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Legislative Assembly for the ACT

Wednesday, 17 November 2010

MR SPEAKER (Mr Rattenbury) took the chair at 10 am and asked members to stand
in silence and pray or reflect on their responsibilities to the people of the Australian
Capital Territory.

Economy—cost of living

MR SESELJA (Molonglo—Leader of the Opposition) (10.01): I move:
That this Assembly:
(1) notes:

(a) that, according to figures published by the Australian Bureau of Statistics,
since the election of the ACT Labor government:

(i) electricity prices have risen by 69.96 per cent;

(if) water prices have risen by 106.08 per cent;

(iii) rents have risen by 54.81 per cent;

(iv) rates have risen by 75.00 per cent; and

(v) public transport costs have risen by 31.15 per cent;

(b) that according to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, since March 2002 the
median house prices in Canberra have risen from $245,000 to $550,000;
and

(c) the threat to the cost of living by the government, including:

(i) continued wasteful spending in the budget such as spending another
$26 million on the arboretum;

(ii) the government’s solar feed-in tariff scheme which will cost each
household $225 per year;

(iii) the cost blowout of the Cotter Dam project to $363 million;

(iv) poor management of the land release program and planning and
infrastructure which is reducing housing affordability;

(v) the surrendering of half of the ACT’s GST funding to the
Commonwealth, which equates to $455.7 million; and

(vi) raising car parking fees in the city to $10.50 per day;

(2) condemns the ACT Labor government for placing increasing pressure on the
family budget; and
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(3) calls on the government to:

(a) consider carefully the cost of living in the ACT and include initiatives in
the 2011-12 budget that put downward pressure on the cost of living; and

(b) provide the Assembly with a cost of living statement each year in the
budget which informs the Assembly and the community of key cost of
living impacts of its policies.

It is my pleasure to bring this motion forward today. There is no doubt that the cost of
living is one of the biggest pressures that families in the ACT face. There is no doubt
that the cost of living in key, important services has been going significantly above
inflation over the period of the Stanhope ACT Labor government. The figures are
indisputable, and I will go through some of those figures shortly.

The reality is that Canberrans are continuing to pay much, much more and,
unfortunately, getting much, much less from this government in terms of service
delivery and other things. One only needs to go through some of the headline figures
to know that. During the period of the ACT Labor Stanhope government, we have
seen electricity prices rise by 69.96 per cent, water prices by 106 per cent, rents by
54.8 per cent, rates by 75 per cent and public transport by 31.15 per cent. The cost of
purchasing a home in the ACT for a first homebuyer has got much higher and the
burden of repayments has got much, much greater.

When we look at the issues that we as representatives of our community need to take
care of, seeking to lift some of this burden would have to rate right up there with the
most important of our duties. There are a number of cost burdens which an ACT
government has little or no influence over, there are many where it has some or
significant influence over, and there are others where it has exclusive influence. |
want to look at those various cost pressures, because we cannot divorce these cost
pressures which are put on the people of the ACT by the ACT government directly
and indirectly from the other cost pressures that they face for which the ACT
government does not have responsibility.

On the back of questioning from the Canberra Liberals last week, it was revealed that
$225 would be added to household electricity bills as a result of the government’s
solar feed-in tariff. The front page of the Canberra Times on the Saturday following
that questioning showed interest rates going up and putting pressure on many
families—an issue the ACT government does not control—along with the addition of
$225 as a result of the solar feed-in tariff—an issue the ACT government does control.
The ACT Labor government is placing significant additional burdens on families in
the ACT.

It is only the Canberra Liberals who stand in this place regularly and highlight these
cost of living pressures, highlight what we can do differently and put forward policies
for easing some of this burden. We argue against policies which deliberately increase
that burden in an unreasonable way. We are the people who stand up here for middle
income families. When we had the debate a while ago about a 40 per cent reduction in
emissions, the reality is that it was only the Canberra Liberals who stood up and said,
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“We care not just about the impact on low income families; we also care about the
impact on middle income families. We care about the impact on all families.” The
government should be looking to reduce these burdens, not add additional burdens,
and that is, unfortunately, what we have seen.

