per cent are no lower than 45 megawatt hours? 

Is that the conclusion from that report? 

Mr Miller:  The ITP report doesn't make that conclusion. It's purely the costs of the component parts. How 

you combine them in an electricity system of the future with higher shares of renewable energy is not part of what 

that report studied. 
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Senator URQUHART:  Did it talk about the minimum storage cost being higher levels of renewable energy 

penetration above 75 per cent? 

Mr Miller:  No, not that ITP report. 

Senator URQUHART:  Did you view the electricity storage cost assumptions in the BAEconomics modelling 

report as consistent with your analysis of storage costs? Or was it different?  

Mr Miller:  I think it's fair to say that we don't know the genesis of the storage costs that are apparent in the 

BAE report. They are not numbers that are easy to identify through the analysis that we've done and the work that 

we've commissioned in the ITP report. 

Senator URQUHART:  Did you view the BAEconomics storage cost assumptions as credible, even if it was 

based on a different assumption? 

Mr Miller:  Without getting too technical about how those numbers appear and how they are construed in the 

BAE report, I think what I would say is that it's very difficult for us to comment on the BAE report. We had no 

input into it. While we sought to understand the figures in the BAE report by even talking to the report's author, 

we still are unclear how those numbers came about or how— 

Senator URQUHART:  Because you had no input. 

Mr Miller:  We had no input into it. 

Senator URQUHART:  Are you aware that on 19 March, in an interview on ABC Radio, with reference to the 

BAEconomics storage assumption numbers, the energy minister said, 'The modelling is based on ARENA's 

assumptions'? 

Mr Miller:  I heard the interview and I'm aware of those comments. 

Senator URQUHART:  So, has ARENA been in contact with BAEconomics since the publication of their 

report? 

Mr Miller:  Yes. 

Senator URQUHART:  Who initiated that contact? 

Mr Miller:  I asked my staff to meet with Dr Fisher. 

Senator URQUHART:  For what purpose? 

Mr Miller:  To get a sense of how our numbers had been referenced and used in his report and his modelling. 

Senator URQUHART:  What was the outcome of that? Did you get a sense of— 

Mr Miller:  My sense of it is that it is still very unclear how, or whether, our numbers have actually been used 

in the BAE report's modelling. Our report is referenced. Dr Fisher told my staff that he had used the ITP numbers 

as a reference point for his modelling, in among 26 other referenced reports and studies that Dr Fisher had used. 

But the input of our numbers into that report is very unclear. We are still none the wiser as to how the numbers 

made their way into his modelling or how they were used in the modelling. 

Senator URQUHART:  Just to be clear: ARENA had no input to that report? 

Mr Miller:  Correct. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Could I ask some follow-up questions to questions on notice that I put through 

at the last estimates. The first one is question on notice 227. I note that questions 227, 228 and 229 weren't 

answered by ARENA. Question 227 asks: 'Does Arena consider the combustion of municipal solid waste to 

generate electricity to be renewable energy? The question was not answered. Would you be able to answer that 

question for us today. 

Mr Miller:  There is a component of renewable energy in the combustion of municipal solid waste. That is 

calculated as a result of a life-cycle costing analysis which is done both prior to the construction of the project and 

after the construction of the project. Following that analysis, the renewable percentage of the fuel in the 

incineration stream is determined. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Why are those components considered renewable? 

Mr Miller:  I can do it at a high level. Essentially what you would be doing is comparing the case of 

consuming the waste and producing electricity from that waste—what sort of electricity you are effectively 

offsetting by injecting that form of electricity into the national grid, or the Western Australian grid. And you 

would also be counting the avoided methane emissions leaching from landfill had you essentially left that landfill 

to rot in a pit. The combination of those factors gives you the calculations you need for the renewable energy 

component. 
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Senator WHISH-WILSON:  If we break it up into biomass and non-biomass components, do you consider 

the non-biomass component of municipal solid waste to be renewable energy? 

Mr Miller:  I can't answer that question. I would have to take it on notice. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  You did last time and you never responded to it. So could you have a crack at it 

now. 

Mr Miller:  I can't, off the cuff, tell you how all the components of the waste stream are treated. I don't know 

why we haven't responded. I have seen the responses on notice and I thought we had provided that to you. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  You responded to the other questions but there was no answer to those three 

questions. 

Mr Miller:  That would be an error on our part if that is right, so I would have to check. Again, I would have 

to take that on notice and get back to you. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  But do you see what I'm getting at? I understand that the biomass components 

can be considered renewable in some shape or form, but I'm interested in the fact that these funding arrangements 

that have gone to electricity generation from burning municipal waste will have a fairly large non-biomass 

component. So I'm just trying to get a grip on whether this is actually renewable energy. It seems to be the trend at 

the moment. 

Mr Miller:  Municipal solid waste would have a variety of components, some of which can't be separated out; 

there would be an element of the remaining waste stream that is inseparable that you would have to incinerate at 

the same time as the organic components. That's why the renewable energy component is not 100 per cent; there 

is a fractional element to that. I would have to get you the exact fractions. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  I'd like to know what the fraction is. The Renewable Energy (Electricity) 

Regulations 2001 state that biomass base components and municipal solid waste are an eligible source. But, by 

exemption, doesn't that mean non-biomass components aren't an eligible source under the Renewable Energy 

Electricity Regulations? 

Mr Miller:  As I said, it's a percentage. It's roughly, in the projects we've seen, about 50 per cent for municipal 

solid waste. It obviously depends on the exact location and the sampling of the waste streams before you, in doing 

your calculations. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Let me give you an example of one you did provide some feedback on. In 

answer to question on notice 230, from last estimates, you stated that the calorific component of the municipal 

solid waste intended to go to the proposed Kwinana waste-to-energy plant was roughly 50 per cent biomass. In 

other words, only half of the fuel there, according to regulations, is going to be renewable. Is this the first time 

that ARENA has put money towards a new project where only half of the fuel source is from fossil fuels? 

Mr Miller:  I don't know. ARENA has done 400-odd projects; I couldn't tell you if it's the only one. But 

certainly I take your point. I think that's largely right—that the waste stream is not all renewable; it's a 50 per cent 

ratio.  

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  In this case it is, but it would be interesting to know how you calculate that 

component in other projects, as you said earlier, with your life cycle analysis. I'll get to some questions in a 

second on what's separable and what's not. I've got some questions on whether burning municipal solid waste is 

actually better than landfill, which seems to be the assumption on why these projects are going ahead. In question 

228, I asked you to explain how you assess the net emission impacts of burning municipal solid waste, as opposed 

to landfilling it. Your response directed me to ARENA's guidelines, as you said earlier, on life cycle analysis of 

bioenergy products and projects. If 50 per cent of the calorific fraction of the municipal solid waste is from 

biomass, as we saw with Kwinana, what is ARENA doing to determine the life cycle impacts of the fossil fuel 

fraction of that component?  

Mr Kay:  We'd have to take that on notice. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  If you could. 

Mr Kay:  We are going to focus on the renewable component. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Did you use the bioenergy life cycle analysis to assess the Kwinana plant 

specifically, which you put money into?  

Mr Miller:  We have a life cycle analysis; that's happened on the Kwinana plant, and there'll be another one 

done post-completion of the plant. 
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Senator WHISH-WILSON:  I would like to tie those two questions together. You'll have to take that on 

notice. I would be very keen to know why, potentially, you're using a life cycle analysis that's not fit for purpose 

if you haven't actually factored in the life cycle impacts of the fossil fuel fraction of that waste. 

Mr Miller:  We'll take your question on notice and get you the details that you want. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Yes, because I would like to compare that as to whether the Kwinana plant will 

result in a net reduction in emissions compared to landfilling that municipal solid waste. But you can take that on 

notice as well. 

Mr Miller:  Yes. The analysis we've done is that the Kwinana plant will avoid 228,000 tonnes of carbon 

emissions per year. That is the end result, if you like, of the life cycle analysis. As to the efficacy of the life cycle 

analysis, I was suggesting that might be part of your question and we can get you the details of the specific way 

that's been analysed. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  My office has just done this very basic flow chart. This is what I'm trying to get 

my mind around. I ask you to have a look at that. Feel free to pick any holes in it or tell me what bits are missing, 

or potentially do that after as well. I've got landfill versus waste to energy there, with the two basic types of 

landfill—organic and non-organic. Obviously, when you get the non-organic waste fill and it's buried, you don't 

get any emissions from it. With the organic waste fill, you get captured and burnt and you get non-captured 

methane. I've been out to landfill sites, and since the carbon price has been in place, most large landfill sites 

around the country do capture their methane and burn it as energy. Then, if we look at waste to energy, you've got 

the organic, which is burnt, and then non-organic, which is burnt, the key difference being you're getting CO2 

emissions from burning the non-organic part of the waste stream. That wouldn't happen if it had gone to landfill. I 

just want to be confident that your analysis has actually got the accounting right on this. 

Mr Miller:  I understand your question and we will answer it for you on notice. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  I'll look forward to tick-tacking with you on that. I have a couple of questions 

around how these kinds of projects actually help with what I think is commonly accepted as the recycling crisis in 

this country that we've seen in the last 18 months and that this committee's done some fantastic work on, having 

released a report looking at that crisis. In respect of the recycling crisis faced in the country, your website says: 

ARENA is cognisant that future energy-from-waste projects can assist in helping to address this issue— 

that we're facing at the moment. But, in answer to question 234 from last estimates, you explain this statement by 

saying that municipal solid waste combustion projects: 

… reduce the volume of solid waste streams that would otherwise be sent to landfill. These projects may therefore reduce the 

cost associated with disposing of the solid waste in landfill. 

You seem to be saying that waste-to-energy plants help with the recycling crisis because they're cheaper than 

landfill. Would that be the correct assumption to draw from that? 

Mr Miller:  I think there are two key components. One is the reduction in landfill, which is not a renewable 

energy calculation or issue per se, but it is the economic driver to the need or to the ability to build these plants. 

What we're concerned about at ARENA is the renewable energy side to this. Noting that it's not 100 per cent 

renewable energy but 50 per cent in the case of Kwinana and perhaps similar numbers for the others, we're most 

concerned with the renewable energy side, but, noting that our job at ARENA is to help things get to 

commercialisation, the avoidance of landfill and the gate fees you might earn from the diversion of the waste 

stream are an important part of bringing those projects to life in Australia. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  It is, and I respect that you've got a specific mandate here for various projects, 

but I could also say to you that there are a number of other approaches that would be effective in improving 

recycling and avoiding landfill—and that's what the committee looked at specifically—such as getting better 

quality material, having proper sorting systems in place in the first place and rebooting the examination of 

kerbside separation. Have you, for example, considered the impact that the contractual arrangements that you'll 

have in projects like Kwinana, which supply waste-to-energy plants over long periods of time, will have on 

recovery rates for recyclable materials? How confident are you that recyclable materials will actually go to be 

burnt in these plants? 

Mr Miller:  We do pay close attention to the recycling pyramid of reduce, reuse, recycle, and we make sure 

that those things have been considered in the projects that we have funded. Ultimately, though, there's an 

unavoidable element to landfill, and that's what we're dealing with in these waste-to-energy plants. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  In your the media release announcing your support for the Kwinana plant, you 

said: 
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The facility will divert up to 400,000 tonnes per year of municipal solid waste from non-recyclable curbside collection. 

What exactly do you mean by non-recyclable? 

Mr Miller:  What that refers to is what we know as the red-bin waste, where, if waste is separated by the 

household, we're not using the paper and plastics and glass that would be collected as part of the recyclable 

component. What we're dealing with is the remainder—the household garbage and red-waste stream. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Would it be more accurate to say that some material—for example, in the red 

bins—isn't being collected for recycling rather than being non-recyclable material? We could have better 

education standards, for example, around the country, which was one of the recommendations from this 

committee, around what is recyclable and not recyclable. I think all of us who sat in on the inquiry, even, still 

probably don't know what is properly recyclable and what is not. Wouldn't you agree that you are going to end up 

burning a lot of material that is potentially recyclable, under, for example, an alternative waste system? 

Mr Miller:  That may be right and I'm sure that that's something that should be looked at. Again, it's not 

ARENA'S mandate to look at the recycling component and the practices. I think there is a desperate need for that, 

but ARENA'S mandate is to look at the facts on the ground around what is the mix of waste in that non-recyclable 

component. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  With your life cycle analysis, would you mandate to include looking at 

opportunity costs associated with undermining a better approach to recycling? We know that recycling is 

primarily a collection problem and that if we had better sorted material we'd have better recycling in this country. 

That's the base problem. It seems to me that burning this stuff—and, indeed, building more incinerators around 

the country—is almost a surrender in the sense that we've got to fix this and take a whole-of-life-cycle approach 

to waste. Just burning it is going to create more waste and more problems. 

Mr Miller:  I'm sure there's a lot of work to be done on recycling, and we'd be supportive of that at an 

intellectual level. I would note that these types of plants exist en masse overseas, in countries that have very strict 

emissions standards. In Europe, they're on street corners in Paris. People are very used to these plants having a 

part to play in the renewable energy story overseas. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  That's true, and yet the evolution is quite different. They don't have large land 

masses available. I've been out and seen them in Ipswich—massive, open-cut mine sites which you can use for 

landfill and methane collection. You have to accept that there's a different imperative there. 

I did have more questions that I'll put on notice, but it will be interesting what you can come back to me with 

on those other answers. 

Mr Miller:  Sure. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  In essence, in question on notice 234 you said: 

ARENA funded the ReGroup to assess the feasibility of Refuse Derived Fuel (RDF) as a combustion fuel. The RDF is 

separated from bin waste after all recyclable components of the waste have been separated. 

Are you aware that ReGroup are the proponents of a waste-to-energy plant, located with the Mount Piper coal-

fired power station? Is that correct? 

Mr Miller:  Sorry, I'm not following the question. Can you just state that again please? 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Yes. You said: 

ARENA funded the ReGroup to assess the feasibility of Refuse Derived Fuel … 

So that was the project. 

Mr Miller:  Yes. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Are you aware that they are proponents of a waste-to-energy plant? 

Mr Miller:  Yes. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  You are? At Mount Piper? Okay. Is it unusual for ARENA to fund a private 

company to undertake a feasibility study for a project that they're actually going to gain from commercially? 

Mr Miller:  No, it's not unusual— 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  It's not unusual. 

Mr Miller:  to fund feasibility studies for commercial proponents. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  For a feasibility study? 

Mr Miller:  Correct. 
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Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Okay. Has anyone asked questions about electric vehicle infrastructure and 

strategy, Chair? 

CHAIR:  Yes, we've had some questions. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Okay. I might put some more detailed ones on notice. The government 

announced recently that there would be up to $10 million spent on a feasibility study for a new coal plant in 

Queensland. Within minutes of it being announced energy analysts said it wouldn't work because the Collinsville 

region has serious transmission congestion, so any power created would have serious transmission losses. Did 

your plan include transmission investment from the Commonwealth too? What kind of work has been done on 

that? 

Mr Miller:  We haven't been doing work on the transmission network. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  So that wouldn't typically be part of— 

Mr Miller:  No, it's not part of ARENA's mandate. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Okay. So, in that case, you'd just look at the long-term financing? 

Mr Miller:  Just to be clear: we have no involvement in that proposal. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  You don't have any involvement? 

Mr Miller:  No. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  I have a question on curtailing fugitive emissions. Actually, I don't think I'm 

going to get through these are the next five or 10 minutes, so I might put them on notice. I'll just ask one question 

on electric vehicles and put the questions about fugitive emissions on notice. Did you provide any feedback to the 

government on their policy announced in the recent budget that allocated $400,000 to develop a proper national 

electric vehicle strategy? 

Mr Pratt:  Sorry is that a question for— 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  For ARENA. Did you have any input into that dollar amount or that quantum of 

funding? 

Mr Miller:  No. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Is $400,000 enough? 

Mr Miller:  I'm not sure of the scope of the study, and I couldn't comment on whether that's sufficient. 

Senator STORER:  Thank you, Mr Miller and Mr Kay. Could you outline the status of any investment by 

ARENA in pumped hydro, particularly in South Australia, and the status of any investments or support you are 

giving. 

Mr Miller:  We have a number of proposals in front of us that have come to us in relation to pumped hydro 

projects in South Australia. We have a memorandum of understanding with the South Australian government in 

relation to their Grid Scale Storage Fund, and we're assessing applications for a number of pumped hydro projects 

in the state. 

Senator STORER:  There's no dedicated investment to date? 

Mr Miller:  We have funded some studies into two pumped hydro schemes in South Australia. 

Senator STORER:  Yes, that's right, with one of them being the Middleback Ranges. 

Mr Miller:  One is Middleback and the other is Cultana. 

Senator STORER:  That's right. I've been able to visit them recently. I may come back to pumped hydro. 

You've also been involved with a compressed air energy storage plant project—is that correct? 

Mr Miller:  Yes. 

Senator STORER:  This is the first investment by ARENA in this area in Australia—is that correct? 

Mr Miller:  Yes, it's a new and emerging opportunity and area. 

Senator STORER:  Is this a feasibility study or an actual project? 

Mr Miller: It's a project. 

Senator STORER:  Is there specific reasoning in terms of its location in South Australia versus other parts of 

the country? What is the rationale there? 

Mr Miller:  It requires a disused mine site, effectively as a technical aspect, and I would imagine that South 

Australia with its high energy prices would be a good market to have a new type of battery storage system like 
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this, so probably that combination. I note it's a Canadian company that's identified Australia as a specific 

opportunity for its technology. 

Senator STORER:  With the nature of the pumped hydro projects and the feasibility studies, would you 

consider that your involvement in these sorts of projects would be higher if the Snowy Hydro 2.0 equity 

investment project were not going ahead? 

Mr Miller:  I think it's fair to say that we've seen no change in the motivation of corporates who are looking at 

these projects. There's been no change in their motivation before or after the announcement regarding the new 

Snowy project, so our involvement would be the same. We have no different view. 

Senator STORER:  That would be your characterisation of the situation? Okay. I'm just interested in whether 

there's potential crowding out of other projects via the government's involvement in this and whether ARENA had 

stepped back from any other projects in light of the recent announcements. 

Mr Miller:  There's no noticeable shift in momentum, before or after. 

Senator STORER:  Could you just refresh my memory on the investments that ARENA is making in the 

electric vehicle area. 

Mr Miller:  Yes. We have most recently provided $6 million of grant funding to the Chargefox network, 

which is a rollout of 21 intercity charging stations. That rollout is happening; they've built a number of them. We 

have had a number of studies. We funded the Energeia study last year, which you'd be aware of. 

Senator STORER:  Yes. 

Mr Miller:  We provided funding to EV Energy, which is a small company that has looked at consumer habits 

and data for electric vehicles. I suppose you could add to the mix the announcement made recently around the 

hydrogen refuelling station at Toyota's mothballed Altona plant. It's not a battery electric vehicle, but traditionally 

fuel cell electric vehicles are counted as electric vehicles. So whilst it's a hydrogen story, it's also an electric 

vehicle story. We have other charging networks in our pipeline which I can't talk about yet. 

Senator STORER:  You would characterise the situation there that you would see ARENA funding more 

studies and making more investments in this space going forward? 

Mr Miller:  Yes. 

Senator STORER:  Your assessment of the worldwide marketplace is that there are significant benefits that 

could come to Australians from your investments in assisting this? 

Mr Miller:  Electric vehicles are particularly interesting for ARENA. There are two aspects to it. One is the 

avoidance of high-emitting refined fuels and converting that to clean electricity, which is where the market is 

headed. Also of particular interest to ARENA is the impact, potentially both positive and negative, that electric 

vehicles could have on the grid infrastructure. In particular, EVs could be a source of growing demand for the 

electricity sector, and it's always easier to transition something that's growing rather than shrinking. The 

electricity sector has had flat line demand for a number of years, and electric vehicles have the opportunity to add 

to demand. That creates opportunities to add new renewable energy technology as well as have the electric 

vehicles provide grid services and manage charging, which could benefit all consumers. 

Senator STORER:  On solar farms, I recently visited one of the largest, the Bungala solar farm in Port 

Augusta. What is ARENA's current involvement in terms of support of solar farms in Australia? Are you 

continuing to do that? Have you had a significant role in that? 

Mr Miller:  Our role has changed with regard to supporting solar farms. A couple of years ago we were 

involved in the reverse auction process, where we allocated $92 million to provide assistance to 12 solar farms, 

and they are all operational now. Costs have been driven down so far that we no longer see a role for ARENA 

funding for purely building the solar farm; we switched our focus to grid integration of solar farms and being able 

to utilise solar farms and the smart invertors and adding batteries to solar farms to help stabilise the grid and 

provide grid support. 

Senator STORER:  Would you characterise the reverse auction process that you've just mentioned as being 

highly successful? 

Mr Miller:  I think it's widely acknowledged that that was a very successful program which we led. 

Senator STORER:  Would you like to see a reverse auction arrangement in, for example, the pumped hydro 

space? 

Mr Miller:  I think it's a different type of market and a different type of technology. We think that the reverse 

auction process we used for large-scale solar was timed at the right time for the right technology. Pumped hydro 
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is a little different in that a reverse auction would work well when you've got multiple sites that are all very 

homogenous competing for your money. Pumped hydro is a larger dollar set; there might only be one or two in 

any given period of time that could justify or reach financial close. So a reverse auction might be a more difficult 

proposition for pumped hydro. 

Senator STORER:  It's been put to me why we would not be undertaking reverse auctions in the pumped 

hydro space. 

Mr Miller:  It just has different attributes—the size of the projects and the number of projects you would 

actually get done. It's a different dynamic to the large-scale solar opportunity we saw. 

Senator STORER:  That's it for me, Chair. 

CHAIR:  Thanks, Senator Storer, and thanks very much, Mr Miller and ARENA. That means we are done 

with the Australian Renewable Energy Agency. We'll now move to the Clean Energy Regulator. 

Clean Energy Regulator 

[17:35] 

CHAIR:  Welcome back to the Clean Energy Regulator and Mr Parker and team. Is there an opening statement 

that you'd like to make to kick things off?  

Mr Parker:  Thank you, Chair. No; there is no opening statement. We're at your disposal.  

CHAIR:  Excellent. We'll go straight to questions then. Senator Waters.  

Senator WATERS:  Thanks for coming back again today. Can you give us an update since we last quizzed 

you on what's new in your space and, in particular, obviously what the relevance of Tuesday night's 

announcements will have to your scope to deliver?  

Mr Parker:  In the Tuesday announcements insofar as we were concerned was the announcement for the 

funding of the Climate Solutions Package and fund, which puts money into the program which has been called the 

Emissions Reduction Fund for some time. That money substantively starts to flow after 2020 to continue what is 

now a standard business-as-usual process for us to run auctions to acquire abatement from the market. That's on 

the demand side, if you like. Our functions on the supply side for accrediting abatement under the various 

methods continues as well. That was the main element for us in that.  

Senator WATERS:  Could you just speak up a little bit for me?  

Mr Parker:  Sure.  

Senator WATERS:  What was that second element, please? I didn't quite catch it, I'm sorry.  

Mr Parker:  The funding under the Climate Solutions Fund will allow us to continue the process of 

purchasing abatement. That's the first element. That ties in with the second element, which is also a continuation 

of business as usual, which is the more regulatory side, which is the crediting of an abatement under the various 

methods under the Emissions Reduction Fund.  