The figures are indisputable. We heard the Treasurer today on radio claiming that the
figures are selective. Let us look at the fundamentals that people need to have a basic
standard of living. They need a house, a roof over their head; that is fundamental, so
we talk about the cost of housing, the cost of rent. They need electricity. They need
water. They need to get around, and we have highlighted public transport. We have
highlighted all the key cost of living pressures as they relate to the most important
things that people use. The only thing not on that list is food, which we have not
touched on. But if we look at these issues where the government either has direct
control—as in the case of rates, which have gone up 75 per cent over the last nine
years on average—the government cannot blame anyone else for that. I will get to
some of the spending decisions the government has made which have put upward
pressure on these areas. The government plays a part in all of these.

Let us look at rates, because when you reel off a figure like 75 per cent across the
board, it is significant. It is well above inflation in that time. You can look at the
breakdown of the burden on some individual suburbs across Canberra. Some have had
extraordinarily high rate increases under this government, others not as high, with the
average being 75 per cent. Conder, has gone from $712 to $1,249, a 75 per cent
increase; Banks, a 136 per cent increase; Gordon, an 88 per cent increase; Fadden,
73 per cent; Monash, 88 per cent; Calwell, 99 per cent—someone in Calwell in
2001-02 was paying $623 for their rates and in 2009-10 they were paying $1,242;
Holder, 87 per cent; Weston, 85; Evatt, 128; Dunlop, 132; Amaroo, 85 per cent;
Ngunnawal, 99 per cent; Campbell, 28 per cent; Reed, 21 per cent; Mawson, 105 per
cent; and Hughes, 59 per cent.

That is a sample of the direct impact on family budgets of this government’s decisions.
The government cannot run away from the fact that it is increasing the burden on
households. It is increasing the burden on families. I will look at some of the spending
decisions that it has made which add pressure. We have highlighted wasteful spending
time and time again. We see the millions spent a year on dead running of ACTION
buses, the $26 million extra in this budget for the arboretum, $5 million for a busway
that was never delivered, $5 million for a communications system that was never
delivered, millions of dollars lost through the mismanagement of Rhodium,
$20 million by not getting the GDE right. These numbers add up to hundreds of
millions of dollars of wasteful spending. And who pays? Taxpayers in the ACT and
ratepayers in the ACT. They pay directly through their rates bills, which have gone up
75 per cent.

If the Treasurer believes that rates and water and electricity, public transport and rents
are somehow selective and therefore not the most important figures, | would be
interested in her alternative list as to which of the far more important cost of living
pressures have not gone up as much.

It is worth looking at just how this government goes about putting those extra cost
burdens on households. | touched earlier on the solar feed-in tariff. Electricity prices

5489



17 November 2010 Legislative Assembly for the ACT

are rising, and there are a number of reasons why. There has been underinvestment
right around the nation; governments have been gouging money out of their
state-owned electricity providers. There is no doubt about that. We have got those
factors, many of which the government cannot control. What they are saying in that
context is: “Don’t blame us, because we can’t control it.” Well, fine. But they are
placing an additional burden on Canberrans. Knowing that we are going to see a lot of
pressure—we have seen significant pressure, we have seen a 70 per cent increase in
electricity prices—they are saying, “Don’t not worry about that. We’ll give you a little
bit more. Here’s $225 extra on your bill.”

| believe the government should actually be saying, “What can we do to lift those
burdens? What policies can we have in place that actually lift those burdens?” We see
it in housing affordability. The government has a direct influence on that through its
land release program, through its planning, through the delivery of infrastructure,
through the way it structures land development in this town. It has made it a major
burden, and the cost burden on young families who have had to purchase a home in
recent years or, indeed, who have to rent in Canberra’s very expensive rental market,
is the direct burden of poor planning decisions by ACT Labor—the failure to roll out
infrastructure, the failure to get land supplied where it should be, the taxes that they
are introducing. At a time when we have very high rent—and we have seen those
rents go up—they propose a massive tax on units. What do we think that will do for
rents and for those families who are already struggling?

There is a bit of a “let them eat cake” approach from this government. We get the
approach: “What can we do?” You can manage your spending. That creates
downward pressure and, therefore, you do not have to levy as many taxes. You cannot
have policies which are the most expensive way of reducing greenhouse emissions.
When you choose the most expensive way, we all pay. People in the ACT all pay.
You can put downward pressure on house prices and rents. You can ease that burden
for first homebuyers. You can manage your spending.