Senator WATERS:  I'm afraid you're going to challenge my memory a little, because this area isn't under my 

purview anymore—and here we are! So, forgive my questions if they are a little out of date. And I did have that 

short break, but I'm very happy to be back. From my recollection, ERF was going to be wound down and 

abandoned. And there wasn't much money left in the pot the last time I was looking at the detail. Now, all of a 

sudden, it is back. It has got a new shiny name. Has anything actually changed from ERF mark 2 to how we 

previously did ERF?  

Mr Parker:  I'm not sure I would agree with the premise of the question that it was going to be wound down 

and abandoned.  

Senator WATERS:  Please correct me.  

Mr Parker:  It was effectively ongoing business as usual. If you like, the phase has changed. In the early years 

of the Emissions Reduction Fund, there were large auctions and the building up of a substantial portfolio of 

abatement. Over the last couple of years, the size of auctions has trended down. I've said before to this committee, 

in part, that it's consistent with the story of meeting our 2020 targets. The emissions reduction process 2030 is a 

long time away, so the additional funding under the Climate Solutions Fund is effectively to continue the process 

out from 2020 for a number of years to purchase additional abatement to hit the 2030 targets.  

Senator WATERS:  At the same level as it was previously funded? 

Mr Parker:  The initial funding—and I'll use round figures—was about $2½ billion, and the new funding 

tranche is around $2 billion. 
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Senator WATERS:  The first program was for how long and this program is for how long? I'm just trying to 

compare whether there has been an increase or a decrease in money allocated. 

Mr Parker:  I'm not sure of the precise timing of the first one. I'm not sure that it had a specific end date. 

Senator WATERS:  How long did it take to spend the $2½ billion under the original ERF? Was it four years 

or three years? I genuinely can't remember. I'm not trying to trap anyone; I'm just trying to work out what the 

government has done. 

Ms Thompson:  I think you're quite right; the original goal of the Emissions Reduction Fund was to help 

Australia meets its 2020 target. There are a couple of points about that. One is that the original quantum of 

funding was always intended to be able to be available to the regulator if we actually spent or committed more 

than the actual yearly appropriation in the forward estimates. So, in a way, it was a pool of funding that we could 

draw forward, and there's a similar arrangement for the Climate Solutions Fund now. Maybe that helps. 

Senator WATERS:  Had all of the previous iteration been expended? 

Ms Thompson:  No, Senator. We have $226 million remaining for future purchasing events. 

Senator WATERS:  So you've now got $226 million plus an extra $2 billion, or is that $226 million folded 

into the new money? 

Ms Thompson:  No, it is $226 million plus the $2 billion. 

Senator WATERS:  Are any of the parameters altered in terms of who can apply and the types of sectors 

you're seeking abatement from and the methodologies—all of the historical stuff that we've gone over previously? 

Ms Thompson:  No. The approach is similar to the previous Emissions Reduction Fund approach, inasmuch as 

all sectors of the economy are covered, provided there actually is what we call the method that the legislative 

instruments set out—the rules for the individual project types. Provided you have a method, you can register a 

project, and if you meet the requirements of the method and our internal requirements and you can deliver 

abatement then you can apply to bid into an auction. 

Senator WATERS:  Have the methods changed? 

Mr Parker:  It probably is worth mentioning that the methods haven't changed as yet, but the method process 

is an ongoing, rolling process. This falls under the department, and the department has been, or would be, 

appropriated with some moneys under this process to continue the method development process. 

Senator WATERS:  Okay. I remember there was some complexity with the land sector method—and, 

particularly, with avoided clearing and all of the debacle with Queensland's changing land clearing laws. You're 

saying that you're anticipating that those methods will continue to be ongoingly revised? I don't want a massive 

amount of detail but are we expecting the ground rules to change or not? 

Ms Evans:  There's a standard program for review. The methods get reviewed regularly, and that will continue. 

Senator WATERS:  You alluded to the diminishing returns in the first phase and, if I recall rightly, much of 

the first few years was dominated by land sector avoided emissions, and then the mix started to change a little as 

the amounts granted dropped off. What sort of shape are you anticipating for the proposals in this new, rebadged, 

whatever you've called it climate solutions package—ERF mark 2? 

Mr Parker:  It's a little bit difficult to be definitive because there's a chicken-and-egg process. If there were 

new methods, then that could change the shape of the portfolio that was bid into the auction process. In terms of 

where we're at right now, the predominance of land sector abatement projects has continued, broadly speaking, 

and that is in part because that is, in a sense, a sweet spot of large, relatively low-cost abatement opportunities. 

What we have seen in the last year or so is a broadening of the geographic spread of those projects, including with 

substantial new bids coming in from Western Australia. In the last couple of auctions about 50 per cent of the 

winning bids were from Western Australia, and this has been tied with Western Australian government policy to 

look at providing consent to the projects. They have a hook in the process because a lot of these projects are on 

Crown land. 

Senator WATERS:  Are there any Queensland projects ongoing from the last time or that you know are 

coming up for the new version that I need to be across? 

Mr Parker:  There are always new projects. We can give you a bit of a rundown of the portfolio, if you like. 

Senator WATERS:  Just the Queensland ones would be of particular interest, as a parochial Queenslander. 

Ms Thompson:  Sorry, Senator, did you ask about which projects would be coming forward under the new 

Climate Solutions Fund? 
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Senator WATERS:  Were any hung over from last time that are from Queensland and might be reconsidered 

or are there any that you know of that have flagged that they will be submitting, so that you have a sense of the 

nature of the proposals from Queensland? 

Ms Thompson:  I can tell you how many projects we have in Queensland at the moment. The extent to which 

we get new projects wanting to come into the fund will depend a bit on, as we say, the methods that are available 

and also some other developments in the scheme. One of the things that we've noticed is that we do see a fair bit 

of innovation with some of the projects and the methods. We had a very good example with soil carbon quite 

recently, when the first ACCUs were issued for soil carbon projects. That was assisted by the development of 

some new sampling technology that considerably lowered costs. Part of what I think we might see with the 

Climate Solutions Fund is the market responding to the new incentive in ways that are perhaps a little bit difficult 

to predict at the moment. 

Senator WATERS:  Yes, that makes sense. Could you run me through any other main key pipeline proposals 

that are coming forward in the clean energy space? Some good news for a change would be lovely in this space. 

It's always very welcome. 

Mr Parker:  There's lots of good news in this space. In terms of specific projects in specific places, it's a little 

bit tricky for us to talk about specific— 

Senator WATERS:  I understand. I know, you can't prejudge. I get it. 

Mr Parker:  They feed into a competitive bidding process. That leads us to some constraints. On the 

Queensland story, we can enrich that a little bit for you, because the Queensland government has a program which 

hooks into this space. They have a process where they intend to acquire a substantial body of ACCUs to meet 

some of their emissions processes. They have a fund which has been around for a little while. Mark Williamson 

can give you a bit of a story. 

Mr Williamson:  The Queensland's Land Restoration Fund is seeking to develop more Emissions Reduction 

Fund projects in Queensland to provide a pool that the Queensland government could purchase for its own off-

setting needs. They've certainly been active on the Cape trying to encourage savanna-burning projects. The 

Queensland government did work closely on a large reef project and some others a little bit further up north on 

the reef. I think it was more the Babinda area. So the Queensland government's been trying to develop the market, 

but, as Mr Parker and Ms Thompson said, what we have found in the past is that the conducting of an auction 

with a lot more money tends to bring on more projects and it's hard to know for certain, until we conduct an 

auction, who'll actually win. Calling the auction leads to people coming in and registering projects, and there are 

commercial reasons people try to keep what they're doing a little bit quiet. 

Senator WATERS:  I understand, and it's iterative, too, as you say, with the innovation that's revealed. Back 

to the good news, though: you mentioned some of the Queensland good-news stories. What are some of the other 

big-ticket items in terms of clean energy development? Then I have just a couple of questions about your 

forecasts of how much saturation we'll have of renewables in the market based on the pipeline of what's coming 

through. 

Mr Parker:  Let's start talking about the pipeline, then. Minister Taylor, in fact, tabled a statement in 

parliament today about the pipeline of renewable investment and exactly where we're at. We are effectively on the 

cusp, if you like, of the point in time when the generator begins generating—that that one will meet the 

Renewable Energy Target. 

Senator WATERS:  Sorry, what was the last bit? 

Mr Parker:  We are on the cusp, at the moment, when we will have enough renewable energy generation in 

place to meet the Renewable Energy Target. Around mid-2019, we expect that to happen. It's a bit hard to say 

precisely when. Minister Taylor has put a statement into parliament today. We ordinarily report to parliament 

each year on developments. We've done that now, effectively, to do the courtesy to parliament of telling 

parliament before it becomes perhaps old news after the election. 

Senator WATERS:  Sure. I don't suppose he lifted that target now that we're about to meet it? I haven't seen 

his statement. It's not my area of responsibility normally any more. 

Mr Parker:  No. There is a very large pipeline of renewable energy investment. It does bring with it some 

issues about managing the stability of the grid and so forth. It's one of these good news stories, but there are 

issues. We don't get directly involved in the grid stability issues, but we do what we can in terms of providing 

information and collaboration and working with the department to help on that space where we can. Let me just 

give the floor to Mr Williamson for a moment to give you the story in terms of the amount of the pipeline that's 

there. 
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Mr Williamson:  To provide some context, we said that around 6.4 gigawatts of new large scale build needed 

to be commissioned between 2017 and 2019 to meet the 2020 target. To put that number into context, the first 16 

years of the scheme added about six gigawatts of wind and solar. A similar amount had to be built in two years. 

As of today, the numbers show that we have 5,132 megawatts, or 5.1 gigawatts, already commissioned and 

generating. 

Under construction we have another 5,523 megawatts, or 5.5 gigawatts. As Mr Parker said, we do expect that 

5.1 to pass that 6.4 gigawatts by around the middle of the year. On top of that we still have another 13,066 

megawatts, or 1.4 gigawatts, under power purchase agreements, which we think will go on to financial close and 

under construction this year. That gives a total pipeline of 12 gigawatts against the 6.4 gigawatts that was needed. 

Senator WATERS:  So that's doubling what we need? 

Mr Williamson:  Yes. 

Senator WATERS:  That's great news. 

Mr Williamson:  We are still seeing a very strong pace of announcements, so we're not really seeing that slow 

down. At the small scale, last year was a record in the roof top solar in Small-scale Renewable Energy Scheme, 

with 1.6 gigawatts added. To put that in context: the year before was a record, in 2017, at 1.1 gigawatts. 

Senator WATERS:  What are we at in total for rooftop solar now? 

Mr Williamson:  It's around about 8.5 gigawatts in total in Australia. For this year it's still very early, because 

there's a 12-month creation rule for the certificates, though companies are getting good at doing that faster. We've 

still recently been issuing certificates for installations that happened last year. The early signs are that this year 

could go to around two or just over two gigawatts in the Small-scale Renewable Energy Scheme. We are 

expecting, in the large scale renewable energy scheme, to accredit, which is a point of first generation, about four 

gigawatts of capacity. 

Mr Parker:  I just want to clarify one thing. When Mark was talking about the pipeline of 12 gigawatts in the 

large scale stuff, that's projects which we're pretty darn certain—to use the technical term—will actually happen. 

They're right at the cusp of being built; they've got everything ready and in place. Beyond that, of course, there's a 

very, very substantial pipeline of stuff which is being considered by the industry. It's a very active industry. That's 

stuff which could very well happen. We do see a number of projects jump from that 'maybe' category into being 

built straightaway. 

Senator WATERS:  That's great news. Green Energy Markets has apparently done analysis that says on that 

current construction level trajectory, if we continued, we'd get to 78 per cent renewables by 2030. Is that an 

analysis that you think is borne out? Do you agree with that? 

Mr Williamson:  Senator Hanson-Young did ask a question on notice, and we confirmed that that's not an 

unreasonable proposition. 

Senator WATERS:  Great. I'll take that as a yes. 

Mr Williamson:  We do think it's going to be somewhere between six and 6½ gigawatts total added, if it 

continues at that rate. They haven't forecast that it will. The Australian National University did a similar analysis 

of it continuing at that rate. 

Senator WATERS:  So, at the present rate, we'll be three-quarters clean renewable by 2030. If we increase the 

trajectory, could we do even better? 

Mr Parker:  Just to be really clear about this, those studies that you've pointed to, the arithmetic, if you like, is 

right—that is, if build continued at the present rate and you ran it through the calculator and pulled the handle on 

it then, yes, you'd get that number. 

Senator WATERS:  I understand. 

Mr Parker:  Whether it does continue at that rate is, of course, an entirely different question. 

Senator WATERS:  Hence my follow-up question: if it continues at a faster rate, could we do even better? 

Mr Parker:  Let's just be clear—and I did allude to this earlier. There are issues about how fast the build can 

come in while we are in a position of transition from what used to be a system where you'd had large thermal 

generators at one end of the transmission system— 

Senator WATERS:  So, as fast as the grid can cope, yes? 

Mr Parker:  That transition to a world where you have much more diffuse and dispersed generation and lots of 

batteries and big dams and so forth can't happen overnight. So there is a question about whether that rate could 

continue, irrespective of the policy framework. 
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Senator WATERS:  So you're saying there are grid constraints? 

Mr Parker:  Yes. 

Senator WATERS:  Okay. I think we can deal with those constraints though, yes? We've got the ability to. Do 

you think we could surmount the grid constraints? 

Mr Parker:  I suppose you could say we have the technology, if you like. 

Senator WATERS:  Yes. 

Mr Parker:  The question about whether it can all be built in time and whether, in terms of the regulatory 

arrangements, they will approve all the processes in time for that is another question. It's outside of our 

responsibility. 

Senator WATERS:  Okay. Thank you so much for all your fabulous work and for all of the positivity and 

clean energy projects that you're presiding over and regulating. Keep it up.  

CHAIR:  Thank you, Senator Waters. Thank you, Mr Parker. Are there any other questions for the—you do, 

Senator Storer?  

Senator STORER:  My apologies. Forgive me if we go over some information that's already been discussed. 

The government's centrepiece mitigation policy, the Climate Solutions Fund, doesn't begin spending until 2020-

21. Is that correct? 

Mr Parker:  Yes. 

Senator STORER:  When do you expect to fully exhaust funding from the current Emissions Reduction Fund 

allocation? 

Mr Parker:  It's not possible to be absolutely definitive about this. We are presently running two auction 

processes each year. I mentioned earlier that we stepped down from the bid to what you might call the ongoing 

maintenance process. At the last couple of auctions, we were spending between $50 million and $100 million at 

each auction. But there are a number of contracts which were contracted at an earlier stage.  

To give you a little bit of context, when we contract at auction it doesn't necessarily mean that the project will 

definitely go ahead. There can be conditions precedent in the contract and so forth. A number of projects are 

actually cancelled, and the monies associated with the contracts then flow back into the fund. We can give you all 

sorts of details on that, if you like. If you roughly did the arithmetic of a little over $200 million and spending of 

around $50 million per auction, two a year, with some money flowing back, you're talking about a couple of 

years, which would basically take you out to 2020-21. 

Senator STORER:  So there won't be a gap in funding for the CER to purchase abatement? 

Mr Parker:  I'm not expecting there to be a substantial gap. In fact— 

Senator STORER:  A gap, or a substantial gap? 

Mr Parker:  My preference is to continue to approach the market with relatively small auctions. We have 

made it very clear to the market that we don't necessarily have to take all carbon abatement that is coming from 

particular projects. We have innovated the way we have done auctions to the point where we have said we are in 

effect happy to take the foundation customer risk and, in fact, we'll enter into a contract with you which has a 

condition precedent that says you want to sell most of your abatement to somebody else, and the contract will 

only be enlivened at the point that you actually do that second transaction. That's intended to meet the growing 

private market or, as Mark Williamson mentioned earlier, the market from state governments who are purchasing 

and that's an emerging market, so we have been the biggest player on the demand side. We don't have to be the 

biggest player on the demand side. 

Senator STORER:  So there won't be a gap? 

Mr Parker:  I'm not expecting there to be a gap. 

Senator STORER:  So that neither says you don't expect there will be and you don't expect there won't be 

because you will be adjusting if it looks like there would be; is that correct? 

Mr Parker:  That's basically right. 

Senator STORER:  Over how many years is the Climate Solutions Fund $2 billion to be spent? 

Mr Parker:  There are two elements to that. There is going through an auction process when you would 

actually contract for the abatement. Those contracts often run for a number of years, sometimes up to 10 years. 

The actual funding under the Climate Solutions Fund before expenditure—you only expend moneys when the 

abatement is delivered—goes out for 15 years.  
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Senator STORER:  The funding is for 15 years. How long will the contracts go for? 

Mr Parker:  How long will we be contracting for? 

Senator STORER:  How long will the contracts go for? 

Mr Parker:  It is a little difficult to be precise about that. It depends a little bit on market conditions, it 

depends a bit on the emergence of new methods, it depends a bit on how the private market develops and so forth. 

But, implicitly, the fund would have us stepping up to a higher pace of contracting than we're presently doing. 

Senator STORER:  Was the CER consulted on the level of abatement that should be purchased through the 

Climate Solutions Fund? Were you consulted on the level of abatement that should be purchased? 

Mr Parker:  This was a joint process of policy development between ourselves and the department. 

Senator STORER:  Was the CER consulted on the design of the underwriting new generation investment 

program? 

Mr Parker:  No, that's not in our business. 

Senator STORER:  Nor the selection of the shortlist? You weren't consulted on that? 

Mr Parker:  No. 

Senator STORER:  That is all I have, Chair. 

CHAIR:  That is it for the Clean Energy Regulator. We will go to the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park 

Authority. 

Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority 

[18:03] 

CHAIR:  Welcome to the new general manager, Mr Thomas. Welcome to your first estimates. Is there an 

opening statement you would like to make, noting that we are constrained for time? 

Mr Thomas:  I'd like to acknowledge the traditional owners of the Great Barrier Reef and the continuing 

connections to their land and sea country and pay my respects to the traditional owners of the land on which we 

meet today, the Ngunawal people. I'm pleased to report conditions for the 2018-19 summer on the Great Barrier 

Reef have not resulted in mass coral bleaching. While early autumn sea surface temperatures on most of the reef 

are still up to one degree Celsius above average, these conditions are unlikely to cause mass coral bleaching at 

this time of the year. While the reef has escaped a severe coral bleaching event this past summer, this was due to 

weather events cooling sea surface temperatures, most notably four different cyclones and the February monsoon 

event. Following the recent flood event in North Queensland, initial assessments indicate there are no significant 

impacts to the inshore reefs of the central Great Barrier Reef. There have been reports of patchy, localised 

freshwater coral bleaching and some mortality in various locations. We will continue to monitor the health of the 

reef and assess the impact from cyclones and flooding in the catchment. 

The authority continues to assert that limiting climate change is critical to the long-term health of the reef. The 

conditions in which corals have thrived for millions of years are changing at a pace faster than corals can adapt. 

The authority will adjust as necessary its management approaches to support reef resilience and continue to work 

with partner organisations to support the health of the Great Barrier Reef into the future. The authority continues 

to focus its efforts into those actions which support a more resilient reef through implementation of the blueprint, 

including culling crown-of-thorns starfish; ensuring a strong compliance regime for the marine parks zoning; and 

engaging with traditional owner groups, schools and the wider community to maximise all efforts supporting reef 

health. 

Recently, the authority launched the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Heritage Strategy for the Great 

Barrier Reef Marine Park. This strategy received input from representatives of traditional owner groups at 

dedicated workshops and includes actions the authority will take to protect and promote the Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander heritage values of the Great Barrier Reef. The authority values its partnership with traditional 

owners, and this is an exciting step forward to enhancing our work in this area. 

CHAIR:  Thank you very much, Mr Thomas. We will go straight to questions. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Mr Thomas, we heard this morning from Mr Pratt that you were firewalled from reef 

matters after you expressed interest in applying for a CEO role. What date did the firewall commence? 

Mr Thomas:  I notified the chief of staff at the time in the office I was working in that I intended to apply for 

the job. I believe that was around 24 July. Advice came back from the department shortly after suggesting that it 

might be prudent to manage any perceptions of conflicts of interest and that I be held at arm's length from Great 

Barrier Reef Marine Park business. 
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Senator CHISHOLM:  How did that firewall work in practice? If you were in a staff meeting and the reef 

came up, did you excuse yourself? 

Mr Thomas:  Yes. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Was that just the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority or any discussion on the 

reef whatsoever? 

Mr Thomas:  The authority specifically. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  So, whilst you were there, you still had other involvement? Whilst you were in the 

minister's office, you still had other involvement on reef issues? 

Mr Thomas:  Yes. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  I'm struggling to see how there would be other reef issues that you could be part of 

that wouldn't involve the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority. 

Mr Pratt:  For example, interactions that the Commonwealth might have with the Queensland government 

over reef issues under the 2050 plan—things of that sort. This was— 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Doesn't that involve the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority? 

Mr Pratt:  Anything that had to do with, obviously, the selection process, but anything also to do with the 

authority itself, Mr Thomas was recused from. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  I'm really struggling to see how this would work in practice, though. The Great 

Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority still has involvement in the 2050 program. 

Mr Pratt:  Certainly, Senator, but— 

Senator CHISHOLM:  How can that be— 

Mr Pratt:  I'll let Mr Thomas explain the sorts of things that he may have worked on, but— 

Mr Thomas:  From my perspective, the important thing is that I looked at whether I would have any material 

or personal conflicts of interest with any of the work that I was working on. I sought advice from the department. 

The department's advice, from recollection, was that, while there were no material or perceived conflicts of 

interest, it may be prudent to remove myself from authority business. I did that. We observed that firewall, the 

department observed that firewall, and there was no straying from that. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  The rhetoric is fine, but I'm struggling to see how that can actually be in practice. The 

example that the departmental secretary gave was the Reef 2050 Plan, so you continued to work on that, but 

surely that still involves the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority? 

Mr Thomas:  The Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority at that time was providing advice on some 

elements of the Reef 2050 Plan through the department, but that didn't give rise to any conflicts of interest that we 

could identify. It didn't advantage me through the recruitment process for the role that I'm now sitting in. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Was it something that meant that there was constant dialogue between you and the 

minister about what you could do one day or you couldn't do the next day? 

Mr Thomas:  Occasionally there was discussion about what was appropriate and what wasn't—it was an 

ongoing management of the arrangement—and we observed that very carefully. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Mr Pratt also indicated that you would have been involved in the policy work on the 

Great Barrier Reef Foundation grant before being firewalled. Is that correct? 

Mr Thomas:  That's correct. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Did you continue to work on the grant after being firewalled? 

Mr Thomas:  Much of the grant itself was administrative in nature and managed by the department, but I was, 

in the normal course of my duties, exposed to information around the Great Barrier Reef Foundation grant, yes. 

Mr Pratt:  Senator, just keep in mind that the process kicked off in late July 2018. The Great Barrier Reef 

Foundation arrangements were announced and negotiated ahead of the budget in 2018, so, by the time of the 

GBRMPA CEO selection process, effectively everything had been done. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  But I imagine there's still dialogue between the foundation and the department and the 

minister's office. 

Mr Pratt:  Primarily with the department. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Mr Thomas, whilst you were applying for the CEO job at GBRMPA, did you have 

involvement with the Great Barrier Reef Foundation? 
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Mr Thomas:  On occasion, yes. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  What matters would you have been discussing with them? 

Mr Thomas:  I can't recall exactly, but routine discussion or updates about where that process was up to. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  In your interview process with the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority, did 

questions come up about your relationship with the Great Barrier Reef Foundation? 

Mr Thomas:  It was well understood by some on the panel about my association with that process. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  That's not what I asked. I asked: did they ask you about your relationship with the 

Great Barrier Reef Foundation as part of the interview process? 

Mr Pratt:  I might answer that question, as chair of the panel. No. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  So at no stage through the interview process did the panel raise the foundation? 

Mr Pratt:  The questions for the applicants did not relate to the Great Barrier Reef Foundation. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Even though they're the ones that control this significant amount of money, you never 

thought that it was worthwhile asking potential CEOs about their relationship with the foundation, if they knew of 

their work? 

Mr Pratt:  We asked questions about people's capacity to deal with the various stakeholders that operate in the 

Great Barrier Reef sector but not specifically about the foundation. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  What practical constraints are there on the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority 

that necessitated the $444 million going to a private foundation rather than the authority? 

Mr Pratt:  That's not a question for Mr Thomas. That was a government decision. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  But obviously the decision was made that it shouldn't go to the marine park authority. 

So they clearly thought that they weren't the right people for it. I'm trying to find out from the CEO why he thinks 

that is the case. 

Mr Thomas:  I didn't make that decision. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  I understand that, but I'm trying to establish why you think, in your role now, the 

government decided not to give it to the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority. 

Mr Thomas:  It's a matter of opinion. The government made a decision to go about that grant process. I 

performed my normal duties in the office as an adviser at the time. As you know, advisers play a key role in 

ministers' offices, liaising between departments, ministers and the wider public. I played that role in a very 

normal, routine fashion. My involvement through that process gave no rise to any conflicts that advantage me in 

any way for the job that I now hold. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Since you started at the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority—how long ago was 

that? 

Mr Thomas:  Approximately 2½ weeks. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Have you become aware of any shortcomings in the 2½ weeks that you've been there? 

Mr Thomas:  Of what? 

Senator CHISHOLM:  The Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority. 

Mr Thomas:  My early impressions of the authority are that it's a very professional organisation doing an 

awful lot of excellent work to help the marine park. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  In terms of your previous role, so where you came from the minister's office, was that 

a substantive position or was your substantive position in the public service? 

Mr Thomas:  I was a permanent full-time senior adviser in ministers' offices employed under the MOP(S) Act. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  What level would that be for a public servant? 

Mr Thomas:  I don't think they equate neatly. 

Mr Pratt:  Roughly a senior adviser is probably around band 1 level. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  The position that you're in now, in terms of being the CEO of the Great Barrier Reef 

Marine Park Authority, how would that be judged in terms of the band levels within the public service? 

Mr Pratt:  It's roughly equivalent with a band 2. 
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Senator CHISHOLM:  In terms of the process that you went through as the chair of the selection panel it 

wasn't seen as a significant jump going from the position that Mr Thomas was previously in compared to the 

position that he's in now? 

Mr Pratt:  Mr Thomas and I do feel slightly uncomfortable about discussing this process involving Mr 

Thomas amongst others in his presence, but he was ranked suitable in the process and so clearly we thought it was 

an acceptable move. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  In your experience as a senior public servant over a long period of time is that 

standard that someone would jump from that level to the level now as CEO of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park 

Authority? 

Mr Pratt:  Certainly the vast majority of band 2 officers would be promoted from band 1 level, so it was 

entirely within normal range. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Have you, Mr Thomas, had any contact with the Great Barrier Reef Foundation since 

you started 2½ weeks ago? 

Mr Thomas:  Yes. Among calling numerous stakeholders, I contacted the CEO there and introduced myself. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Re-introduced yourself? 

Mr Thomas:  I introduced myself, yes, in my new role. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  What about the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority, since the last estimates 

have they had numerous contact with the Great Barrier Reef Foundation? 

Mr Thomas:  We have routine association with them through steering committees in supporting the 

administration of the reef foundation grant, so, yes, our officers have been involved. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Are you happy with their grants programs? Have you influenced them in any way so 

far? 

Mr Thomas:  No, I haven't. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Are you happy with their grants programs? 

Mr Thomas:  I'm aware of their programs that are available, but I think questions on detail of that program are 

better directed to the department. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Will you get access to the information they received through grant programs to keep 

on file for future reference? For instance, if they had a good project or a good community group that could 

potentially help in the future will that information be kept with the foundation or would it be kept with the Great 

Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority? 

Mr Thomas:  I'm not quite sure what you are getting at there, Senator. The marine park authority has a range 

of partnership arrangements with numerous stakeholders across government, industry and community groups et 

cetera. The foundation itself I am sure is going about its processes of identifying who it will partner with in 

investing its money. We work closely with them to ensure our respective roles marry up well in the interests of 

the Reef, and we'd routinely share information that we thought was beneficial to one another, as we would with 

any other organisation. 

Mr Knudson:  With respect to the question about the performance of the foundation, its accountability is to 

the department in terms of reporting on their performance and also for us to work with them in terms of the 

evaluation. So that information absolutely will be within the domain of the government if that is in fact your 

question. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  What about in terms of projects that they are working on, in terms of the data if they 

have given a contract to an organisation who actually is the holder of the data that that organisation collects into 

the future? 

Mr Knudson:  I want to take that on notice, but you can imagine that a good portion of that is absolutely of 

interest to the public good and quite frankly to the academic sector et cetera. I'll see whether my colleagues who 

would sit on the project management committee might have a specific insight on that. 

Ms M Johnson:  I sit on the partnership management committee and have been involved in conversations 

regarding successful grants. We'll have access to citizen science and the data we'll receive from that. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Mr Thomas, I'm curious about the latest science regarding reef health. We saw reports 

today in The Guardian about reduced coral spawning in the reef and reducing its resilience. Did you have any 

comments on that? 
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Mr Thomas:  I'm aware of that report. It's concerning and we'll be looking into that more. Our chief scientist 

has been looking at that today. I might ask him to comment. 

Dr Wachenfeld:  In 2016 and 2017 we saw unprecedented heatwaves that caused severe mass coral-bleaching. 

Between them they are estimated to have caused mortality of about half the shallow-water coral on the Great 

Barrier Reef—extremely concerning, very significant impacts, the likes of which we haven't seen before. In the 

aftermath of such an event, understanding and monitoring recovery processes is absolutely critical. The paper 

published this morning by Professor Hughes is a critical element of understanding that process. The findings are 

very sobering and concerning. There was an 89 per cent drop in coral recruitment in comparison to the historical 

records of Professor Hughes. In some ways his quote of 'dead corals don't make babies' is not entirely surprising; 

it's just a biological fact. More than ever the resilience of the park is under pressure and needs our protection. We 

have other information more recently earlier this year from the Australian Institute of Marine Science on some of 

those very badly affected reefs in the far north. There were juvenile corals of a variety of sizes, which is good 

news. That doesn't change the news from Professor Hughes. The probable difference is the arrival of new baby 

corals, which has been severely compromised, versus the survival of small corals that were there in 2016 and are 

now beginning to grow. Overall it is a very sobering and concerning situation. It more than ever reinforces the 

need to protect the resilience of the reef in the local activities we do, but also to act globally on climate change. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  I have some questions about the shark control program operation in the marine park. 

Minister, have you or the environment minister been briefed on the outcomes of the AAT decision of 2 April? 

Senator Fifield:  No. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Is the department aware? 

Mr Thomas:  We are very aware of the AAT decision two days ago and are looking at that. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Mr Pratt, is the department aware of the AAT decision from 2 April? 

Mr Pratt:  I believe so. I think we discussed this extensively with Senator Siewert earlier in the day. 

Unfortunately I don't have the relevant officers here who were testifying at that stage. I believe the minister has 

been briefed on that, but we'll correct on notice if I'm wrong. 

Mr Thomas:  The minister is aware of it. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Are any measures being put in place to ensure swimmer safety in the marine park? 

Dr Banks:  From a policy perspective the shark control program is really a matter for the Queensland 

government. What measures they may propose to put in place will be up to the Queensland government to 

consider. Our role as a regulator is to permit the conduct of an activity within the marine park. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Is the department aware if caretaker provisions would prevent the continuation of the 

program or an appeal of legal matters? 

Mr Pratt:  The caretaker conventions would certainly suggest that the minister would not make a major 

decision in that area without consulting the shadow minister. 

Senator WATERS:  Welcome to the new role, and it's nice to see some of the longer-serving officers again. 

Thanks for running us through the paper that Professor Hughes had published in Nature overnight. You've given 

us a good summary of what it says. What does it mean for the future outcome of the reef? 

Dr Wachenfeld:  As a first step in ongoing recovery processes, it's not good news. Let's not beat about the 

bush on that. There are lots of elements that play into the recovery of a reef after an event like that. It may seem 

odd, but death doesn't mean the same thing to corals as it does to humans. Corals are colonial animals, much like 

ants or bees. You could kill a large portion of an ant colony and the colony could survive and grow back again. In 

certain circumstances, corals can do the same. Recovery can mean lots of different things to a reef, including a 

coral colony that's mostly died but actually the bits that are left will regrow, and that can happen very quickly. 

I think the main point I would make is that the climate has changed—the very physical and chemical 

environment in which the Great Barrier Reef lives has changed. We should be very cautious about predicting the 

future based on our understanding of the past. There are a lot of complicated processes that go into the recovery 

of a reef, and it's critical that we monitor what happens now. The paper itself says that the future recovery 

trajectory is uncertain, but, given five to 10 years, we would expect to see growing broodstock of corals, corals 

growing and reaching sexual maturity and recruitment would be expected to recover. Of course, the key in that 

statement is the 'given five to 10 years' which means given five to 10 years without further disturbance. Under a 

changing climate, the disturbances are becoming more severe and the windows of opportunity for recovery 

between them are becoming shorter. This is precisely why we're so focused on building and protecting the 

resilience of the system—because a part of that is its ability to recover. 
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It's too early to know. The results in Professor Hughes's paper are not a good first step. They are not entirely 

surprising given what happened in 2016 and 2017. But the reef is still fighting for its own survival. It needs all the 

help from us that it can get. We just need to monitor the situation and track its recovery and its condition into the 

future. 

Senator WATERS:  Thank you for that very sobering assessment. One of the co-authors of the paper 

Professor Andrew Bird was on national radio this morning. When asked about restoration and how the success of 

the efforts were going, he said, the scale is just too large for restoration. He said the only thing that can be done 

now is action on climate change. What's your view of the veracity and accuracy of that statement, and do you 

have anything else to add about what can be done? 

Mr Thomas:  We'd say that the ongoing management and local protection measures that the Marine Park 

Authority stewards remain very, very important. Climate change certainly remains an overwhelming threat to the 

marine park. The authorities are on record as stating that. We continue to say that it is the greatest long-term 

threat to reef health. All efforts globally, regionally and locally should be taken to reduce emissions. 

Senator WATERS:  Have you provided a briefing to the minister on the authority's view of this overnight 

paper? 

Mr Thomas:  We have. 

Senator WATERS:  What time was that? 

Mr Thomas:  It was some time today. 

Senator WATERS:  I asked the department this morning whether the minister had requested a briefing and the 

answer was that she had not. Did you provide the briefing to her of your own volition or were you asked to 

provide it? 

Mr Pratt:  To clarify, I think our answer was: we didn't actually know because we hadn't, at that stage, been in 

contact with the minister because we were here. 

Senator WATERS:  Okay, but you would have known if you'd done the briefing or hadn't done the briefing. 

I'm just wanting to know if the minister asked for the briefing that she ultimately received or if you provided it of 

your own volition or, perhaps, at the request of the department? 

Dr Wachenfeld:  We had prepared dot points to send to the minister's office this morning. I don't know if we 

sent those in time before— 

Mr Thomas:  Sorry, the minister did ask for it. 

Senator WATERS:  After you had prepared it? Or was the impetus for you preparing it the request from the 

minister? 

Mr Thomas:  I'm not sure of the exact sequence but we knew the paper was likely to be released today, 

through chatter in the academic class. Dr Wachenfeld got his hands on it very early this morning. I think it was 

released in the wee hours of the morning—worked on it for several hours and provided the briefing sometime in 

the middle to early afternoon. 

Senator WATERS:  Was it just a written briefing or were you able to give a verbal briefing to the minister? 

Dr Wachenfeld:  Just a written briefing. 

Senator WATERS:  Has the minister asked for follow-up advice either from the department or the authority?  

Mr Thomas:  On the particular paper? 

Senator WATERS:  Yes. On responses to it and whether regulation needs to be changed and what can be 

done? 

Mr Pratt:  I still don't know. 

Senator WATERS:  Are you able to check, given that I'm sure you have email on your device, like we all do 

here? 

Mr Pratt:  I do. It is not working wonderfully in here because of the reception. But— 

Mr Thomas:  Our paper was just provided mid-afternoon this afternoon. We can certainly check that and 

follow up.  

Senator WATERS:  Thank you. There was a media report a few days ago, earlier in the week, in The 
Guardian, talking about FOI. It said there were requests made by an academic—Professor Walters—for 

documents that, effectively, quantified the level of expenditure on shall we call them 'diplomatic efforts' to keep 

the reef off the endangered list—others might call them 'lobbying' or 'bribes'. The report says that those requests 
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were stymied, rejected and ultimately heavily redacted, and it took two and a half years to get a reply. Can you 

explain what went on there? What took so long? Why were the redactions so extensive? Why was this 

information, which I was able to get in estimates in 2014, not collated and revealed to Professor Walter more 

promptly? 

Mr Thomas:  My understanding of that process is that it is routine to make redactions where there may be an 

implication for international relations. I understand that FOI went out in if not the same then in a similar format to 

multiple organisations. Our authority's role in that at the time was to provide advice to other authorities leading 

the engagement with the World Heritage Committee. But Ms Leo might have more detail on the FOI request. 

Senator WATERS:  I understand the request was for correspondence between your agency and DFAT. So you 

weren't simply providing advice; what was sought was in fact your correspondence between yourself and— 

Ms Leo:  We originally received that request in August of 2016. I understand a very similar request was 

received by DFAT at a similar time. The authority responded to that request within statutory time frames on 20 

October 2016. I understand the applicant lodged a request for an Information Commissioner review in February 

2017. The Information Commissioner completed their review, and the decision was made on 1 March 2019. At 

that time, we released further papers to the applicant—on 29 March. 

Senator WATERS:  So what took so long? 

Ms Leo:  The review was with the Information Commissioner between February 2017 and 1 March 2019. We 

provided input to the Information Commissioner's review, but essentially that was a process that was with the 

Information Commissioner. 

Senator WATERS:  Well, I don't know the detail of this, but my understanding is you only go to the 

Information Commissioner when you haven't been able to get the document from the agency that you asked in the 

first place. So, presumably, you said no, and he went to the Information Commissioner. It took them a long time, 

and then it sounds like you were forced to provide the documents after all. So why the reticence to just providing 

them in the first place? 

Ms Leo:  The applicant didn't seek a primary review with the agency. It was open to them to do that. It was 

recommended that they do that, but they chose to go to the Information Commissioner. Then our role was to feed 

into that review process. 

Senator WATERS:  Okay. Perhaps you could give me some more details on notice because that really doesn't 

match up with my understanding of what has happened. I would be keen to see some detail on that. There was a 

reference in that report that FOI refusals by the authority have been at record high levels since records began in 

2010 and that there have been more than 2,000 requests that have taken longer than the statutory time frame of 

three months for release. 

Ms Leo:  That figure doesn't refer just to the authority. 

Senator WATERS:  Okay. Do you have the figures just for the authority? Is that also the case that there has 

been an increase in delays— 

Ms Leo:  I would need to take on notice how many requests have been refused over that time period. 

Senator WATERS:  And also whether or not the statutory time frames are met. 

Ms Leo:  I can assure you that all statutory time frames have been met through 2017-18 and for the year to 

date 2018-19. 

Senator WATERS:  Okay. The substance of that request went to whether or not agency resources had been 

used to try to convince other countries that the reef was completely fine in the face of all scientific evidence to the 

contrary. Can you give me any figures on how much of the agency's moneys and resources was dedicated to that 

task? If you can't give that to me off the top of your head—although I hope you can—can you take it on notice. 

I'm also keen to know whether you have had any expenditure that you'd characterise that way in the last couple of 

years? 

Ms Leo:  I'm happy to take that on notice. 

Senator WATERS:  Thank you. Has there been any expenditure on diplomatic relationships, meetings with 

other members of the World Heritage Committee or their representatives in the last couple of years, between 

GBRMPA and those folk? 

Mr Thomas:  I am aware the authority has on occasion taken visiting dignitaries et cetera out into the reef, 

given presentations et cetera to representatives from other nations. I don't know the exact nature of those 

engagements. We'd have to look into that further. 
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Senator WATERS:  If you could give me a full update of that on notice at your earliest convenience that 

would be greatly appreciated. Lastly— 

Mr Knudson:  I would just like to say very quickly that any diplomatic engagement with respect to the reef 

was all [inaudible] 2016. There hasn't been any engagement since then. 

Senator WATERS:  None at all? 

Mr Knudson:  Other than the occasional individual from a country that may have come out and wanted to see 

the reef et cetera, but not formal engagement like [inaudible] 2016. 

Senator WATERS:  I'm interested in the informal engagement as well. But thank you for that clarification. 

My last question is: have you got any money back off the foundation in Tuesday's budget? How is the state of 

your budget looking post Tuesday? 

Mr Thomas:  We have a stable budget. There is no additional funding for the authority through the recent 

budget. 

Senator WATERS:  Okay. Could you take on notice what your staffing and funding trajectory has been in the 

last six years—perhaps, let's make it seven, so we have a comparison year. It was certainly not good news a 

couple of years ago and I'm interested to know if that trajectory has continued down. If you do have it to hand, 

one final question: what is your current staff FTE? 

Mr Thomas:  We do have that figure. Can I just clarify something while Ms Leo is looking that up. With 

respect to Professor Hughes's paper. James Cook University—Professor Hughes—did provide us formally with a 

copy in advance, which is normal practice amongst scientific colleagues.  

Senator WATERS:  Okay. Did you forward that on to the minister once you had received it? 

Mr Thomas:  It was probably attached to the— 

Dr Wachenfeld:  We did this afternoon, yes.  

Mr Thomas:  We provided it with our briefing, yes. 

Mr Knudson:  From a portfolio prospective and implementing the Reef 2050 Plan, the government has 

committed to spending $1.2 billion on the investment. That includes $320 million for the Great Barrier Reef 

Marine Park Authority. 

Senator WATERS:  Yes. I'm just interested in whether that has gone up or down. 

Mr Knudson:  That would be up. 

Senator WATERS:  Significantly? By how much? 

Mr Knudson:  The specifics we can follow up on, but I can assure you the resources going into the Great 

Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority have gone up. 

Senator WATERS:  I thought you just said it was the same? 

Mr Thomas:  Sorry, we have a stable budget. Are you asking if it has gone up over what— 

Senator WATERS:  I don't understand the difference between those two statements. It is either stable or it has 

gone up. I'm not sure what's happening. 

Mr Thomas:  The Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority's budget as it stands now is approximately $83 

million. There was a stabilisation investment made in the 2016 Mid-Year Economic and Fiscal Outlook, which, as 

I understand it, gave them the resources they needed to continue their work. That figure has remained more or less 

stable, with some fluctuations between the order of $5 million to $10 million, I believe—largely around crown of 

thorns eradication and program work, but their core funding has remained stable since that time. 

Senator WATERS:  Mr Knudson, what was the point you were making then? 

Mr Knudson:  The joint coral management program with Queensland was increased in value to deal with 

inflation. That's why I know for a fact that that actually was put on an increasing trajectory. But as Mr Thomas 

talks about, in the grand scheme of things, it is not probably an enormous increase, but it was an increase within 

the authority's resourcing base. 

Senator WATERS:  Within that $5 million to $10 million that you mentioned? 

Mr Knudson:  It would be best to get the exact figure from the authority— 

Senator WATERS:  I'll wait for that. Thank you. 

Ms Leo:  You asked for the FTE figures. 

Senator WATERS:  Yes. 
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Ms Leo:  We are currently at 225 FTE, as of the period of 6 March. 

Senator WATERS:  I can't recall what it used to be. Has that changed significantly in recent years? 

Ms Leo:  I would need to take that on notice. 

Senator WATERS:  Thank you very much. 

CHAIR:  That concludes our consideration and examination of the Environment and Energy portfolio. Thank 

you very much. Senators are reminded that written questions on notice should be provided to the secretariat by 

close of business on 18 April. Thank you Minister. Thank you Mr Pratt and colleagues. We will suspend for one 

hour and resume after the break with the Communications and Arts portfolio. 

Proceedings suspended from 18:41 to 19:39 
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CHAIR:  Welcome back, everyone. The committee will now commence its examination of the 

Communications and the Arts portfolio. As noted earlier today, the committee is due to report to the Senate on 

Tuesday, 14 May 2019 and has fixed Friday, 24 May 2019 as the date for the return of answers to questions taken 

on notice. Under standing order 26, the committee must take all evidence in public session, and this includes 
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answers to the questions on notice. Officers and senators are familiar with the rules of the Senate governing 

estimates hearings. If you need assistance, please see the secretariat. It has copies of the rules. The Senate has 

resolved also that an officer of a department of the Commonwealth shall not be asked to give opinions on matters 

of policy and shall be given all reasonable opportunity to refer questions asked of the officer to superior officers 

or to the minister. This resolution prohibits only questions asking for opinions on matters of policy and does not 

preclude questions asking for explanations of policies or factual questions about when and how policies were 

adopted. I particularly draw to the attention of the witnesses an order of the Senate dated 13 May 2009, specifying 

the process by which a claim of public interest immunity should be raised, which will be incorporated in the 

Hansard: 

The extract read as follows— 

Public interest immunity claims 

That the Senate— 

(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) 

CHAIR:  Witnesses are reminded that a statement that information or a document is confidential or consists of 

advice to government is not a statement that meets the requirement of the 2009 order. Instead, witnesses are 

required to provide a specific indication of the harm to the public interest that could result from the disclosure of 

the information or the document. 
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As I have clarified with witnesses earlier today, if the Prime Minister announces the election this weekend and 

advises the Governor-General to prorogue the parliament then chances are that estimates hearings set to take place 

from 8 April will not take place. I welcome the minister, Senator Fifield. Thanks for being with us tonight. 

Senator Fifield:  It's a pleasure. 

CHAIR:  I'm sure it is. Do you have an opening statement you'd like to make? 

Senator Fifield:  I don't, thank you. 

Department of Communications and the Arts 

[19:41] 

CHAIR:  Mr Mrdak, thank you for joining us. Welcome back. Do you have an opening statement? 

Mr Mrdak:  No, Chair. I'm happy to proceed to questions. 

CHAIR:  Excellent. That sounds like a good idea. Senator Urquhart, would you like to kick off for us? 

Senator URQUHART:  Minister, I'll start with you, seeing as you're excited to be here. At the last Senate 

estimates, on 19 February 2019, I asked you where your communications policy road map was up to. You said 

that it was close to release and that it would be released within a month. Did you release it in March? 

Senator Fifield:  No. The truth of the matter is I keep making additions to it. There won't be long to wait. You 

could say 'within days'. 

Senator URQUHART:  You didn't release it, because you keep adding to it? 

Senator Fifield:  That's right. 

Senator URQUHART:  Have you finished adding to it now? 

Senator Fifield:  I'm very close, but, as I say, we're talking days now. 

Senator URQUHART:  Days—not weeks? 

Senator Fifield:  No. 

Senator URQUHART:  Less than seven days? 

Senator Fifield:  That's correct. 

Senator URQUHART:  If the parliament is prorogued within the next seven days, what will happen to it then? 

Senator Fifield:  It's my intention to release it very, very shortly. 

Senator URQUHART:  No, that wasn't my question. 

Senator Fifield:  I can't add any more. 

Senator URQUHART:  You won't release it whilst in caretaker mode? 

Senator Fifield:  Well, the election hasn't been called, and I don't know when it will be called. 

Senator URQUHART:  That again wasn't my question, but I'll move on. In Senate estimates on 19 February 

you also stated that, in relation to the Australian and Children's Screen Content Review, you would be making a 

statement on the screen industry within the month. Did you make that statement in March? 

Senator Fifield:  Again, I've been continuing to work on that, and that also will be within days. 

Senator URQUHART:  Will the government be releasing the report of the Australian and Children's Screen 

Content Review? 

Senator Fifield:  As I've said before, that is an input into government consideration. It doesn't constitute an 

end product in and of itself. 

Senator URQUHART:  I'll ask you again: will the government be releasing that report? 

Senator Fifield:  As I say, it's an input to the work of government. It's not designed— 

Senator URQUHART:  Can I take that as a no? You're saying it's input into the work of government— 

Senator Fifield:  Correct. 

Senator URQUHART:  Should I therefore read that as you saying you will not release the report? 

Senator Fifield:  We don't have any present plans to release it. 

Senator URQUHART:  So what was the point of it? 

Senator Fifield:  It's an input to the consideration of government. 
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Senator URQUHART:  Why haven't you made a statement? You said that you would make a statement in 

March. 

Senator Fifield:  I will be, within days. 

Senator URQUHART:  What was the output arising from the input? 

Senator Fifield:  That will be seen within days. 

Senator URQUHART:  So I take it that there's nothing at the moment. 

Senator Fifield:  I've answered the question. 

Senator URQUHART:  No, you actually haven't answered it, Minister. Will the work of government produce 

anything? 

Senator Fifield:  Of course. 

Senator URQUHART:  Will the consideration of government produce anything? 

Senator Fifield:  Of course. 

Senator URQUHART:  What will it produce? 

Senator Fifield:  As I've said, I'll be releasing that statement very shortly. 

Senator URQUHART:  When did that review start? 

Senator Fifield:  I would have to check. Officers can probably assist. 

Senator URQUHART:  It was quite a while ago, I think. 

Mr Eccles:  I'll find it shortly. I just need to find my space. 

Senator URQUHART:  Are we are talking 12 months, 18 month? It's been quite a long time. 

Mr Eccles:  I believe it was in the order of 18 months that the exercise commenced. 

Senator URQUHART:  Eighteen months ago, Minister, and we still don't have anything. 

Senator Fifield:  That's not the case. Already the government has announced the location incentive, which 

effectively increases, for eligible projects, the location offset from 16 per cent to 30 per cent. 

Senator URQUHART:  That's it? 

Senator Fifield:  That is something significant that is leading to a pipeline of work in studios to ensure that the 

skilled directors, filmmakers, carpenters, electricians and set designers have a steady stream of work, which might 

not otherwise be there. Also, when it comes to the screen part of the portfolio, we have legislated important 

changes to the copyright regime to make it easier for those who create screen content to tackle and stop piracy. 

We legislated the initial regime and we have relatively recently added to that. So there are a number of things that 

we've already done on the screen front. 

Senator URQUHART:  Is there any material in the report that you don't want the Australian public to see? Is 

that why you're not releasing it? 

Senator Fifield:  It's an input to government— 

Senator URQUHART:  Yes, I understand that. 

Senator Fifield:  There are all sorts of things which processes can put— 

Senator URQUHART:  Is there any material in the report that you don't want the Australian public to see? 

Senator Fifield:  I don't think that's an accurate characterisation of the report— 

Senator URQUHART:  No, it's a question. 

Senator Fifield:  or of the government's handling of the report. 

Senator URQUHART:  Minister, I'm not characterising anything. It was simply a question. Is there any 

material in the report that you don't want the Australian public to see? 

Senator Fifield:  No. 

Senator URQUHART:  At the last Senate estimates hearing, you said that you would be writing to the 

broadcasters, commercial and public, asking them how they can implement audio description, what level of 

coverage they think they would be able to achieve and how they might be able the bring this to pass. Did you 

write those letters? 

Senator Fifield:  Yes. 

Senator URQUHART:  When were they sent? 
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Senator Fifield:  I'll ask officers to assist. 

Mr Windeyer:  You'll just have to bear with us, Senator, while we find the answer to that question. 

Mr Mrdak:  We'll bring the relevant officers to the table. While my officers are getting the data: I believe it 

was around the estimates hearing period in February, around mid-February. 

Ms Silleri:  The minister wrote to the free-to-air broadcasters and Free TV on 7 March 2019. 

Senator URQUHART:  What was the response? 

Senator Fifield:  I wrote to the public broadcasters as well as the commercial broadcasters and a number of 

responses have come in. I think it's fair to say that, overall, they said that they would need to do further work. 

They would characterise their responses to me as preliminary responses. I think each of them indicated that they 

needed to do additional work. 

Senator URQUHART:  What sort of work? Did they indicate what that further work was? 

Senator Fifield:  Work that relates to what might be the cost, the time frame, the coverage and the technology 

type. 

Senator URQUHART:  What will the government do next to facilitate the implementation of audio 

description? 

Senator Fifield:  We will continue to work with the broadcasters. 

Senator URQUHART:  In what way? What sorts of tangible things? 

Senator Fifield:  It's important that the broadcasters provide advice as to what are the practical ways to give 

effect to this. The broadcasters are in the best position to provide advice as to what is the best and most efficient 

way to provide this service. 

Senator URQUHART:  Minister, are you aware of what the Alston determination is and what effect it has in 

relation to the Broadcasting Services Act 1992? 

Senator Fifield:  The Alston determination, which I think dates back 20 years—back to 2001; not quite 20 

years—sought to, by way of an instrument, delineate the boundaries of the Broadcasting Services Act as it related 

to online platforms. 

Senator URQUHART:  I'm not asking for detail. 

Senator Fifield:  Sorry; you asked me— 

Senator URQUHART:  You do understand? 

Senator Fifield:  what it meant, so I thought you were inviting me to summarise. 

Senator URQUHART:  I'm happy that you did give me information, because it lets me know that you clearly 

do understand what it is. Is this instrument due to sunset? 

Senator Fifield:  In a couple of years time. 

Mr Eccles:  It's due to sunset on 1 October 2019. 

Senator URQUHART:  That's not a couple of years; that's actually this year. 

Mr Eccles:  Just to clarify: the determination was made in 2000. 

Senator URQUHART:  Minister, can you advise what the impact of that instrument sunsetting would be on 

the regulation of internet services, and what steps the government has taken to address this? 

Senator Fifield:  I think the effect is something that would be open to some debate. The determination that 

was made, as far as I understand it and that I'm advised to make clear, was that, for the purposes of the act, those 

online platforms were not broadcasters. I think it was intended to eliminate any doubt there—and I'll ask officers 

to speak to this. I don't think it was necessarily clear at the time that, if that determination hadn't been made, they 

would have been treated as broadcasters under the act. So, by the same token, if that were to not be in effect, I 

think it's probably open to some discussion as to what the effect would be. At the time that that determination was 

made, the practical operation of the platforms was different to what it is now. I'll ask officers who might have a 

greater institutional memory as to its origin to speak. 

Senator URQUHART:  I simply want to know what the impact of that instrument sunsetting will be on the 

regulation of internet services, and, from you, Minister, what steps the government has taken to address this. 

Senator Fifield:  For my own part, I can say that I have asked for advice on that very subject. I'm happy for 

officers to speak to their knowledge to the extent that their work has progressed. 
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Senator URQUHART:  Just before we go to the officers: Minister, you indicated that you thought it was to 

sunset in a couple of years time. But, in fact, it's due to sunset in October 2019, which is just a few months away. 

Were you not advised by the department of the time frame? 

Senator Fifield:  Sorry, I thought it was some time during the next year. But I stand to be corrected. 

Senator URQUHART:  But you have been advised that it is due to sunset in October? 

Senator Fifield:  That it is impending, yes. 

Senator URQUHART:  But the agencies would have advised you, would they not? 

Senator Fifield:  That it is impending. 

Senator URQUHART:  So they did? 

Senator Fifield:  They're discussions that we've had. I can't remember whether I initiated the discussion about 

the Alston declaration or whether the department did. I think, from memory, I initiated the discussion. 

Mr Eccles:  Can you repeat the question? Was it: what is the impact of the Alston determination? 

Senator URQUHART:  What would the impact of the instrument sunsetting be on the regulation of internet 

services? 

Mr Eccles:  It would be that the definition of what is constituted to be a broadcasting service would include 

internet based activity. 

Senator URQUHART:  What effect would that then have on broadcasters? 

Mr Eccles:  On broadcasters: not a lot. On internet services: they would be brought into the parameters that are 

currently in the Broadcasting Services Act. 

Mr Makin:  Not having the determination just creates a lack of clarity, so it would be up to the ACMA as to 

whether it's live internet streaming in particular that's picked up by that determination, and only that. It would 

then be up to the regulator to decide how that works under the definition that's in the act by itself. 

Senator URQUHART:  Minister, what certainty does industry have that the government will act on this 

matter in good time? 

Senator Fifield:  The government will act in good time. 

Senator URQUHART:  So you give that assurance? 

Senator Fifield:  Yes. 

Senator URQUHART:  All right. Minister, I want to go to part of the government's response to the 

Christchurch terror attack. I know that a meeting was held in Brisbane with digital platforms and other 

stakeholders in the communications portfolio. That's correct, is it not? 

Senator Fifield:  That's correct. 

Senator URQUHART:  Can you take me through: what was the purpose of that meeting; what was the 

agenda; who attended the meeting; and which ministers, which departmental secretaries, which agency heads and 

which stakeholders attended the meeting? 

Senator Fifield:  Certainly; I'll address that. If officers think I've missed something, they'll jump in. The 

meeting was convened by the Prime Minister, the Attorney-General, the Minister for Home Affairs and myself. 

Also in attendance were the Commissioner of the Australian Federal Police, the Director-General of ASIO, the 

chair of ACMA, the eSafety Commissioner, the Secretary of the Department of Communications and the Arts, the 

Secretary of the Department of Home Affairs, the Secretary of the Attorney-General's Department and the 

Secretary of the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet. Invited to that meeting from the stakeholders 

were representatives of Twitter, Facebook, Google and the internet service providers Telstra, Optus, Vodafone 

and representing other smaller ISPs was the Communications Alliance and TPG. We also thought it was 

appropriate to invite the New Zealand High Commissioner, who was represented by the Deputy High 

Commissioner of New Zealand.  

The purpose of the meeting was to make clear to the platforms the expectations of government on behalf of the 

community and how seriously we took what occurred on social media platforms during and after the Christchurch 

attack. It was also an opportunity for those platforms to advise government as to what they did during and in the 

immediate aftermath of the Christchurch attack to talk government through some of their own processes, what 

they learnt and what they might do differently. The government was hoping to hear from the platforms concrete 

and practical ways that things would be handled differently. While the platforms took us through some of the 

technological capabilities that they had in terms of algorithms, artificial intelligence, bots and their own human 
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moderators, we were not satisfied with what we heard. We did indicate to the platforms at that meeting that where 

we had previously legislated in areas online, such as the kids cyberbullying take-down regime and the non-

consensual sharing of intimate images take-down regime, we wouldn't hesitate to legislate in this area if we 

thought that it was needed. Following consideration after that meeting, we decided that legislation was needed. 

Senator URQUHART:  Apart from the need of legislation, what was the outcome of that meeting?  

Senator Fifield:  The other outcomes, I'm sorry, that I should have added, Senator, were that the Prime 

Minister decided that there would be a taskforce or a working group established, which would have 

representatives of the relevant Commonwealth agencies and also representatives of the platforms.  

Senator URQUHART:  I don't want to interrupt, Minister, but when you say 'relevant' departments, does that 

mean the departments that you mentioned who were in attendance?  

Senator Fifield:  That's right.  

Senator URQUHART:  Are there any additions, or is that it?  

Senator Fifield:  That's it.  

Mr Eccles:  They are the agencies that will be represented at the taskforce.  

Senator Fifield:  The taskforce—while my department is doing much of the coordination—reports to and 

through the Prime Minister and Cabinet, to the Prime Minister.  

Senator URQUHART:  To PM&C and the Prime Minister.  

Senator Fifield:  Just to complete the picture: the Prime Minister before that meeting wrote to Prime Minister 

Abe of Japan, who is the current chair of the G20, and asked that the platforms and their responses to terror events 

be put on the G20 agenda for June. While we can and should take action in our own jurisdictions, these platforms, 

as you know, operate worldwide, so it is important at the same time to seek to pursue, if it is in multiple 

jurisdictions. One of the things that our legislation, which we passed today, will do is be a practical example that 

can be taken to the G20 as to the sort of action that other jurisdictions could take. 

Senator URQUHART:  Can you step me through the role and the scope of that task force? 

Senator Fifield:  The role and the scope—and I'll ask Mr Eccles to add to this—is to look at practical, 

technological and human responses to the identification of this material to its removal, principally. But Mr Eccles 

will have the terms of reference with him, which he can add to. 

Mr Eccles:  The terms of reference have been struck, and the task force is convening tomorrow. The terms of 

reference are to provide advice to government on practical, tangible and effective measures and commitments to 

combat the upload and dissemination of violent, terrorist and extreme material online, with a specific focus on 

four areas. The first one is prevention, which is about stopping the upload of violent, terrorist and extreme 

material online and ensuring that there are agreed and supported standards for protection, with safety protections 

incorporated into services from the design phase. The second element is detection and removal, and that is about 

investment in technology to identify and remove or block access to violent, terrorist and extreme material more 

quickly. The third area is around transparency, regular and notifiable reporting of actions of digital platforms in 

identifying and removing violent, terrorist and extreme material and ensuring that that content doesn't resurface. 

And the fourth area is a focus on deterrence, which is enhancing responsibility for the upload and distribution of 

violent, terrorist and extreme material by individuals, digital platforms and ISPs. And we're looking to provide 

advice to the government on these matters to feed into the work that's being undertaken that commenced in 

February with the draft online safety charter, which is currently out for consultation. So, the two processes will 

come together. 

Senator URQUHART:  Will the task force produce a report? What will it produce? Will it be a report, or 

what will it be? 

Mr Eccles:  At this stage we envisage that it would be advice to government. 

Senator URQUHART:  And you said that the first meeting was tomorrow. Will that advice just be ongoing? 

Or how will that advice be provided? 

Mr Eccles:  We see this to be a work program that will go for some weeks. We will be looking to provide the 

report at the end of May or June. 

Senator URQUHART:  Okay, so there will be a report. 

Mr Eccles:  No, the advice to government in that time frame. 

Senator URQUHART:  Will that be one lot of advice? Or will it be a rolled-out type of advice? 
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Mr Eccles:  It hasn't been settled. It will culminate in a piece of advice. 

Senator URQUHART:  Will that be determined at the meeting tomorrow, as to how that advice— 

Mr Eccles:  I envisage that it's not beyond the realms of possibility that we will provide the government 

updates. But certainly we'd be looking to provide definitive and clear advice in the time frame that I referred to. 

Senator URQUHART:  Minister, you talked about the bill. So, the government's responded by introducing the 

Criminal Code Amendment (Sharing of Abhorrent Violent Material) Bill 2019. Why did the government focus its 

response on the removal of abhorrent violent material? 

Senator Fifield:  The government saw that that was the most obvious and egregious occurrence on social 

media during and immediately after Christchurch, so we wanted to have a very practical and specific response to 

that. 

Senator URQUHART:  Who recommended the approach? Did the idea originate from an agency or 

department? 

Senator Fifield:  In terms of the antecedents, I'd have to take that on notice. The Attorney-General's portfolio 

were the primary drafters, but obviously they worked with my department. 

Senator URQUHART:  Does the regime apply to the broadcast media? If it doesn't, why doesn't it? 

Senator Fifield:  It applies to the online environment, so it would apply to the online services of broadcasters. 

The broadcasters are subject to the regime of ACMA, to their industry codes and to classification law. The gap 

that we saw was in having a practical mechanism for the online environment. 

Senator URQUHART:  What additional resources has the government provided to either the AFP or the 

eSafety office in order for them to manage the potential influx of notifications from online companies? 

Senator Fifield:  The eSafety Commissioner does have significant resources but, as always, the government 

will actively monitor the implementation of the new offence and the notice provisions. The eSafety 

Commissioner's prime responsibility in this arrangement is providing advice to platforms so that they are deemed 

to know when something is on their site. Obviously, we monitor and consider the need for additional resourcing 

as appropriate. 

Senator URQUHART:  Obviously, the government has introduced a bill to amend the Criminal Code. Did the 

government consider any other options by way of responding to the Christchurch terror attack? 

Senator Fifield:  In terms of this particular legislative mechanism, I'm certain that there would have been, 

within the Attorney-General's portfolio, consideration given as to what the best way was to give effect to this 

policy intent. 

Senator URQUHART:  So was there consideration given by government to the option of amending the 

existing notice and take-down scheme which is administered by the Office of the eSafety Commissioner, which is 

directed at the removal of terrorist content? 

Senator Fifield:  We'd probably have to check as to what the other mechanisms were that may or may not 

have been looked at, but where things landed was— 

Senator URQUHART:  Sorry, minister; why do you need to check? Is it that you don't know? Does anyone 

from the department know? 

Senator Fifield:  As I say, the Attorney-General's portfolio had primary carriage of the drafting, but obviously 

they did consult closely with my department. Where this legislation landed was to effectively use a similar 

provision to that which currently applies to child abuse material which is online. I'll ask Mr Mrdak and Mr Eccles 

to add, if they can. 

Mr Mrdak:  As the minister outlined, the provisions that were drafted looked closely at and closely followed 

the existing provisions providing legislation for child abuse material and the role in which the eSafety 

Commissioner issues take-down notices. That ensured consistency of treatment of these matters with the 

established procedures, which were familiar to the social media and other platforms. 

Senator URQUHART:  If that was looked at or considered, will it be pursued? 

Mr Mrdak:  Sorry, the— 

Senator URQUHART:  The existing notice and take-down scheme? 

Mr Mrdak:  It has been incorporated in the legislation which went through the parliament today. 

Senator URQUHART:  So that's incorporated in it? 
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Mr Mrdak:  It is. There is provision there for the eSafety Commissioner to issue, effectively, a take-down 

notice for what is defined as abhorrent material—as defined by the bill which passed the House today. 

Senator URQUHART:  Prior to introducing the bill—the abhorrent violent material bill—did the government 

consider the option of introducing a code of conduct, similar to the approach adopted in the EU, on countering 

illegal hate speech? 

Mr Mrdak:  It's fair to say that a range of considerations have been underway for some time. As Mr Eccles 

indicated, last month the government publicly provided to platforms a draft charter which does pick up a number 

of the key areas which government would see as being fundamental to a safer online environment. Obviously the 

experience of overseas jurisdictions, including the European Community, were looked at in the context of 

preparing that draft charter which is now out for consultation. As Mr Eccles indicated, we very much see that 

providing, with the work that's now underway with the taskforce, parallel streams of work which will shape future 

codes but also potentially future regulatory regimes. 

Senator URQUHART:  Did any portfolio, department or agency suggest an EU-style code of conduct on hate 

speech as an option in the bill? 

Mr Mrdak:  If we go back to the charter which is available, it is very comprehensive. But, in the 

circumstances in which ministers were considering the matters post-Christchurch, they were very much looking at 

the particular circumstances and the way in which material from that crime was made available through the public 

forums of the platforms. That was expressly what was being looked at through this initial piece of legislation. 

Senator URQUHART:  Minister, are you aware of the success of the EU's code of conduct on countering 

illegal hate speech online? 

Senator Fifield:  I'm not aware of any metrics. 

Senator URQUHART:  My understanding is that the EU reports it's been a successful regime in terms of hate 

speech. The code has been reviewed and it has been judged to have effectively helped in countering illegal hate 

speech online. Are you aware of that? 

Senator Fifield:  I'm aware of the issue and, in general, what they've done, but I'm not aware of the metrics 

they used. 

Senator URQUHART:  So you couldn't read it out to me? 

Senator Fifield:  No, I'm not aware of the metrics that they used, sorry. 

Mr Mrdak:  Our officers have been looking closely at that regime in the advice which underpinned the 

drafting of the charter that Mr Eccles outlined. 

Mr Eccles:  I would envisage that the charter, once concluded, will outline the relationship between the 

government and the platforms around these matters as well and will fulfil a similar function. 

Senator URQUHART:  What is the time frame on the finalisation of that charter? 

Mr Eccles:  It's out for public consultation. 

Senator URQUHART:  Sorry, you said that earlier, yes. 

Mr Eccles:  Consultation closes, by happenstance, tomorrow and then the next phase will be a series of 

bilateral meetings and ongoing discussions with a view to finalising it midyear, where it will dovetail into the 

work of the task force. 

Senator URQUHART:  Minister, I asked you whether you were aware of it, but are you aware of the success 

of the EU's code of conduct? 

Senator Fifield:  Well, I'm aware of it, but I'm— 

Senator URQUHART:  Do you know that it's been successful? 

Senator Fifield:  I'm aware that some people say that it has been, but I'm not aware of the measures or the 

metrics that are used to— 

Senator URQUHART:  Will it deal with hate speech? Sorry, I'm jumping around. Will the charter that you 

are talking about—you have put it out for consultation and you will get feedback—actually deal with hate 

speech? It's a charter. It's a set of words. I'm not belittling it in any way. It's a charter, but it doesn't have, I guess, 

an influence on how people deal with these things. 

Senator Fifield:  The basis of the charter is that the norms, the behaviours and the laws that apply in the 

physical world really should apply in the online world, and the starting point for that is that people should be 

treated with respect and they should be treated well. You have the ethical layer and then, above that, you have 
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legislation in the physical world that goes to supporting that. What we are increasingly doing and looking at is 

ensuring that those sorts of standards apply online and that, where necessary, we legislate. 

Senator URQUHART:  I get the legislation, but will the charter actually deal with hate speech? 

Senator Fifield:  I guess this comes to a definitional issue. The bullying of kids online can involve words, can 

involve language that can be hateful. We do already have a legislative regime that covers that. The way the 

images are used can be hateful as well, and we do have, through the non-consensual sharing of intimate images, a 

legislative regime there. In terms of streaming, we've now legislated to cover that area. 

Senator URQUHART:  But that's legislation, isn't it? 

Senator Fifield:  The extent to which the charter will cover other forms of language is something that we will 

see as a result of the consultations that we will have. 

Senator URQUHART:  Does the Morrison government believe it's important to address illegal hate speech 

online? 

Senator Fifield:  Anything that's illegal should have the law applied and imposed. As I say, increasingly we're 

looking to apply online laws that replicate what happens in the physical world. 

Senator URQUHART:  That's a long answer, Minister. The way I understand what you're saying is that you 

believe, yes, it is important to address illegal hate speech online. I don't want to put words in your mouth; I am 

trying to understand what you said. 

Senator Fifield:  No, not at all. My only hesitation is that we are probably getting to the edge of some things 

that fall within the Attorney-General's portfolio. 

Senator URQUHART:  But this is a question about the Morrison government. It's not just limited to a 

department. 

Senator Fifield:  That's right, but when you're talking about vilification laws and things that go to defamation 

and inciting certain types of behaviour, I guess the policy carriage for those areas does tend to fall within 

Commonwealth and state Attorneys-General portfolios. Obviously we have some of overlap and we work 

together, but my hesitation is because we're starting to move a little bit beyond what is the policy expertise of this 

department when you're talking about that particular concept. 

Senator URQUHART:  I understand that, but I would have thought it was an easy question to answer. The 

question I'm asking is: does the Morrison government believe it is important to address illegal hate speech online? 

I would have thought that was an easy question to answer. I'm not asking who has responsibility. I'm asking: does 

the Morrison government believe it's important? 

Senator Fifield:  Simple answer? Yes. 

Senator URQUHART:  Right, so what options would then be considered? It's important, so what are the key 

options that you should consider? 

Senator Fifield:  Senator, I'm not going to make policy and legislation— 

Senator URQUHART:  No, I'm not asking you to make policy— 

Senator Fifield:  at a Senate estimates committee. These are serious issues— 

Senator URQUHART:  I understand that. 

Senator Fifield:  where the relevant portfolios would work together, but I'm not in a position to advise of any 

changes to existing law beyond what we have legislated today. 

Senator URQUHART:  Minister, will the charter that you currently have out for consultation provide a 

framework for dealing with illegal hate speech such as violent or racist hate speech from white supremacists, for 

example? Will the charter actually deal with that? 

Senator Fifield:  The charter is not a concluded document. One of the reasons we're engaging in public 

consultation is to see what various sectors and parts of the community think should be within the charter. 

Obviously speech which incites violence is illegal already, but this portfolio doesn't have carriage of those 

particular laws so that's my hesitation in going beyond what I'm saying. 

Senator URQUHART:  Okay. Minister, are you still a member of the IPA? 

Senator Fifield:  I am, Senator. 

Senator URQUHART:  On 19 March 2019 Gideon Rozner of the IPA published an article about the 

government's response to the Christchurch attacks on the IPA's website. It was entitled 'Attacks On Our Freedoms 

Should Not Be Met With Further Attacks On Our Freedoms'. In that piece he stated: 



Page 108 Senate Thursday, 4 April 2019 

 

ENVIRONMENT AND COMMUNICATIONS LEGISLATION COMMITTEE 

It would be a dangerous and retrograde step to give government agencies wide powers to prohibit content subjectively 

deemed to be 'hateful'. 

In a further piece, published on 29 March 2019, entitled 'Let's not forfeit our own freedoms in the rush to silence 

terrorists', Mr Rozner stated: 

But government regulation of social media is wrong in principle and ineffective in practice. The problem is that laws against 

"hate speech" are, at best, a blunt instrument that almost always incur unintended consequences. 

Minister, is the IPA's opposition to the regulation of hateful content online part of the Morrison government's 

reason that it has not announced it is pursuing an EU-style code countering illegal hate speech with digital and 

social media platforms? 

Senator Fifield:  No. 

Senator URQUHART:  Thank you. That's all I have for the department. 

CHAIR:  Thank you, Senator Urquhart. Senator Chisholm, do you have questions for the department? 

Senator CHISHOLM:  I just have a few around the ABC, SBS efficiency review. I just wanted to get a sense 

of where it's at, Minister. 

Senator Fifield:  Certainly. The ABC efficiency review was concluded a little while ago. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  December, was it? 

Senator Fifield:  I'll just ask the offers to provide the data. 

Mr Eccles:  The efficiency review was concluded and provided to government on 7 December 2018. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Okay. When do you anticipate it will be released? 

Senator Fifield:  The efficiency review was one of the inputs to the considerations by the government in the 

budget, and you'd be aware from the budget that we have confirmed the ABC's base funding, which was in the 

last budget, and we've also continued the enhanced news funding. 

The ABC and SBS efficiency review is now with the two public broadcasters. It's been provided to the public 

broadcasters, and I've written to them to indicate that what is in the efficiency review is now a matter for them, 

that the work is there to assist them in their activities and that it's now not a matter for government. What is in the 

review is a matter for the independent boards of the public broadcasters to look at, to see the extent to which the 

work in the review is relevant for their operations. I understand that the boards of the two organisations are 

considering the work of the review at the moment. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  I didn't hear an answer for when it will be released. 

Senator Fifield:  A decision hasn't been taken in relation to its release. We wanted to provide the review to the 

public broadcasters for their consideration, and I understand that they are giving consideration to that work. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Will it be released before the election's called? 

Senator Fifield:  As I say, we've not made a decision about the release of the efficiency reviews. We have 

indicated to the public broadcasters that, before any decision was taken, they would be consulted with in relation 

to that, because there could well be information which, from the public broadcaster's point of view, is commercial 

in confidence within it. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  What was the total cost of the efficiency review? 

Senator Fifield:  I'll ask Mr Eccles to assist. 

Mr Mrdak:  Mr Makin will be able to give you those figures. 

Mr Makin:  The total cost for the external parties in the review was $1,008,736. We don't have a cost on that 

for the departmental component, because of the staff working on other things as well. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  On the AusTender website it has contracts with Mr Bean for the ABC and SBS 

efficiency review, but not Peter Tonagh—why is that? 

Mr Makin:  The Peter Tonagh contract is there, but he trades under the name Milkwood—I don't have the rest 

of his name. It's a company name. 

Mr Mrdak:  Milkwood Ventures Pty Ltd. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Minister, the ABC and SBS have had that efficiency review for a period of time now. 

Have they provided advice—I think the letter you wrote to them was saying they could provide advice on what 

they thought was commercial in confidence, so it was redacted before it was released. Have the ABC and SBS 

provided that advice about what they thought should be redacted? 
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Senator Fifield:  I think the organisations have provided some advice in relation to redactions. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  So, as far as the process that it needed to go through before it could be released 

publicly, every step has been taken? 

Senator Fifield:  I'd have to check. I think, again, before a decision would be taken to release we would want 

to talk to both the broadcasters. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  But you wrote to them and said, 'provide advice on what you want redacted'. They've 

all provided that advice on what they want redacted. There's no impediment to you releasing this review? 

Senator Fifield:  Well, the review is with the public broadcasters, and I think it's appropriate that they— 

Senator CHISHOLM:  But they've provided the advice that you asked for. 

Senator Fifield:  I think it is appropriate that they have the opportunity to consider and to assess— 

Senator CHISHOLM:  They've obviously done that and provided the advice back. I don't understand why 

you wouldn't release it. 

Senator Fifield:  The advice that's come back is in relation to some of the things that they want redacted. The 

purpose of the efficiency review was not to provide just the opportunity for that advice; the purpose of the 

efficiency review was to enable the public broadcasters to have an independent piece of work which can inform 

their considerations about how to get the best efficiency from the organisation. I think it's appropriate that the 

public broadcasters have the opportunity to consider the efficiency review and what their responses to it might be. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  But you won't commit to releasing that review before an election is called? 

Senator Fifield:  We haven't made a decision about that. As I say, we would want to talk to the public 

broadcasters, particularly in light of the fact that they are considering the work of the efficiency review. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Thanks, Chair. 

Senator URQUHART:  I was on the wrong page and I thought I'd finished with the department. I thought I 

was going to outcome 1, but I'm not. I have some fixed wireless questions. Mr Mrdak, I note that in February the 

NBN monthly dashboard report included the following text: 

Note: The calculation of busy hour cell performance accounts for throughput at the radio interface, which is one segment of 

the Fixed Wireless access network, and does not account for impacts on throughput in other parts of the nbn™ Fixed 

Wireless network. nbn is working on introducing reporting on an additional network design measure to provide greater 

insight into factors affecting nbn™ Fixed Wireless network performance. 

This text was not contained in previous reports. What does it actually mean? 

Mr Mrdak:  Senator, as I think the committee has been told in evidence from the company, they have been 

going through a process of upgrading cells to increase the capacity in certain areas where the performance of the 

fixed wireless network has been below six megabits per second in the busy hour. My understanding is that what 

they're referencing in those notes is the fact that as they've done more analysis of the network they've found that 

some of the backhaul links within the fixed wireless network—they've been very focused, and I think the 

evidence to the committee has been over a period that they've been focusing on the capacity of the individual cells 

in the fixed wireless network. What they've now found is that some of the backhaul links within the fixed wireless 

network are not providing sufficient capacity. They'll now also address those. As they build their reporting 

framework for the fixed wireless network, they'll now be able to do that in the context of both the cell 

performance and their improvements to the fixed backhaul network. I think that's what they're referencing there, 

just to make the clear distinction that they have found additional issues beyond just the cell capacity and spectrum 

capacity. 

Senator URQUHART:  Thank you. It talks about 'other parts'. It says 'impacts on throughput in other parts'. 

What are the other parts of the fixed wireless network? Is that the backhaul you're talking about? 

Mr Mrdak:  Yes. It's the backhaul network. I'll just check with my officers as to whether they wish to add 

anything further to that, but my understanding is it relates to the backhaul network. 

Senator URQUHART:  Are those parts of the network under NBN Co's control? 

Mr Mrdak:  Yes, I believe so. 

Senator URQUHART:  If that backhaul link is congested, but not the wireless radio interface, this would still 

cause congestion for the end user, wouldn't it? 

Mr Mrdak:  I'll check with my officers. I believe so. 
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Mr Windeyer:  That is possible, but one of the things that the company is working through is trying to find a 

way of mapping an understanding of how you translate from a backhaul link, which has an aggregation of traffic 

and a whole lot of end users' experiences bound up in it, back to how you might work out what the impact is on an 

individual end user. The answer is it is possible, but at the moment it's hard to definitively say what the end user 

impact might be based on any effect of backhaul link. 

Senator URQUHART:  Is this type of congestion reflected in the NBN reporting? Given that it has impacts 

on end users, is it then reflected and picked up in the NBN reporting? 

Mr Windeyer:  The point of the note here is that the reporting they've been doing on the fixed wireless 

network to date has been at the cellular level, and in a sense that interface from the tower to the end user. The 

answer is: the impacts of possible congestion on backhaul links haven't been picked up in the cell-by-cell 

reporting at the moment, and the work that the company is doing presently is to identify a way of transparently 

reporting the impact that takes into account the backhaul issues that they've discovered. 

Senator URQUHART:  Does that mean that the current congestion reporting might not reflect the lived 

experience of congestion by, say, regional fixed wireless consumers? 

Mr Windeyer:  I think that's possible, but I think it's too early, at least as far as the information we have 

available, to say definitively. That's what the company's working on trying to understand at the moment. They are 

conscious of that. One of the reasons I think they put this note in is that they're conscious of that as a possibility 

and are keen to make sure they can understand it so they can report it accurately. 

Senator URQUHART:  As the department, do you know the scope of the impact here? How many additional 

consumers might be experiencing congestion over and above what is currently being reported, or is that an 

unknown? 

Mr Windeyer:  That's an unknown at the moment. I think we've got a sense—we might have some 

information about, in a sense, the extent of their backhaul links that are affected, but as to how that translates to 

impact on end users, we're just not sure at this point. 

Senator URQUHART:  Okay. Is it hundreds? Is it thousands? 

Mr Windeyer:  I'll ask Mr Madsen, who can give you a sense of the extent of the impact which is being 

addressed, I might say, quite quickly by a program of upgrades. Addressing capacity and backhaul links is 

actually something that telco networks do frequently and can often be done relatively quickly. I think Mr Madsen 

will be able to give you a sense of the proportion or the extent of the number of links that are affected, but I don't 

think we can translate that to you for the likely end user. 

Senator URQUHART:  Just before I go to Mr Madsen, you said that it could be possible that the impact is 

great. If back haul's congested, then wouldn't logic dictate that of course there would be more consumers 

congested? It has to start back there, doesn't it? 

Mr Windeyer:  I understand the question; I just don't want to speculate on something which is the subject of a 

degree of technical analysis which I just don't have on how that flows through to the actual lived experience. 

Senator URQUHART:  But if you just use simple logic, that would have to be the case, would it not? 

Mr Windeyer:  I think it's right that there will be customers whose experience is affected, but what that 

actually looks like in terms of the lived experience effect for the customer we're just not sure of. The NBN 

understands it in terms of the cellular interface, and they're just trying to work out how they confirm what the 

impact might be on a consumer at the end of the network. 

Senator URQUHART:  Mr Mrdak, what would be your understanding? I just talked about the logic. Wouldn't 

that dictate that if the back haul's congested then more consumers would be congested? 

Mr Mrdak:  I think Mr Windeyer has probably captured the level of understanding we have for the moment. 

We're awaiting further advice from the company as they do the analytics. 

Senator URQUHART:  Mr Madsen? 

Mr Madsen:  The company has advised that, at the moment, there are approximately 250 links that are 

suffering some level of congestion and that they expect to reduce this number by approximately half over the next 

two-week period and that they expect to complete the majority of the upgrades on all of those links in the coming 

months. 

Senator URQUHART:  250 links. That's 750 cells—is that right? 

Mr Madsen:  We don't have that information. 

Mr Windeyer:  I don't think the translation is quite as straightforward as that. 
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Senator URQUHART:  You don't think it is or you know it's not? 

Mr Windeyer:  We understand it is not, because the company don't have a definitive number for us at this 

juncture of how many cells that translates to. 

Senator URQUHART:  For how long have those links been congested? Has it been over the last six months 

or 12 months? 

Mr Madsen:  Our understanding is that the company has had a progressive program to reduce the congestion 

on those links. 

Senator URQUHART:  For how long, though? How long has that progressive program been? 

Mr Windeyer:  I think we'd have to take on notice for how long now the problem they've identified has 

existed. In a sense, to flip it around, I think the point is that the company has had a program of progressively 

upgrading transmission links as a part of their normal operations, which is consistent. 

Senator URQUHART:  Is that the progressive program that Mr Madsen was talking about, or are you talking 

about a different program? 

Mr Windeyer:  No, I'm talking about the same thing. That's what I said. In a sense, they've had a program for 

continuing to build capacity into transmission links progressively, which is, in a sense, normal operation. What 

we'd have to take on notice is how long the thing that they've identified now was actually an issue before they 

identified it. 

Senator URQUHART:  As the department, you're not aware of how long that has been? 

Mr Windeyer:  No, we're not. 

Senator URQUHART:  If there are 250 links, that's about 15 per cent of the entire fixed wireless customer 

base, is it not? 

Mr Windeyer:  I don't know. 

Senator URQUHART:  Mr Madsen? 

Mr Windeyer:  If Mr Madsen has some details— 

Mr Madsen:  We don't have that information from the company, and, as Mr Windeyer has indicated, that's one 

of the factors that I think the company is further investigating, in terms of how the congestion in the transmission 

link translates into congestion in the cell. So, at this stage, we haven't been advised of the number of cells that are 

affected as a result. 

Senator URQUHART:  According to NBN Co, currently three to four per cent of fixed wireless cells are 

currently congested. What percentage of end users does that amount to? 

Mr Windeyer:  What was the figure you had there, Senator? 

Senator URQUHART:  According to NBN Co, currently three to four per cent of fixed wireless cells are 

currently congested. What percentage of end users does that then amount to? 

Mr Madsen:  We have some data in terms of the number of cells. As at the end of March there were 324 cells 

on the network experiencing busy-hour congestion. 

Senator URQUHART:  Sorry, what is busy-hour congestion? 

Mr Madsen:  They were experiencing performance below six megabits per second. That's 324 cells out of 

approximately 8,000 cells across the whole network. 

Mr Windeyer:  The only other metric I can give you here— 

Senator URQUHART:  Sorry, Mr Windeyer. Are the 8,000 the end users? 

Mr Madsen:  No, it's the number of cells. 

Mr Windeyer:  Eight thousand is the total number of cells in the network. 

Senator URQUHART:  With the 324 cells that are experiencing the busy-hour congestion, you can't tell me 

what percentage of end users that actually amounts to? 

Mr Madsen:  No, we don't have the end user numbers. We have the data at the cellar level. 

Senator URQUHART:  Why don't you have the end user numbers? 

Mr Windeyer:  Senator, it's just not a way we've had information provided to us or asked for at this juncture. 

We could certainly take it on notice and see if we could find it. We know there are 270,000-odd customers on the 

network in total. The thing is that some cells have more customers on them than others, so we can't do the 

straightforward arithmetic around it. We could take it on notice and see whether we could get an answer. 
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Senator URQUHART:  I understand there are around 1,600 NBN fixed wireless towers. Is that correct? 

Mr Windeyer:  I've got the cell number in front of me. I don't have the site number. 

Senator URQUHART:  You don't know how many fixed wireless towers there are? 

Mr Windeyer:  Not the site number.  

Senator Fifield:  It's of that order. It might be 1,600; it might be 1,800. 

Senator URQUHART:  So, if you use, let's say, the 1,600, you indicated that there were 250 links that were 

congested. That's about 16 per cent of the sites, isn't it, if we use that mathematical equation? 

Mr Windeyer:  I haven't done the maths, but, yes, that's the right sort of calculation to make. They're links to 

sites, yes. 

Senator URQUHART:  I just want to move to the National Relay Service. In the previous estimates hearing, 

the department indicated the NRS tender process failed to identify a value-for-money proposition. Minister, given 

that we are fast approaching a year since the NRS tender process closed, do you still consider that continuity of 

service can be maintained with the current funding cap of $22 million—I think that is including GST—per 

annum? 

Senator Fifield:  The advice that I have is that the services that people are entitled to will continue to be 

delivered. 

Senator URQUHART:  So the continuity of service can be maintained for that amount? 

Senator Fifield:  That's the advice I have. The current arrangements will ensure that people continue to get 

what they need. 

Senator URQUHART:  In February we were also told that the growing costs of the NRS were primarily by 

captioned telephony. What are the implications of this for delivering the NRS for less than $22 million while 

continuing to service the captioned telephony? 

Mr Mrdak:  Our intention, as the minister has indicated, is to continue to provide the level of service. What 

we're looking for through the process is whether we can get improved facilities and services to the community, at 

the same time making sure it's an efficient as possible service. In relation to the captioning, I'll ask Ms Silleri to 

give you an update on how that's being viewed. 

Ms Silleri:  I think as I mentioned last time, it's impossible for us to predict now what the outcome of any 

current tender process is. With regard to captioned telephony: I think, as I mentioned last time, there are a number 

of different means by which captioned telephony can be delivered which would replicate the current 

arrangements. 

Senator URQUHART:  But are there any implications for delivering the NRS for less than $22 million while 

continuing to service that captioned telephony? 

Ms Silleri:  Given that we are in a process at the moment, it's impossible to predict that outcome. But, as I 

mentioned at the last estimates, we are pursuing options that would meet the needs of those groups of users. 

Senator URQUHART:  Is there a time frame? 

Ms Silleri:  At the moment, as I think we spoke about last time, we are in a phase of the process—we're 

currently in the next phase of the process. 

Senator URQUHART:  How many phases are there? 

Ms Silleri:  There are quite a few phases. 

Senator URQUHART:  Is this phase 1, 2 or 3? 

Ms Silleri:  I couldn't give you a number. We actually released a limited tender last Tuesday, and that invites 

responses from a number of entities. The closing date for responses to that tender is next Tuesday. 

Senator URQUHART:  Okay. I asked this question in the previous estimates, and I want to put it to the 

department again: what challenges does the licensing arrangement for captioned telephony pose? 

Ms Silleri:  As I said last time, we're in a process and we are unable to discuss that level of detail. 

Senator URQUHART:  Members of the community are growing increasingly concerned regarding captioned 

telephony. I guess I'm not tell you anything you don't know. Have the outdated Auslan videos from the previous 

NRS website been updated and made available on Accesshub? 
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Ms Silleri:  There are new videos in production at the moment on Accesshub. My understanding is that the 

videos that were outdated related to internet relay as opposed to captioned telephony. Those videos are in 

production, and the delay was around the new version of Skype that is used to deliver the internet relay. 

Senator URQUHART:  Right. My understanding is that they were not online as of 1 April—is that right? 

Ms Silleri:  Yes, that's correct. They're in production at the moment. 

Senator URQUHART:  Yes, okay. What's the time line for providing this essential information to Auslan 

users? 

Ms Silleri:  I don't have an actual time line for you; I'm happy to take that on notice. But it is in production. 

We're working as hard as possible to get it up as quickly as we can. 

Senator URQUHART:  When you said you'd take it on notice does that mean that there is a time line and you 

don't know what it is? 

Ms Silleri:  I'm not sure if there is a mapped-out time line. It is in production and I'll endeavour to get you a 

firm date. 

Senator URQUHART:  It's in production at the moment? 

Ms Silleri:  Yes. 

Senator URQUHART:  How long would it normally take? 

Ms Silleri:  I couldn't answer that. 

Senator URQUHART:  What has the department done to address the feedback it reported having received 

from users of Accesshub? 

Ms Silleri:  I think that last time we had two complaints and at the moment we've had seven. We're addressing 

those complaints directly, where people have indicated they found it difficult to find specific pieces of 

information. One of the other issues that's been raised with us is that people would prefer a pictorial explanation 

of how to use something rather than words, so we're looking at how we can put very informative pictures and 

diagrams onto the website. 

Senator URQUHART:  I'll move on to the Mobile Blackspot Program. Hello, Mr Paterson. 

Mr Paterson:  Senator. 

Senator URQUHART:  On 20 March the minister announced the government's response to the Regional 

Telecommunications Independent Committee report. The government has announced that it will allocate $60 

million for a new regional connectivity program. Can you tell me what other sorts of projects will be within the 

scope of this program, and can you give us some examples? 

Mr Paterson:  The Stronger Regional Connectivity program is a grants program that's targeted at increasing 

the capacity, if you like, of broadband within particular areas for economic and social-type projects. Examples 

would include an agricultural area where you might have a lot of, say, orchards and so forth, and you want to get 

connectivity across that area or that valley for agricultural productivity reasons—soil, moisture and things like 

that. It could be for livestock movement, remote gate-opening, remote watering and so forth. It could involve 

connectivity across, say, saleyards for livestock. It could include increasing connectivity into a community for the 

purposes of a tourism facility. Say it's a national park; it could be for a range of particular areas in that park where 

tourists gather, so they have the ability to communicate from those areas.  

It's distinct from the Mobile Black Spot Program. There are some similarities between the two, but it's distinct 

because the Mobile Black Spot Program looks at a mobile service on a base-station-by-base-station basis—so, 

one facility. The Regional Connectivity Program looks at a larger area of community benefit, and it could involve 

more than one bit of infrastructure or it could include something to do with the actual backhaul itself, rather than a 

mobile facility. 

Senator URQUHART:  Okay. The government's response to the RTIRC report says that areas outside of the 

fixed-line footprint will be targeted. What sorts of broadband projects will be funded under the program? You've 

gone through agriculture, saleyards. Are there other projects? 

Mr Paterson:  They could be tourism. It's about opportunities that are targeted and bespoke. The committee 

made a recommendation that it should be targeted primarily within the Sky Muster areas because of the 

broadband speeds off satellite. It doesn't mean that other areas couldn't also receive a solution, but that would be 

the focus. 

Senator URQUHART:  So does this program indicate that there has been some failure in the approach to the 

NBN for regional Australia? 
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Mr Paterson:  I would posit no! I was actually looking at the RTIRC report last night. If you will just bear 

with me a second, there's a very interesting— 

Senator Fifield:  Bedtime reading, was it? 

Mr Paterson:  Quite late, yes, Minister! There's a very interesting quote from the report. It says: 

In some respects, NBN Co is a victim of its own success. Providing under-served regional Australians with good quality 

fixed-line and fixed-wireless broadband services has enabled people to take up innovative digital applications and 

technologies at a rapid rate. 

Basically, this is placing pressure on regional networks, including the NBN, and it's this appetite for data and 

these opportunities that people are realising— 

Senator URQUHART:  You talked about fixed line there, but I think you said this project is around small Sky 

Muster areas. 

Mr Paterson:  Primarily Sky Muster areas, but not necessarily just Sky Muster areas. What we do need to do 

and what we will do with this program is go through a consultation process. In running any program, you would 

normally put out some sort of discussion paper, for example, get feedback from the community and from the 

telcos and NBN and so forth—we'd engage quite closely with the states as well around that—and then normally 

you would have a guideline process as well, where you put draft guidelines out for consultation before you 

finalise it. So we've got the overarching, strategic approach for the program, but we're going to consult very 

closely on the detail. 

Senator URQUHART:  Can you tell me how the program will complement the NBN? Do you mean that it 

will actually be supplementing the NBN investment? 

Mr Windeyer:  I think the word 'complement' is probably the right way to view it, rather than 'supplement'. 

The NBN is providing a service on a nationwide basis. This program is looking at whether there are location-

specific, particular types of needs with a productivity component to them which might require a bespoke or a 

different type of connectivity solution. In that sense, it's sort of complementing the NBN, which is providing a 

degree of connectivity across the nation, with some more bespoke, tailored connectivity solutions in particular 

locations to meet particular needs. 

Senator URQUHART:  Would the program include funding for wireless internet service providers? 

Mr Windeyer:  As Mr Paterson said, it's at the early stage in the sense of the detailed design of a program. I 

don't think we're at the point of ruling in or out particular technology or connectivity type solutions, but by 

definition we're looking for something which is providing a solution which isn't one that is currently being offered 

within the particular area that we're focusing on. 

Senator URQUHART:  What will be involved in taking a place based approach under this program? 

Mr Windeyer:  I suppose that's the way of describing what I was just mentioning, which is to say looking at 

location specific needs and therefore a location, area or use-case specific solution. 

Senator URQUHART:  What's involved in that, though? When you look at an area's needs, what makes one 

area stand out more than another? 

Mr Windeyer:  I suppose some of this will come out from how we ultimately put the final designs around the 

program itself, but I think the first and absolutely necessary step in identifying the needs of locations will be 

consultation with local communities. I would envisage that this program will result in people coming forward 

with ideas rather than the assumption that we can identify every single location that might have a particular place 

based need. 

Senator URQUHART:  How will that occur? 

Mr Windeyer:  As Mr Paterson said, we're still at the stage of doing the initial consultation around developing 

the guidelines for the program. The way people might bring forward projects or apply under the program will be 

settled as we finalise the guidelines, but we just haven't got to that point yet. 

Mr Paterson:  I might add one point to that. One thing that we're interested in having a conversation about is 

how this program would integrate within the general community and what the community wants to achieve in a 

wider sense, if you like. Say it's some sort of tourism aspect—what's the future tourism potential for that area; 

what are the surveys telling us about what people think about the lack or not of connectivity; what sort of 

investment is going on in that community with regard to accommodation, other tourist type facilities and the 

quality of the roads leading into the area? We want to have a bit of a conversation in a broader context. 
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Senator URQUHART:  Will the government be making any announcements about locations in the near 

future? 

Mr Paterson:  With regard to the regional connectivity? 

Senator URQUHART:  Yes. 

Mr Paterson:  These are all decisions for government, but my expectation is that we will need to go through 

our design process for the program. 

Senator URQUHART:  Minister, I just asked: will the government be making any announcements about 

locations in the near future? 

Senator Fifield:  I can't advise you on that. This is a program that Minister McKenzie has direct responsibility 

for. 

Senator URQUHART:  Will the government be seeking matched funding for projects under the Regional 

Connectivity Program, and who will be the likely funding partners? 

Mr Paterson:  One of the things we want to try to do is mirror the success of the Mobile Black Spot Program. 

As you would be aware, we've been able to turn $220 million worth of Commonwealth funding into a $760 

million total investment, so we definitely see the potential of turning $60 million into regional connectivity into 

several multiples of that amount of money. Who would contribute? Well, again, we still need to go through the 

consultation process, but I would expect that some of the states might be very interested in this. There may be 

local councils who may be interested. The telco carriers may be interested as well. 

Senator URQUHART:  Will a telco tech hub be funded from within this $60 million program? 

Mr Paterson:  The regional connectivity package is a $60 million package. The program we were just talking 

about is the grant program component of it. The digital literacy hub is part of that package—it's part of that $60 

million. We envisage that being done through a procurement tendering type process. 

Senator URQUHART:  How much does the department expect that the hub will cost? Have any estimates 

been done? 

Mr Paterson:  I'll give you a range. And the reason I'm doing that is because it's a procurement exercise; if I 

give you a big number, all the applications will come in at that number. It is between $1 million and $3 million 

depending on the design of the hub. 

Senator URQUHART:  Can you outline the scope of the Digital Tech Hub proposal and how it will work? 

Mr Paterson:  We are at very early planning stages for the hub, so I can't be definitive. 

Senator URQUHART:  Have you done any actual designs on the program at the moment? 

Mr Paterson:  We've had some internal conversations around it and we have helped the government respond 

to the regional inquiry. 

Senator URQUHART:  But you haven't done any actual design for the program yet? 

Mr Paterson:  We haven't drafted a tender document on any of that; we would see that happening in the 

second half of the year. The hub is, in part, a response to the regional review—and the regional review noted that 

there were issues around the pace of change in the technologies on offer and also the proliferation of providers. So 

some people in regional Australia were really struggling even in regard to the basics—not just how you actually 

do something online but what sort of service you should get and who all these other people are and who the 

providers are and who you should go to. So there is some pretty basic advice there. 

I would also envisage us testing and having some sort of interactive component as well. If you've got people 

who are struggling about how to get online, it's not that useful for that small group of people if they need to get 

online to get the advice on how to get online. So we see there being some sort of interactive component as well. 

Senator URQUHART:  So will the Regional Connectivity Program work with the Mobile Black Spot 

Program, or will it run as a separate program? 

Mr Paterson:  It's a separate program but they complement each other. 

Senator URQUHART:  Will any of the funding from the Regional Connectivity Program be applied to the 

Indigenous Digital Inclusion Plan referred to in the response at recommendation 8? 

Mr Paterson:  The Indigenous Digital Inclusion Plan is part of the government's response. We're not looking 

to allocate any specific funding to that. The Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet will be taking the lead 

on that, but we will be supporting them. They have a number of mechanisms in place there at the moment. For 

consultation purposes, we would see them using, say, the Indigenous Advisory Council as a primary means of 
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communicating. The Archer committee found that, for Indigenous communities, there are issues around access to 

infrastructure, the affordability of getting services and the specific issues faced by some Indigenous communities 

and the people in those communities and a general issue around digital literacy as well. In early discussions with 

the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, in their first steps they are using existing consultative 

mechanisms to talk to the communities and hear firsthand what the issues are. We'll also look at that in the 

context of all the other work that is done out of that portfolio; some of that might just be giving existing activities 

a sharper focus or bringing them together and so on. 

Senator URQUHART:  Does the Department of Communications have responsibility for remote Indigenous 

communications, or is that, in effect, PM&C? 

Mr Paterson:  That is the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet. There are a number of Indigenous 

communities that receive services through some of the programs that we run—the black spot program and so 

forth. But they are not targeted at those communities; it is just an outcome of the process. 

Senator URQUHART:  I have a couple of questions on the backhaul upgrade for the west coast of Tassie. In 

regard to the backhaul upgrade that was announced on 2 July 2018, at the last estimates in February I think you 

said the contract with Telstra was expected to be resolved in the next few weeks. Is that contract finalised? 

Mr Paterson:  No, it is not. We are still negotiating with Telstra on that contract. There was a meeting held 

with them early today, in fact. So we are still working, and pushing very hard, on that. It is not resolved yet, but 

we are working hard at it. 

Senator URQUHART:  Will it be finalised by tomorrow? 

Mr Paterson:  I wish I could say yes, but I'm not going to. 

Senator URQUHART:  You haven't said yes. What does that then mean for the upgrade that was promised by 

the minister nine months ago? 

Mr Paterson:  What we have is a detailed scope of work with Telstra. We have worked out exactly what the 

detail is. We've worked out what the costs are. In some respects, I think it is a better deal, if you like, than the one 

that was announced in June last year. It gets down to getting the signature on the contract, which we haven't done 

yet. 

Senator URQUHART:  Construction obviously hasn't commenced? 

Mr Paterson:  Correct. 

Senator URQUHART:  Because there is no arrangement with Telstra. You can't give me any indication of 

when that will be finalised? 

Mr Paterson:  All other things aside, I'm hoping it will be within the next one to two weeks. 

Senator URQUHART:  How optimistic are you in that hopefulness? 

Mr Paterson:  I don't know when we're going to have an election. That's the issue I have there. 

Senator URQUHART:  Of course—and that delays it. I get a lot of emails from people on the west coast 

about the mobile— 

Mr Paterson:  I wrote to the council recently to give them an update. The council obviously wants this done as 

soon as possible. 

Senator URQUHART:  I have a final question in this area and it's in relation to the base stations. 

Mr Paterson:  Yes, that's me. 

Senator URQUHART:  At the last estimates, in February, you told me that 116 base stations from rounds 1 

and 2 were not yet operational. Is there any update on that? Can you tell me how many base stations from rounds 

1 and 2 are not yet operational? 

Mr Paterson:  Under round 1 there were 499 base stations. There are 39 that are not operational at this point in 

time. Under round 2 there were 266 base stations and there are 62 that are currently not operational out of that 

round. That gives you 101. 

Senator URQUHART:  There were 116 in February. So there have been 15. 

Mr Paterson:  Yes, 15 on that. I re-read the Hansard last night! I noticed that at the last estimates I had noted 

that last financial year we were doing one base station a day and then in recent months it was about one every two 

days. Across the first three rounds, since last estimates, we have got back to one a day. So we're expecting a lot of 

activity as we get to the end of this financial year, and that's been coming through over the last few weeks. 
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Senator URQUHART:  What's your expectation about the time frame for the 39 in round 1 and the 62 in 

round 2 to be operational? 

Mr Paterson:  They are scheduled to be operational by 30 June. 

Senator URQUHART:  I know they are all scheduled to be operational. 

Mr Paterson:  In my head I sort of treat all the three rounds together. At last estimates I said that maybe 15 

would go past that date. I have nothing to add to that number at this point in time. There are no extensions of time, 

but that will flow through over the next few weeks. 

Senator URQUHART:  So you reckon there will be 15 that go past 30 June? 

Mr Paterson:  That's my guess at the moment. It could go up or it could go down. 

Senator URQUHART:  You're pretty optimistic that there will be 86 done between now and then? 

Mr Paterson:  It is really hard to predict. One of the things is that we're pushing the mobile carriers very hard 

to get that rollout done. My conversations with them aren't around extensions of time. My conversations with 

them are: '30 June is coming up.' 

Senator URQUHART:  What is the hold-up? 

Mr Paterson:  Some of them are the things we have talked about in previous estimates: power connection, 

planning approvals and land acquisition. They are the main things. A lot of these issues are ones coming through 

towards the end of the process. One is land approvals, where the landowner has withdrawn their approval and 

they have had to find another site. We have a few community protests that are coming through, where some of the 

community doesn't want it and the rest of the community does, so the carriers try to change the location to try to 

make everyone happy in the community. And power is still a big issue for us. 

Senator URQUHART:  Finally in relation to those base stations, in the letter that I provided to Mr Mrdak 

yesterday around some of the questions I was going to ask, I asked that information be provided around details of 

mobile base stations—that's the locations, state and round funded—that were announced as funded under rounds 

1, 2 and 3 that are not yet operational. Can you provide that information? 

Mr Paterson:  I'm happy to table that. We have those base stations— 

Mr Mrdak:  We have that information with us. We will provide that to the committee. 

Mr Paterson:  You asked for it by state, so we've got it by state and by site name, and we've also done it by 

state and sort of by electorate. It's the same information, but we've just sorted it two ways for you. 

Senator URQUHART:  Great. You gave me figures for rounds 1 and 2. Do you have figures for round 3 that 

are not switched on yet? 

Mr Paterson:  I can, yes. Round 3, of course, started later than rounds 1 and 2—logically. 

Senator URQUHART:  Yes, it did! 

Mr Paterson:  I just thought I'd paint the foundation! There are 102 sites there, and there are 31 on air at the 

moment. 

Senator URQUHART:  There are 102, and 31 are not— 

Mr Paterson:  There are 31 on air, which means there are 71 still to go. 

Senator URQUHART:  Do you have the locations for those as well? 

Mr Paterson:  Yes, because there's all three in this. 

Senator URQUHART:  Fantastic. You'll table that? 

Mr Paterson:  We've also named it by round, so you can see which round it relates to as well. 

Senator URQUHART:  Thank you. Terrific; that's helpful. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  I have a few questions on the $30 million grant to Foxtel. You may recall that at the 

last estimates hearing the department took some questions on notice and they provided the answers. I think it was 

question on notice No. 25, which I presume someone might have there. I just wanted to ask for a bit of detail on 

that. I'll sort of paraphrase because it is getting late. I asked the question, basically, about what is the percentage 

of women's sport as part of the package. The answer given is that it's 37 per cent, or 1,950 hours. It also reads: 

However, this figure may be understated given the limitations in calculating a precise number. 

The Department notes that it is not possible to calculate the number of broadcast hours during the 2017-18 financial year that 

are solely attributable to women’s sport. 
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Minister, what's the point of the grant to support the broadcast of underrepresented sports and women's sport on 

subscription television if you can't actually measure that? 

Senator Fifield:  There are certain measures which are possible, and I'm happy for Mr Eccles to take you 

through those. 

Mr Eccles:  I'll ask Mr Makin to talk to it. We can provide an approximate answer, but there are some sports 

that might be mixed. There are some sports that are played by men and women, but Mr Makin can go into the 

details. We believe it is 37 per cent as an absolute minimum, but it's likely to be higher. Mr Makin can go into a 

little bit more of the justification for that. 

Mr Makin:  There's probably not a lot more to add, actually. You can slice and dice it lots of ways, but there 

are a bunch of events in there of both genders, so you can't easily break it down, particularly for things like 

surfing and other events when both men and women are competing in the same event that's televised at the same 

time, so we've gone with just the women's ones in that number. 

Mr Eccles:  The 37 per cent represents the events that are exclusively women's. Touch football has both men's 

and women's competitions played as part of the same broadcast, for example. So does surfing. So it's likely to be 

considerably higher. For us to get an exact understanding of what proportion of those broadcasts are of women 

would be resource intensive, but we know that it is an absolute minimum of 37 per cent and quite likely 

significantly higher. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  The deed agreed to with Foxtel—did the department have full knowledge that it 

wouldn't actually be able to be adequately reported? 

Mr Eccles:  I believe that the level of reporting is able to satisfy the terms of the contract, and it does give us 

an indication of the sports. If we had a lot more time then we could go to another level of granularity of detail, 

and we could always go back to Fox Sports. It's just a matter of resourcing. As we say, there are a number of 

sports that fall into the category of underrepresentative sports, whereas for the broadcast it's difficult to determine 

exactly how much is men participating in that underrepresented sport and how much is women. But, as we say, 

we expect it to be considerably higher than the 37 per cent. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Minister, are you satisfied with the way this has been reported in terms of the advice 

the department have provided—that as far as they can measure it's only 37 per cent of total broadcasters for 

women's sport? 

Senator Fifield:  I'm satisfied with the reporting from the department. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  And do you think the government in general is getting good value for money from its 

$30 million handout to the Murdoch Corporation? 

Senator Fifield:  Well, I don't accept your characterisation of the decision that the government has taken. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Why not? I asked whether you think that's good value for money. 

Senator Fifield:  But you had a preamble, and I don't accept the characterisation. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  I didn't have a preamble at all. I started with, 'Do you think it's good value for money?'  

Senator Fifield:  Well, you used additional words, but I think the program objectives have been met. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  And do you think it's good value for money? 

Senator Fifield:  I think the program objectives are being met. And ensuring that Commonwealth expenditure 

is targeted and achieves the results is important, and I believe that is occurring. 

CHAIR:  That concludes us on the general questions. I'm also advised that there are no further questions for 

outcome 1. There is no time to ask questions of the eSafety Commissioner or ACMA tonight, so we might release 

them—noting that we might well be reconvening next week; who knows? If we do intend to have them and 

estimates goes ahead next week, then we'll do it via telelink. 

Proceedings suspended from 21:23 to 21:38 

Australian Postal Corporation 

CHAIR:  I welcome officers from Australia Post. Ms Holgate, welcome back. Do you have an opening 

statement that you'd like to make tonight? 

Ms Holgate:  I do, Chair. I've made sure it's a little punchier! 

CHAIR:  Punchy is good tonight! 

Senator URQUHART:  I was going to ask if you could table it, given the hour of the evening. 

Ms Holgate:  Definitely. I've got a version here with my scribble on it, but we can email it to somebody. 
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Senator URQUHART:  That would be fantastic. 

CHAIR:  We'll organise for that. We'll go straight to questions, then. 

Senator URQUHART:  Thank you. 

Ms Holgate:  Should I begin? 

CHAIR:  We'll go straight to questions, because— 

Senator URQUHART:  Sorry—I meant: table it instead of read it. 

Ms Holgate:  We can go straight to questions. 

Senator URQUHART:  Sorry, I was asking whether or not you would consider tabling it instead of reading it. 

Ms Holgate:  No problem, I'm happy to go straight to questions. 

Senator URQUHART:  Thank you. Minister, I want to start with you. What's your understanding of the 

strategy that Australia Post has in place? 

Senator Fifield:  Australia Post has a strategy to honour its community service obligation, which is the 

requirement that it has in terms of its footprint throughout the nation and the time frames and service levels that it 

delivers. Australia Post, as you would know, has traditionally—and I think the CEO might be taking a different 

approach to this—been seen as two separate businesses: a letters business and a parcels business. The letters 

business doesn't cover its costs. The parcels business makes a profit that has been covering the losses in the mail 

business. That's historically been the way that the organisation has been viewed, but I think it's fair to say that the 

chief executive probably sees a whole rather than two separate entities, and she'll no doubt speak to that and her 

vision. Obviously, it's a challenging environment for any postal agency with declining letter volumes, but 

Australia Post is always looking to diversify and identify new sources of revenue, and I'm sure the CEO has some 

updates on that front. She has had quite some success, particularly with most banks, to secure additional revenue 

and to endeavour to ensure that some of the services that people have come to expect can continue to be provided. 

Senator URQUHART:  Thanks, Minister. Ms Holgate, I want to refer to the Australia Post half-year results 

that were released in February. I understand profit in the first half deceased by 45 per cent, primarily due to the 

ongoing decline in letter volumes. Is that correct? 

Ms Holgate:  Profit decreased by 36 per cent at PBT and, yes, that's correct, primarily due to deceasing letter 

volumes—and the increase of cost to service the letter business, because we have 200,000 additional points of 

presence each year. 

Senator URQUHART:  So it was due to the decline plus the service costs? 

Ms Holgate:  That's right. 

Senator URQUHART:  Profits in the parcels segment increased by $25 million over the period and losses in 

letters were $102 million—correct? 

Ms Holgate:  Parcels contributed $35 million of positive profit contribution from the growth and, yes— 

Senator URQUHART:  So it increased by $35 million, not $25 million? 

Ms Holgate:  Yes, $35 million. And it was 101-point-something million dollars, to be technically correct. 

Senator URQUHART:  That indicates that letter losses were around three times greater than the profit growth 

in parcels. Is that a trend that you expect will continue? 

Ms Holgate:  There are a couple of challenges first of all. The first one is that our fixed cost of running the 

network, or running our business, gets attributed to how much revenue you're making. So parcels start to look less 

profitable because they're a bigger business and the letters are going down, but the truth is that we have a very 

large fixed cost to run the letter network, and that is a trend that we expect to continue. We have seen some 

improvement, by the way, on inbound letters and small packets, which last year cost us a negative $100 million. 

We're hoping to go reduce that to $60 million, but, for our entire letter business for this year, my CFO is just 

behind me, but we did say at half year that we expect it to be about a $150 million loss. 

Each year, just this year, the losses that we make from the reduction of letters in the year plus the increased 

costs for providing service to an extra 200,000 distribution points means, just to stand still, we have to make an 

additional $230 million in profit. Of course, we continue to drive efficiencies. A very large one of those is the 

posties carrying the parcels. That is about one network and being one business, but I would argue now that 45 per 

cent of our parcels are carried by posties and that has contributed a $50 million saving; otherwise, we would have 

had $50 million less profit. 

Senator URQUHART:  Was that decline sharper than you expected? 
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Ms Holgate:  No. The 10 per cent was in line with what we forecast. If we look over the pond perhaps to New 

Zealand, because it's quite a good benchmark, New Zealand declined at the half-year position—I think it was—

somewhere between 12 and 13 per cent and we expect to finish the year somewhere between 15 to17 per cent. I'm 

looking at Rod because we have just been in Canada and we have been doing the whole thing on letters. 

Senator URQUHART:  In the press release dated 19 February 2019, it was noted that letters revenue was 

declining at the fastest rate in its history. Can you give us a further explanation and details around that statement? 

Ms Holgate:  Yes. This is the first time in our 210-year history that we see double digit both revenue and 

volume declines for letters. There are two prime reasons for that. The first one is our largest customers, of course 

Telstra and the large banks, all have their own challenges and are pushing for digitalisation. That is a reality of the 

modern world; I'm just being realistic there. 

The second part is that it's been 3½ years since we've had a price increase and, although that period of time ago 

we did have a substantial increase. If you just benchmark today to 3½ years ago, we deliver now 700 million 

fewer letters and yet we deliver to approximately 800 million more distribution points. Just honouring our 

enterprise agreement payments and funding those extra distribution points means, on a like-for-like basis, that is a 

negative $723 million. Of course, the 30 cent increase on the VPR 3½ years ago has made a positive contribution 

towards that and that would be estimated to contribute about $400 million. So we still have had to make up a very 

large amount of money. It is not so simple because, to achieve our community service obligations, we have to 

deliver to distribution points and it means for Rod, who runs our posties—for all the ladies listening, I mean that 

gender neutrally—and for Dave, who runs all the Post Offices, we still need to keep those in place to be able to 

achieve those obligations. 

Senator URQUHART:  I'll just turn to the minister for a moment. So, Minister, if the forecasting one or two 

years ahead is based on the status quo, what does this mean for the bottom line? And what are the key risks which 

need to be managed? 

Senator Fifield:  The role and responsibility of Australia Post is to continually work to improve their bottom 

line and to continually work to reduce their costs. That's the duty of the board, and that's the duty of the 

management. 

Senator URQUHART:  I understand that. But if we are forecasting one or two years ahead based on the status 

quo, what does it actually mean for the bottom line? I think Ms Holgate said earlier that it was the first time in 

history that the decline has gone into double digit figures, which means that that is going down and down and 

down. So what does it actually mean for the bottom line if we forecast ahead on the status quo? 

Senator Fifield:  I will ask the CEO to speak to— 

Senator URQUHART:  I'm happy for Ms Holgate but I'm asking you. What are the key risks that we need to 

manage there and what does it actually mean for the bottom line? 

Senator Fifield:  I'll ask the chief executive to answer what it would mean for the bottom line. Of course, 

things are not set in stone in Australia Post. Australia Post, as I say, is always looking to improve revenues and 

always looking to reduce costs. The Australia Post board and management aren't adopting a position that, looking 

to the future, is an unalterable situation and that nothing will change from here to there. 

Senator URQUHART:  What are the key risks that need to be managed from your point of view? 

Senator Fifield:  There is always the challenge of reducing and falling letter volumes. Australia Post has found 

itself in challenging circumstances before. A few years back Australia Post made a loss, I think, for the first time 

and Australia Post set about putting in place new strategies to address that situation. 

Senator URQUHART:  What is your understanding of the strategy in relation to those challenges that you just 

described? 

Senator Fifield:  Australia Post does have a significant focus on further growing e-commerce. As you would 

know, Senator, the orders that the community place online are ever growing. That is an area that Australia Post is, 

obviously, looking to. 

Senator URQUHART:  Ms Holgate, what strategy does Australia Post have in place to offset the growing 

losses in the letter business, given that they appear to be materially outpacing the growth in parcels profits? What 

are the key initiatives in the strategy? 

Ms Holgate:  Just for this year alone, as you can see from those figures, we have made a commitment to the 

minister that we will make a modest profit and we are still forecasting to do that this year. It will be substantially 

less than last year. We will do that because my CFO will deliver over $250 million of cost savings again this year. 

I'm very appreciative of the support of the three major banks—Commonwealth Bank, NAB and Westpac—who, 
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with a community representation fee, are helping us form the transformation of a Bank Post service. We now have 

56 financial organisations signed up to that service, which is enabling us to rollout more technology, and that is 

growing. Thirty per cent of all our transactions now in the post office are financial transactions, so there is an 

avenue for growth. We see that increasing. This is a year of record bank closures so we are seeing an increasing 

need for that service. 

Our parcel growth is 10 per cent. It's five times the GDP growth. It's double that of our closest competitor. I 

think, if you don't mind me saying, that if you were to take out Woodside and Transurban, who have some 

unusual circumstances, it is probably four times the growth of the top ASX 20 companies. I am cognisant not to 

try and have too high of an expectation. I think 10 per cent growth would be welcomed by many organisations. 

We are trying to look for growth avenues, new places to grow the business. I know we are not to talk about 

this, but we've put an application in for the visa process. We see opportunities to work more closely with 

healthcare companies. There are many opportunities for Australia Post to grow. We are not resting on our laurels 

with cost. We are currently working with KordaMentha and PwC to check that we are running our business as 

sufficiently as we can, and we constantly look for ways that we can do things more effectively. We are looking 

for ways that we can increase even further that streaming figure I spoke about, because that is the way that we 

will be able to maintain our service levels to the communities, to reach our obligations for our shareholders and to 

protect jobs. 

Senator URQUHART:  You mentioned a number of points there: banks, looking at new growth, visa 

processing and health care. What are the key initiatives in this strategy in growing? They're all opportunities, I 

guess, but what— 

Ms Holgate:  The Bank@Post one is a very real opportunity. 

Senator URQUHART:  Is that a key initiative? 

Ms Holgate:  It's definitely a key initiative. The Bank@Post will be worth somewhere around, on a full year, 

another $80 million of revenue for us. That money is actually helping fund the technology. That technology will 

enable us to be able to open and close bank accounts, not just withdraw deposit pay. There are 2,000 communities 

in Australia now where there is no major bank. We want to work, with the three major banks supporting us, to 

enable us in those communities—because 80 per cent of those are in rural and regional Australia, so it's a long 

way to the next town—to be able to open and close bank accounts for them. It's to give those people more access, 

which is what's critically needed. We believe that's not only a very important service for the prosperity of those 

communities but also a very important role our post offices can play. 

Senator URQUHART:  Can you tell me what the key targets and measurable outcomes are that are associated 

with the strategy? 

Ms Holgate:  First of all, it's increased revenue and increased contribution. Ninety per cent of Bank@Post 

happens through our licensed post offices, because generally they're in communities and they're weighted towards 

rural and regional Australia. We're growing the top line and growing the contribution to licenced post offices. As 

letters decline, there is a secondary impact that happens to us. Bill paying generally goes down in the 

corresponding amount. Billpay has been a service which is twice as valuable to Australia Post as previously 

Bank@Post has been. That has been a very important revenue stream also for licensed post offices. As that 

declines, it's really important they're replaced, and not just with parcels. E-commerce is a very important part for 

us, but it is only one part of the parcel business. 

Growing the other services, we believe there's a lot more we can do with both federal and state governments. 

One of those is that we are working with the Queensland government to look at the opportunity of doing police 

checks in post offices. As you know, we do 94 per cent of all passports. I should probably let Dave fill in some of 

the other services. For us, what's really important is actually growing the services that we take through the post 

offices, so we become less dependent on the letter revenues that go through that network. 

Senator URQUHART:  I'm really interested in—obviously you've got a strategy—the key targets and those 

measurable outcomes. I know there are a number of things that you've talked about there. Increasing revenue is a 

key target, but the process to actually get to that— 

Ms Holgate:  In May we will be launching, with the support of our financial institutions, a major advertising 

and awareness campaign. It's actually called Keep Banking Local. The large banks and all the financial 

institutions have been supporting us on this. It's promoting the fact that, for almost every bank but one major 

bank, you can do your banking at your local post office. Just under a year ago, a piece of research that we did on 

communities evidenced that only one in 10 people going into the post office realised they could do that there. 
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That was a peace of research done nationally. We could see in more regional areas it had a much higher 

awareness, but not everybody knew they could. 

Senator URQUHART:  Is that because those services just aren't anywhere elsewhere and so people 

congregate at the post office and word gets around?  

Ms Holgate:  Absolutely. With the marketing, we will be promoting the fact that the post office is there. You 

can withdraw, deposit and pay. By October, or certainly the last quarter of the financial year, we will be hopefully 

in a place where we'll be able to open and close bank accounts for our major banking partners.  

Senator URQUHART:  Has the strategy that you have got in place been agreed by the board?  

Ms Holgate:  Yes, it has.  

Senator URQUHART:  When was it first developed?  

Ms Holgate:  We completed our strategic review in March or April last year—about a year ago.  

Senator URQUHART:  When did the board reach agreement on it?  

Ms Holgate:  The board worked with me very closely. It hasn't just been management. We have had a very 

close engagement with the board all the way through.  

Senator URQUHART:  Yes, but when did they actually agree and sign off on it? 

Ms Holgate:  It would have been the April board meeting or the end of March board meeting. Then we go into 

the corporate planning cycle. 

Senator URQUHART:  Sorry. You may have misunderstood. I asked when it was first developed.  

Ms Holgate:  When I first came into the company, I was asked to lead a strategic review. I started on 30 

October. We did a very comprehensive review, engaging with all stakeholders, and it was finally signed off in 

March at the board meeting.  

Senator URQUHART:  So it was signed off and agreed in March last year.  

Ms Holgate:  A year ago. 

Senator URQUHART:  I'm just going to flick back to the minister again. Minister, I refer to the recent 

appointment of Mario D'Orazio to the Australia Post board. Is Mr D'Orazio a member of the Liberal Party?  

Senator Fifield:  I have no idea.  

Senator URQUHART:  Is Mr D'Orazio a donor to Senator Mathias Cormann?  

Senator Fifield:  I have no idea.  

Senator URQUHART:  Do you know if Mr D'Orazio has ever donated to the Liberal Party?  

Senator Fifield:  I have no idea, Senator. I have no idea of whether he has ever donated to any political party. 

Senator URQUHART:  Mr Mrdak, what process was used to recommend Mr D'Orazio?  

Mr Mrdak:  That was a decision taken by government and initiated by government.  

Senator URQUHART:  Did the department have any role in that?  

Mr Mrdak:  The department prepared the necessary documentation to enable the minister to take that 

recommendation through the normal process.  

Senator URQUHART:  So the preparation of the documentation, not background checks or— 

Mr Mrdak:  We did the normal documentation required for a candidate to be put forward through the cabinet 

process.  

Senator URQUHART:  Were any previous donations identified? 

Mr Mrdak:  Not that I am aware of, Senator.  

Senator URQUHART:  Did a process recommend Mr D'Orazio as the preferred candidate?  

Senator Fifield:  There is no legislative process in relation to candidates for the board of Australia Post. There 

is obviously a requirement that people have the appropriate skill sets.  

Senator URQUHART:  I didn't ask about a legislative process. I said, 'Did a process recommend Mr 

D'Orazio?'  

Senator Fifield:  It was a decision of government.  

Senator URQUHART:  So that was how Mr D'Orazio was selected, Minister?  
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Senator Fifield:  It was a decision of government. Shareholder ministers recommend to cabinet. The cabinet 

decides and then the recommendation goes to the Governor-General and the Executive Council.  

Senator URQUHART:  So the shareholder ministers put a recommendation forward to cabinet. Is that it? 

Senator Fifield:  That's correct.  

Senator URQUHART:  And then cabinet signs off and it goes off to the Governor-General?  

Senator Fifield:  That's right.  

Senator URQUHART:  What are Mr D'Orazio's qualifications in relation to the position on the Australia Post 

board?  

Senator Fifield:  Mr D'Orazio has recently retired as the CEO of Seven in Western Australia.  

Senator URQUHART:  Of what? Seven?  

Senator Fifield:  That's right.  

Senator URQUHART:  Seven—the TV thing. 

Senator Fifield:  That's right. 

Senator URQUHART:  The red one. 

Senator Fifield:  He's someone who has extensive experience in senior management and board governance, 

and he will make a significant contribution to the board of Australia Post in the area of digital transformation. 

Senator URQUHART:  Who identified Mr D'Orazio? Who suggested him? 

Senator Fifield:  It was a decision of government that the shareholder ministers, I— 

Senator URQUHART:  But somebody must have identified him. 

Senator Fifield:  and Senator Cormann, recommended Mr D'Orazio to the cabinet. 

Senator URQUHART:  Have you ever met him? 

Senator Fifield:  I have, through my role as the minister for communications, given he was the CEO of Seven, 

and through my role as the minister for the arts. Mr D'Orazio is on a number of arts boards in Western Australia. 

Senator URQUHART:  Was he also under consideration for the chair of the ABC? 

Senator Fifield:  It's my practice, when it comes to board positions, to neither confirm nor deny whether 

someone has or has not been a candidate for a particular position. 

Senator URQUHART:  I didn't ask you if he was a candidate. I asked if he had been under consideration. 

Senator Fifield:  My answer is the same. I think what I did was answer your question. This is the practice that 

I would adopt if you asked me about any chair position in my portfolio. I wouldn't say whether someone was or 

was not considered; I would not say whether someone was or was not a candidate, and nothing should be read 

into that either way. 

Senator URQUHART:  Minister, are you comfortable that the current composition of the Australia Post board 

is in the best interests of the company? 

Senator Fifield:  Yes. 

Senator URQUHART:  Ms Holgate, I understand a new Australia Post chief marketing officer was pointed in 

October 2018. 

Ms Holgate:  That's correct. 

Senator URQUHART:  According to a report in The Australian in March 2019, the chief marketing officer, 

who had been appointed only a few months earlier, left. Is that correct? 

Ms Holgate:  That's correct. 

Senator URQUHART:  What were the circumstances relating to the departure? 

Ms Holgate:  The gentleman reported to one of my executive team members—it wasn't a direct report to me—

so I'm doing this a little bit as a third party. He was at the end of his first three months, and, as with any new 

executive coming in, at the end of three months and six months, you always do a sounding check: 'How's it 

going?' At the end of that period of time, he resigned from the organisation. I think he'd decided it wasn't the best 

fit for him. 

Senator URQUHART:  So that was his decision? 

Ms Holgate:  It was his decision. 
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Senator URQUHART:  Can you run me through the process in terms of how the CMO was appointed? 

Ms Holgate:  I can. Again, if I get this wrong, we'll take it on notice and Nick will correct me later. Any 

person coming into a senior management position at Australia Post goes through a very thorough process where 

they are interviewed not only by the manager who they'd be reporting to but by peers. Typically that job candidate 

would have been interviewed by me, but I was away. In my absence, he was interviewed by the head of people 

and culture and the head of business and government. He reports to our EGM Community and Consumer. I think 

that is quite an appropriate circle of people. 

Senator URQUHART:  Did it go through a standard recruitment process? Is that the standard recruitment 

process? 

Ms Holgate:  Yes. It was actually a very comprehensive process. It's a very good reminder that, even when 

you do extensive processes, sometimes it's just not the right fit. We could have left it or he could have left it. He 

chose to resign, but we didn't try to convince him not to. I've got every respect for the young man. It's not 

negative. It just wasn't the right thing. 

Senator URQUHART:  Who's currently in that position? 

Ms Holgate:  We haven't actually backfilled it for the moment. We're actually trying very hard to control our 

costs at the moment to make sure that we do deliver our budget for the shareholder. 

Senator URQUHART:  I want to turn to the Safety, Rehabilitation and Compensation Commission. I 

understand it has imposed some new conditions on Australia Post—I understand the decision was made from this 

Monday, this week— 

Ms Holgate:  That's correct. 

Senator URQUHART:  because they found delays in processing claims to meet lost time injury frequency 

rate targets in 2012-13 and 2013-14. Have all employees of Australia Post been informed of the licence breach 

and given the opportunity to make a claim if they've been disadvantaged? 

Ms Holgate:  We got the notice on Tuesday. First of all, the ex-employee who'd made the allegation, we did 

tell on the previous Thursday when I knew the board had met. On the Tuesday, we announced to media and we 

announced to all of our employees, and in that note, which is from myself, I apologised. It was in the 2013 and 

2014 financial years that I found the irregularities. We also gave them the details, if anybody felt that there was 

something. We did not find that any employee had not received the requisite care or had been financially not 

compensated appropriately, but we did say that if any employee still felt they had a matter outstanding—we gave 

them the contact details of how to do that. 

We've also put it into our daily, our weekly and our quarterly newsletters. We're also organising for a letter to 

go to the home of every employee that doesn't have an Australia Post email account, and, with the help of both 

David and Rod, we are having a copy of my letter put up on the noticeboard of every facility that we have. We 

have briefed all our union leaders, and they are working with us to make sure all our employees are aware. 

Senator URQUHART:  Are you confident that all employees have been informed? 

Ms Holgate:  I'm confident that, with all the activity that we have planned in the next couple of weeks, they 

will have been informed. Most of them will have been informed multiple times, but on a matter like this I think 

multiple times is better than to risk it not being covered. 

CHAIR:  Senator Smith. 

Senator DEAN SMITH:  I want to start at a high level first, before getting into a specific matter. What is the 

process for deciding on and approving the design and publication, if you like, of the stamps that get issued by 

Australia Post? 

Ms Holgate:  The process is actually quite complex. There has to be a committee that ideas go through, and 

they're considered and then they go forward. There are all sorts of different restrictions, which I'm probably not 

the best person to speak on. Dave may be more knowledgeable than I. But there is a thorough process and it can 

take up to a year to plan a stamp issue. 

Senator DEAN SMITH:  Mr McNamara, could you elaborate on the process a bit more? 

Mr McNamara:  I'd have to take that on notice. I don't look after the philatelic side; I look after the post office 

side. I can get that and get it back to you. 

Ms Holgate:  Apologies. I'm not allowed to be involved in the choosing. It has to be done independently so in 

that way it cannot be influenced by any CEO choosing which stamps they would like to have made. 
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Senator DEAN SMITH:  Totally reasonable. Who is on the committee you mentioned, which propositions go 

to or which thinks up ideas? 

Ms Holgate:  That committee is led by Nicole Sheffield, who runs our consumer and community business. I 

know various members but I would have to take on notice who the whole committee is. 

Senator DEAN SMITH:  So they then take considerations and offer up suggestions or ideas, and then it goes 

to the board? 

Ms Holgate:  No— 

Senator DEAN SMITH:  No? Completely independent? 

Ms Holgate:  it doesn't generally go to the board. I see the stamps when they're actually at design point. The 

idea of the stamp has already been approved by the committee for issue, and then finally it comes to me. 

Senator DEAN SMITH:  Great. My second query goes to the issue of design. Are they designed in-house or 

out of house? 

Ms Holgate:  The majority of stamps are designed in-house. I'm not sure if you're aware, Senator, but 

Australia Post for many years has won awards, worldwide awards, for designing stamps. It has actually led in 

developing 3D stamps, uniquely, for the world. On occasion they bring in designers or artists to design a stamp on 

certain different matters. 

Senator DEAN SMITH:  Specifically, immediately following the marriage equality postal survey results, I 

wrote to Australia Post with the proposition that there should be a stamp made, given the postal survey exercise, 

the significance of the outcome and all the things that followed from that. Where has that consideration got to? 

Ms Holgate:  There will be a stamp to celebrate the postal survey and the same-sex marriage vote, and it will 

be for the anniversary this year. 

Senator DEAN SMITH:  So when is that planned for release? 

Ms Holgate:  October. 

Senator DEAN SMITH:  October. I'm not a stamp-collector—my father is—but there are minisheets and 

there are maxicards, and stamps get presented in a variety of different ways. Has a decision been taken in terms of 

it being a stamp, a series of stamps? 

Ms Holgate:  No, it is a collection of stamps. 

Senator DEAN SMITH:  A collection of stamps—a collection of two or three or four? 

Ms Holgate:  I'll probably have to take this on notice, because I'm remembering this, but it's three or four. Is 

that right, David? 

Mr McNamara:  It's three. 

Ms Holgate:  Three. 

Senator DEAN SMITH:  And they'll be presented in a variety of ways—the minisheet, the maxicard? 

Mr McNamara:  There will be a number of different ways. The philatelic group will put those out, and they'll 

be available for people to purchase in-store. 

Ms Holgate:  We will also use them to celebrate— 

Mr McNamara:  And what we're looking to also do as part of our sponsorship with Midsumma is to really 

promote that during that period of time as well. So they will be available in the catalogue, and it's a special edition 

for people to order. 

Senator DEAN SMITH:  What are the images that will be depicted? I offered up some images, but that was 

just to demonstrate the idea; I wasn't wedded to them. But what are the images depicted on the stamps? 

Mr McNamara:  From the preliminary ones I've seen, there are some rings, there is a rainbow and there is a 

heart, all with rainbow colours. 

Senator DEAN SMITH:  What's the most popular stamp that Australia Post has issued? 

Mr McNamara:  The reef series that we previously had, last year, has been one of our most popular. Winx 

was a very popular sample in the last 12 months. 

Senator DEAN SMITH:  You'll have to excuse me—reefs as in coral reefs? 

Mr McNamara:  Coral, as in the Great Barrier Reef. We did a whole series around reefs and fish, and that was 

a very popular part of our stamp-collecting last year. 

Ms Holgate:  That was the 3D stamp? 
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Mr McNamara:  Yes. 

Senator DEAN SMITH:  And Winx? 

Mr McNamara:  Winx the horse. That was celebrating— 

Senator DEAN SMITH:  My knowledge of popular culture is— 

Senator URQUHART:  You need to write more letters, Dean! 

Senator DEAN SMITH:  Thank you very much. I look forward to seeing that in October. 

CHAIR:  Senator Urquhart, I'm just cognisant of the time. It's now 20 past 10, and we still have ABC and 

SBS. 

Senator URQUHART:  We do. I still have a number of questions for Australia Post, but I will try my hardest. 

CHAIR:  Consider that option we have, which is putting questions on notice, though. 

Senator URQUHART:  Yes. Ms Holgate, I go back to the SRCC decision. It relates only to manipulation of 

workers compensation in 2012-13 and 2013-14, I understand. Are there concerns within Australia Post that the 

practices confirmed in the decision were occurring in fact beyond 2012-13 and may have continued after 2013-

14? 

Ms Holgate:  We've just completed a very extensive audit of facilities. It is both a deep dive on results and a 

confidential third-party cultural survey, and that gives me confidence it's no longer systematically occurring. Of 

course, I'm very cognisant that, with our extended workforce—we can employ over 100,000 people—we may 

find a facility that is doing the wrong thing. But we now have many practices in place that, if that were to happen, 

should be able to alert us. 

We can very clearly see—and this came out in the investigation—that in about May 2014, when the issue was 

escalated, the manager of the team at the time put in place a number of actions to stop it. We can see in the period 

after that that, actually, it declined substantially, and we're now confident. All the reports and numbers we've seen 

since then—and they have been audited several times by an external organisation—give us the confidence that, 

since it was escalated to this manager, she put in place a series of actions and she has stopped the practice. 

Senator URQUHART:  Was that an independent audit? 

Ms Holgate:  We've had numerous audits done since then and here, and several of them have been 

independent. The one that we've just completed was led by a gentleman in our risk and audit committee. The 

cultural part of the survey is always done independently because we need to give confidence to employees that 

they can say things and not feel that there are going to be repercussions. 

Senator URQUHART:  I'm talking about an audit of the claims report. 

Ms Holgate:  That's right. We're doing both. What we wanted to do was not just look at the claim processes 

and deep-dive in those, which is typically what happens in an audit, but actually give the employees who work 

there the opportunity to speak up and let them say whether they think it's happening or not. 

Senator URQUHART:  The order also mandates that the CEO provide annual confirmation that practices to 

delay workers compensation claims or manipulate reporting are not occurring. Given that you knew this matter 

had been before the SRCC for some time, what steps have you taken to make yourself confident that you can 

confirm such practices cannot occur within Australia Post now? 

Ms Holgate:  Absolutely. I would say that it was actually December 2018 that the chair of the SRCC asked me 

to do a further investigation, and it was in that investigation where we found the evidence of the misreporting in 

2013-14, so it's only very recent. I submitted the report on 15 March. The board met last week. She gave me the 

notice. I put in writing but immediately told the SRCC that we will absolutely honour the additional condition 

she's put on us. I've also made a commitment that we will undertake to do an annual deep-dive audit of multiple 

facilities. That audit will be shared with our risk and audit committee and with our board, and quarterly the CFO 

will actually, through governance and compliance, report to the risk and audit committee that we are honouring 

those conditions. So we're not just tracking it amongst ourselves; we are making this actually accountable to the 

board, as well as back to the SRCC. 

Senator URQUHART:  I'm advised that delivery managers on contracts have four components that determine 

ratings for performance management and annual bonuses. I'm also advised that safety is one of these components 

and that safety includes measures such as the number of incident reports and compensation claims for their 

workplace. Given the past practice of delaying claims and the manipulating of reporting, will you commit to 

removing these measures for safety ratings? 

Ms Holgate:  The first thing is that the measure right throughout our business changed this year. 
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Senator URQUHART:  Was that before or after? 

Ms Holgate:  It was actually before. I didn't know about this, but we changed it because we used to measure 

lost-time injuries, and actually that's not the best measure. We spent a lot of time looking at best practice and we 

moved to TRIFR. I might give Mr Barnes the opportunity to talk because they report to him. But we will be 

removing it. 

Mr Barnes:  We've embarked on a considerable process to educate our managers around this event that took 

place some time ago, so I'm very confident that that's occurring. We've also put in place a number of processes to 

check. I wasn't party to the audit that was done because they're my facilities. As you can imagine with 22,000 

employees directly in that sphere, there are a number of claims that come through from time to time. From a 

reporting perspective, the onus on our delivery managers is to encourage reporting. So the primary KPI is for us 

to encourage the fact that incidents are being recorded and reported. 

Senator URQUHART:  Miss Holgate, I'm advised that three senior managers remain working at Australia 

Post despite doing nothing to act on the confirmed allegations of the whistleblower. I don't want to name people, 

obviously. Do you consider it appropriate that these people continue to work at Australia Post but the 

whistleblower was terminated? What steps is Australia Post taking to improve management practices in both 

management of workers compensation and in terms of senior managers acting on serious concerns expressed by 

staff? 

Ms Holgate:  There are not, to my knowledge, any managers who the whistleblowers escalated to still in the 

organisation. I personally led that investigation. I brought in a forensic analyst from Deloittes to help me—and 

our head of security. I read every piece of evidence, and I can tell you there are folders and folders and folders—

probably over 500 different exhibits. At no point have I seen anything about any existing manager remaining in 

the organisation. The manager of the gentleman who has left the organisation actually escalated—and that became 

very clear throughout the investigation. She took it upon herself actually to put in place a number of actions to 

stop the process. 

Senator URQUHART:  Minister, when were you first made aware of the SRCC investigation? 

Senator Fifield:  It would have been some time last year. 

Senator URQUHART:  Can you pinpoint? 

Senator Fifield:  No. Sometime last year. 

Senator URQUHART:  Have you ever sought assurances from Australia Post that the practices are not 

continuing? 

Senator Fifield:  The SRCC have only recently concluded their report. As you would be aware, they issued a 

release on the 2 April. The SRCC recommended that Australia Post formally notify me of the regulatory action 

that would be taken. I've been informally advised by the secretary of my department and Australia Post and I 

understand that formal notification to me is imminent. 

Senator URQUHART:  Are you seeking a briefing from Australia Post on how it's changing performance 

management processes to remove the incentive? 

Senator Fifield:  I anticipate that part of the notification to me from Australia Post will include that. 

Senator URQUHART:  Can you confirm as at today that practices to delay workers compensation claims or 

manipulate reporting are not occurring at Australia Post or in fact the any other portfolio agency or company that 

self-insures with Comcare? 

Senator Fifield:  That is really a question for Australia Post. Under the legislation, the board of Australia Post 

has operational autonomy, and the responsibilities in this area rest in the board and management of Australia Post. 

Senator URQUHART:  I have one final question on regional mail delivery. I understand that Australia Post is 

trialling more localised processing of regional mail, as opposed to sending mail hundreds of kilometres at metro 

centres at a cost to service and regional jobs. If this is the case, can you take us through where the trial is taking 

place and any results. 

Ms Holgate:  Yes, I can. But, as Rod is leading that trial, I will get him to speak. We are very encouraged; I'm 

hoping it will speed up letter delivery in regional communities. 

Senator URQUHART:  So do I. 

Mr Barnes:  Senator, we decided to trial approximately two regional locations in every state. 

Senator URQUHART:  So can you tell me where they are? 
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Mr Barnes:  I can take that on notice and give you the details. For example, there is Bendigo and Ballarat in 

Victoria. In North Queensland, it is around Innisfail and those areas. As Christine pointed out, with the decline in 

letters, in some of these regional towns it now may be possible for us to change some of those processes. As you 

know, an average letter will take three times to go through a machine before it's sorted. There is a fair bit of work 

to do. We've started those trials. There's a two-week period for us to look at them. There may be substantial 

change ahead but we'll have to work through that. 

Senator URQUHART:  So you talked about Innisfail. I know that Senator Duniam and myself would be 

interested in the Tasmanian sites.  

Mr Barnes:  Christine and I were there only three weeks ago. We are looking hopefully at a wider trial in 

Tasmania. 

Senator URQUHART:  More than two sites? 

Mr Barnes:  It will be two locations, but, with Tasmania being the size it is, we could encompass quite a few 

postcodes there. 

Senator URQUHART:  Do you know where those locations will be? 

Mr Barnes:  Primarily we'll base them around the Hobart Mail Centre, but that will also stream through and 

we'll be looking to do through Launceston and further out towards the ports. 

Senator URQUHART:  I have got a very good processing centre at my home town of Ulverstone that I don't 

think gets used anymore. The facility is there. I'm sure you will look at that when you come down. 

Mr Barnes:  Thank you, Senator. 

Senator URQUHART:  Thank you.  

Australian Broadcasting Corporation 

[22:31] 

CHAIR:  We will move now to the Australian Broadcasting Corporation. Was there an opening statement, Mr 

Anderson? 

Mr Anderson:  I had prepared an opening statement, but in the interests of time I'll just say that on the eve of 

the federal election there has never been a more important time to have an independent public broadcaster to  

provide the Australian public, as citizens, with the important fact-based information and the valuable contexts 

which they can make use to make a decision about the leadership of this country. 

CHAIR:  Thank you very much.  

Senator GEORGIOU:  Thanks for coming down. I want to talk about maybe some funding. Since 2014 the 

ABC has been hit with millions of dollars of cuts from this government. Looking at the budget papers the other 

day, the ABC magically received additional funding of $44 million, if that's correct. Have you been given any 

reason as to why the government has gone against the long-held policy on ABC funding? 

Senator Fifield:  I perhaps should speak to that. In the budget before last—so not the one from this week, but 

the one last year—the government indicated in the forward estimates that there would be a pause to the indexation 

of the ABC's funding over the triennium—the three years—which commence from next financial year. So that 

which was in the previous budget was confirmed in the budget this week. What also was in the budget this week, 

to which you referred, was the money to continue what is known as the enhanced news service, which was a 

measure which was in place over the previous three years. We took a decision in the context of this budget to 

continue that enhanced news service funding. So it appears in the budget as additional money on top of the ABC's 

base funding, which it is, but it is in effect a continuation of a previous measure, and we thought it was important 

to continue that because there are a number of regional ABC journalists who are supported through that particular 

measure. 

Senator GEORGIOU:  Thank you, Minister. There are a few news articles going around which I read over 

the past couple of weeks. Is it true that the government struck a deal with Ita Buttrose, the new ABC chair, that if 

she were to take the job the ABC would receive additional funding? 

Senator Fifield:  There was no discussion about the budget that's just been delivered with the new chair in the 

context of her assuming that role. She was appointed and accepted entirely on her own merits for the role. 

Senator GEORGIOU:  So I assume that was fake news. 

Senator Fifield:  I can only agree with you, Senator. 
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Senator GEORGIOU:  Okay. I'd like to turn my attention to a recent broadcast of an unethical Al Jazeera 

story. Maybe Mr Anderson could take this question. It tried to allege a link between the One Nation party and the 

National Rifle Association in the United States. When was the ABC first made aware of the Al Jazeera series? 

Mr Anderson:  I don't know when other members within my executive team were made aware of that series. I 

know I was made aware of the existence of that series possibly about seven weeks out from when it went to air. 

The ABC did not participate in the production or the investigation of that documentary. That was Al Jazeera over 

a three-year period. We acquired that documentary as we would acquire other programs. 

Senator GEORGIOU:  In what time frame did the ABC acquire that program? 

Mr Anderson:  We would have acquired that in the seven weeks between when I was made aware of it and 

when it went to air—somewhere in the middle. We would have gone through the normal process. We would have 

examined it and looked at it against our editorial policies and standards, and we put it past our legal department as 

well before making the decision to put it to air. 

Senator GEORGIOU:  So that took about seven weeks for your legal department to run through the process 

by the time it got aired last week? 

Mr Anderson:  No. My understanding is that the documentary was not complete at the time when I was made 

aware of that documentary. I would have to check and provide that on notice as to what time it was complete. I 

don't know exactly when the documentary was provided to us. It would not normally take seven weeks to 

examine this through editorial policies or through legal. That can normally happen quite quickly. So we would 

have been in possession of that documentary in a time frame before it went to air, but that is a smaller number of 

weeks. 

Senator GEORGIOU:  Just so I get this right, the ABC was aware of it seven weeks before the time it was 

aired? 

Mr Anderson:  To be clear, that's when I was made aware of it. As to other members of my executive being 

made aware of that, I can't say. I can take that on notice. 

Senator GEORGIOU:  If you could take that on notice, that would be great. Did Al Jazeera first approach the 

ABC or did the ABC first approach Al Jazeera on this documentary? 

Mr Anderson:  I'll take it on notice to confirm. My understanding is that Al Jazeera contacted the ABC. 

Senator GEORGIOU:  How was this approach made? 

Mr Anderson:  I can't say. It's not that I won't say; I don't know. I will find out and provide that to you as to 

exactly who the contact was made with initially. 

Senator GEORGIOU:  How and why was the approach made? 

Mr Anderson:  It is normal practice for other media outlets or organisations, if they have a documentary 

which they wish to air on a broadcaster, whether it be the ABC or other outlets, to approach the broadcaster with a 

documentary or a factual series and say, 'This is here and available for us to broadcast,' for a deal of some sort—

monetary, in-kind rights to negotiation, et cetera. 

Senator GEORGIOU:  This is quite an important question: how much did the ABC pay Al Jazeera for airing 

this documentary? 

Mr Anderson:  I will take it on notice. My understanding is that it was less than $10,000; I think it is in the 

realm of $5,000. I will take that on notice. I think it is in the realm of $5,000. 

Senator GEORGIOU:  So roughly around $5,000 but below $10,000, you're saying? 

Mr Anderson:  Yes. 

Senator GEORGIOU:  How did the program rate? Was it one of your top performing items for the year or in 

recent years? 

Mr Anderson:  Again, I don't know the exact numbers. When it comes to ratings there are overnight numbers, 

and I think those numbers were probably over 500,000. Then there is a seven-day consolidation and a 28-day 

consolidation, and then we put in regional audiences. 

Senator GEORGIOU:  Is 500,000 overnight a pretty good ratings figure for the ABC? 

Mr Anderson:  It's okay. 

Senator GEORGIOU:  Do you find that when you publish content which contains reference to One Nation, 

whether it be documentaries or news articles, there is a spike in your audience engagement? 
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Mr Anderson:  No, I haven't noticed that at all.  I haven't noticed whether we get a spike in audience numbers 

from any particular political party. 

Senator GEORGIOU:  How much has the ABC spent in total on Al Jazeera content in the last financial year? 

Mr Anderson:  Again, I'm going to have to take that on notice. My understanding is Al Jazeera have got a deal 

with Foxtel; I think they appear on Foxtel regularly. As for other services that appear on the ABC, I will have to 

take that on notice and get back to you. 

Senator GEORGIOU:  So no sum? 

Mr Anderson:  I don't have a sum for you. 

Senator GEORGIOU:  Okay. Thank you. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Minister, your press release issued on budget night has a section titled 'Guaranteeing 

Australia's national broadcasters'. How does cutting $83.7 million from the ABC guarantee the national 

broadcaster? 

Senator Fifield:  What we guaranteed was funding over the next triennium. The ABC has, as a result, greater 

funding certainty than many other media organisations. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  How many agencies in your portfolio have had an indexation pause applied to their 

funding for the upcoming financial year? 

Senator Fifield:  There are many agencies in my portfolio that have had efficiency dividends which continue. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  So there are other agencies that have an indexation pause for 2019-20? 

Senator Fifield:  The ABC is not subject to efficiency dividends, as are other Commonwealth entities within 

my portfolio. But the ABC does have an indexation pause for the next triennium. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Do any other agencies in your portfolio have that same indexation pause? 

Senator Fifield:  As I say, the other agencies don't have an indexation pause but they do have efficiency 

dividends. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  So why is the ABC being singled out for an indexation pause? 

Senator Fifield:  What I'm saying is that the ABC hasn't been singled out. It is the norm that portfolio agencies 

have efficiency dividends. The ABC isn't subject to those as a matter of course. But on this occasion, in this 

triennium, there is an indexation pause. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  So they're not singled out but they are the only ones with the indexation pause? 

Senator Fifield:  What I am saying is that there are other efficiency mechanisms that apply to other agencies. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  I refer to the statement on the ABC's budget on page 79 of the portfolio's Budget 

Related Paper No. 1.3, which refers to 

… movement in the annual amount for efficiency savings previously announced in the 2014-15 Mid-Year Economic and 

Fiscal Outlook. 

Can you explain what that means? 

Mr Mrdak:  If I may, I will ask Mr Eccles to come to the table to give you an explanation of that statement on 

page 79. 

Mr Eccles:  Page 79 refers to a $16.4 million increase in actual funding for the ABC. It says it takes into 

account movement in the annual amount for efficiency savings previously announced in the 2014 MYEFO. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Is that a reference to a prior efficiency? 

Mr Eccles:  Yes. Would you like me to take you through how that $16.4 million is derived? 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Can you do it quickly? 

Mr Eccles:  I can. The movement refers to a decision that was taken in 2014-15, when the government decided 

to apply an efficiency saving to the ABC after the then Lewis Review. That $16.4 million is comprised of the base 

funding pre-indexation, adding in the enhanced news, taking away the ongoing change to indexation and also the 

reduction in the save that was applied through the MYEFO decision in 2014-15. So, the total results in an actual 

increase of $16.4 million. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Mr Anderson, does the efficiency review provide recommendations on areas where 

greater efficiencies could be achieved? 

Mr Anderson:  What I'll say is that we have received a copy of the report. At the moment the report is not 

publicly available and it's entirely up to the minister and the government as to whether they do make that 
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available. Given that it's confidential at the moment, it is a document that we are examining and taking to the 

board. The board will have a look at those recommendations shortly. Our new chair, Ita Buttrose, and the board 

have yet to meet as a board, but they will be soon. That's one of the things we'll be looking at in detail there. For 

the moment, I think that the report is kept confidential and under embargo, and that is my understanding. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Yes, I think that is correct. Has the enhanced news gathering funding been continued 

fully, or was it reduced or increased in the government's budget? 

Mr Anderson:  My understanding is that from the last triennium to this triennium that funding has been 

extended in its full form across the triennium. I will say that we welcome that decision. It provides valuable 

resources for outer suburban and regional areas. It directly relates to over 80 positions and goes to one of the 

points of difference of the ABC and what it continues to provide the Australian people. I will say, though, that in 

the previous triennium it was higher. It was reduced from the first three years to the second three years, which is 

the triennium just gone. It's been extended at its current level into the next triennium. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  I want to ask some questions about the response to the Christchurch terrorist attack. 

The government introduced the criminal code amendment bill into parliament this week. Did the government 

consult media stakeholders on the bill, prior to its introduction? 

Senator Fifield:  There was consultation. I'll ask officers to go through that. 

Mr Mrdak:  The bill was discussed. After it had been introduced into the Senate there were discussions. There 

were indicative discussions with media organisations and the digital platforms in the lead-up to the bill being 

introduced. But, obviously—and as you know—there are limitations on what can be discussed until such time as 

the bill is tabled. My understanding is that those conversations took place subsequent to the introduction of the 

bill into the Senate on Tuesday. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Did the government consult with the ABC? 

Senator Fifield:  I'll ask the ABC to— 

Mr Mrdak:  No, Senator. The conversations that took place since the bill had been introduced into the 

parliament were predominantly with the digital platforms, the social media platforms and the ISP providers. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Last time I looked, the ABC had digital and online content. 

Mr Mrdak:  Certainly. But the nature of the bill that has now been passed by the parliament was directed 

towards those who are providing live stream, effectively, and that type of format material which replicates the 

nature of the material that was posted by the perpetrator of the crimes in New Zealand. 

Senator Fifield:  And, as we touched on earlier in general questions, the clear gap that was identified in 

regulatory arrangements was for online platforms. As we saw during the Christchurch incident and in the 

aftermath, they did not deploy and act in a way that mainstream media in Australia does. The commercial 

broadcasters, obviously, have responsibilities under law to ACMA. Commercial broadcasters have codes that 

they're obliged to abide by. There are classification laws that they observe and, although not entirely analogous, 

there are similar arrangements for the ABC, with their own policies—the ABC has its own code. 

So there are appropriate arrangements in place for both the commercial broadcasters and for the ABC. And 

while those codes and laws that apply primarily relate to their broadcast activities, it's fair to say that both 

commercial media and the public broadcasters apply the same standards to their online activities. So the clear gap, 

which we've sought to address directly, is with the online platforms. 

But, obviously, the laws that we've passed would also apply to other organisations and their online activities. 

But it's important to recognise that in the legislation that has passed the parliament, there are protections for 

professional journalists who are undertaking work for news organisations in the public interest. 

Mr Anderson:  Senator, is it all right if I ask Mr Sunderland, an editorial director, to add to that? 

Senator CHISHOLM:  No. Did the government consult with any mainstream media companies prior to the 

introduction of the bill? 

Senator Fifield:  The primary consultation occurred subsequent to the introduction of the legislation. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Sorry, I missed that. The? 

Senator Fifield:  The primary consultation occurred subsequent to the introduction of the legislation. But, as 

you might appreciate, this was really a joint task between the Attorney-General's portfolio and the 

communications portfolio. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  So because it was a joint task that's why you didn't consult before it was introduced? 

Senator Fifield:  No, sorry. What I mean is that I can't— 
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Senator CHISHOLM:  Was it their fault? 

Senator Fifield:  Senator, we've got five minutes to go; I'll complete a sentence without you interrupting, 

thank you. What I'm saying is that I can't speak to the full range of activities across both portfolios because this is 

the communications portfolio; this is not the Attorney-General's committee. I can only speak to that which falls 

within here. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Who was consulted after the introduction? 

Senator Fifield:  I'll ask officers to speak to that. 

Mr Mrdak:  We can provide for you a list of the parties that were party to discussions post Tuesday, but it 

predominantly was the digital platforms, the social media companies and the major ISP companies hosting 

websites. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Minister, did you meet with anyone with regard to the legislation? 

Senator Fifield:  I have spoken to media organisations, yes. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Which ones? 

Senator Fifield:  I've spoken to a number of media organisations. I'm happy to take that on notice. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  It only happened a couple of days ago, so surely you'd be able to remember. 

Senator Fifield:  Certainly. I will take it on notice, because my portfolio is more than just myself—it's myself, 

it's my office and it's my department. I want to give you a full answer, so I will take the extent of that consultation 

on notice for you. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Mr Anderson, will the ABC be impacted by this new legislation? 

Mr Anderson:  The ABC would have liked to have contributed to that. On our concerns, I was going to ask 

Mr Sunderland to outline that briefly, if that is okay? 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Sure. 

Mr Sunderland:  The short answer is we don't know. I think we're in the same boat as a number of other 

organisations that have spoken publicly about the bill. We certainly understand and appreciate the intention of it. 

We accept the intention is not to prevent reputable media organisations undertaking reputable behaviour, but, 

given the fact that we've had no advance information about it and it's difficult to know precisely what the impact 

might be, we would obviously be concerned if there was any impact that had been mentioned, potentially around 

whistleblowers and about legitimate media organisations carrying out legitimate business. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  You guys should meet now you're here. Sort it out. 

Senator Fifield:  The legislation is there. It's fairly straightforward. The legislation is very narrowly crafted to 

apply to the publication of material which has been produced or filmed by the perpetrators themselves. It does not 

apply to content which is filmed by media organisations. It does not apply to content filmed by third parties. The 

issue of whistleblowers is not relevant, because you are not a whistleblower if you are participating in, facilitating 

or an accomplice to the live streaming of rape, murder, torture and kidnapping. If you are participating in those 

activities, you are an accomplice who should face the full force of the law. The Bar Council has put forward, 

'What about whistleblowers?' Sorry, you're not a whistleblower if you are participating in a murder, a rape, a 

kidnapping or torture. This is a very narrowly crafted, very narrowly focused, law. As I say, it relates to material 

which is filmed by a perpetrator, not by a media organisation and not by a third party. I just want to make that 

very clear, because there has been quite some misrepresentation of this legislation. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Can you understand why it would be a misrepresentation if you hadn't provided a 

briefing? It sounds like you just did a pretty good explanation then. You could have picked up the phone and done 

it a couple of days ago. 

Senator Fifield:  I will refrain from saying what is on my mind. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Why? You engaged with these other media organisations but you didn't engage with 

the ABC. 

Senator Fifield:  If I can conclude— 

Senator CHISHOLM:  Why pick out those two and not engage with the ABC? 

CHAIR:  Allow the minister to finish his answer. 

Senator Fifield:  If I can conclude, it wasn't that long ago that there was this abominable act in Christchurch. It 

wasn't that long ago that 50 people were killed by a gunman who was filming his activity. The Australian public 

demanded, quite rightly, that we act and we act quickly. We have acted quickly. We have legislated. The 
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government has indicated that, after the election, this area of law will be the subject of a Senate committee 

inquiry. It's not just this area of law but also the role of online platforms as publishers. We're not apologising for 

moving and acting quickly. I'm happy to address the issues that organisations raise, but, for heavens' sake, if 

there's a time not to play the partisan game that Labor have played over the last day or two, it's now, to just 

recognise that this is something that we've got to do in the window that's available. 

Senator CHISHOLM:  You are being ridiculous now. The question is about consultation. You consulted with 

some, but you didn't consult with others, and you haven't been able to justify that. 

CHAIR:  We are plain out of time now. Thank you very much, Mr Anderson and Mr Sunderland. Is it your 

last day tomorrow? 

Mr Sunderland:  It certainly is. 

CHAIR:  All the best, on behalf of this committee. I'm sure you have enjoyed this evening. That concludes this 

committee's examination of the Communications and the Arts portfolio. Senators are reminded that written 

questions on notice should be provided to the secretary by close of business Thursday, 18 April. Thank you, 

Minister, and thank you officers. 

Senator Fifield:  Thank you. Can I just acknowledge Mr Sunderland's service to the nation through the ABC. 

There are many types of public servants, there are many Commonwealth agencies and there are many different 

ways you can be called to serve. Mr Sunderland, has always been frank with this committee. He has always 

engaged vigorously with the committee. On behalf of the government, we acknowledge his service. 

Mr Sunderland:  Thank you. 

Mr Mrdak:  I just want to ask, does that complete the ABC in the event that there are hearings next week? 

CHAIR:  That completes the ABC. 

Mr Mrdak:  Thank you. 

Committee adjourned at 23:01 
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