We have highlighted time and again areas where this government has chosen to
engage in wasteful spending and has not managed its budget. Every year we see the
TAMS budget blow out. That costs, and the rates people are paying directly reflect
that fact. That is why this motion also calls on the government to be transparent and to
put forward every year a statement around the cost of living pressures, around the cost
of living impacts of its policies. That is a reasonable thing to do. Surely, in the
interests of transparency, in the interests of getting a government that has placed
massive extra burdens on households to focus on those impacts, a statement like this
is reasonable. It would say, “We as an Assembly, we as a community, expect that you
will have this at the top of mind in the development of policy.”

As we can see from the figures, they have not had it at the top of mind. When they
have wasted money in the way that we have highlighted on so many occasions in this
place, you can see that they have not had that at the top of mind. When they have
mismanaged their planning policy and their land release, that has added burdens.
When they have added 75 per cent to rates to pay for their wasteful spending, that has
added burdens. When their environmental policies are adding significant extra costs to
electricity bills over and above all of the other costs that Canberrans are facing, you
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do need to ask the question: do they have it at top of mind? We do not believe that
they do, and we believe that they should.

Any government, any representative, should have these factors at the top of mind,
because, in the end, there are some things we can influence and there are some things
we cannot. The things that we can influence as representatives should be about taking
the burden from those whom we represent. Mrs Dunne will touch on some other areas
of cost burdens—for example, childcare and water—and she will go into some detail
on that. But if the Treasurer believes that rent and the cost of housing, water,
electricity, public transport and rates are not core issues and are in some way selective,
that demonstrates just how out of touch this government are.

They have become out of touch with their community; they are not listening to their
community. They are not listening to the young families who already have a massive
burden in terms of paying back debt. In some cases, they have large HECS debts and
large debts on their houses, because that is the only way they can get into the housing
market. They pay a lot in rent. This government are slugging them with an extra
75 per cent in rates. This government are adding to their electricity bills. This
government are adding to their water bills. This government have pushed up rents.
There is no escaping this conclusion. The figures speak for themselves; they speak
very clearly and they speak very powerfully.

In closing, 1 commend the motion to members. We will continue to highlight these
issues. We will continue to fight for these communities who are not getting the return
on the massive increases they are paying in all of these areas. We will continue to
fight. The Assembly should highlight these, and I also believe we should put in place
some accountability measures for the government so that it takes these things into
account in developing policies and that it is accountable directly and gives a statement
on the cost of living. We have all sorts of accountability measures for the government.
We have all sorts of things that we get them to do. There are very few more important
things to the average Canberra family than their bottom line. I commend this motion
to the Assembly. I commend the extra transparency, and we will continue to fight to
take the burden from Canberra families. (Time expired.)

MR STANHOPE (Ginninderra—Chief Minister, Minister for Transport, Minister for
Territory and Municipal Services, Minister for Business and Economic Development,
Minister for Land and Property Services, Minister for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Affairs and Minister for the Arts and Heritage) (10.17): | move the
amendment circulated in my name:

Omit all words after “That this Assembly”, substitute:
“(1) notes that:

(a) electricity and water prices are set by the Independent Competition and
Regulatory Commission;

(b) rates are calculated based on known formula consisting of a fixed charge

and a valuation charge using a three year rolling average of market
values;
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(c) rents are determined by the private market;
(d) median house prices are determined by the private market;

(e) public transport costs are set by government and are aimed to achieve a
broader sustainability policy;

(f) average weekly ordinary time earnings have increased by 54.6 per cent
since 2001 (source—ABS);

(9) disposable incomes have increased since 2001 by 69 per cent;

(h) the percentage of medium income dedicated to loan repayments has
declined by 0.6 per cent over the period 2003 to 2010 and currently
stands at 18 per cent (source—REIA); and

(i) the ACT Government:

(i) has a comprehensive concessions policy and housing affordability
action plan that targets those individuals and households requiring
additional financial support; and

(ii) recently completed a Concessions Mapping Exercise and, based on
the findings, is developing options for consideration that informs the
adjustment of future concessions that target vulnerable households.
The options will recognise that the major policy levers are not solely
controlled by the ACT Government, but that the Commonwealth
Government has income support and allowances as well as taxation;
and

(2) calls on the Government to advise the Assembly of any concessions policy
adjustments when the 2011-2012 budget is tabled.”.

This is a classic of its genre around the use of statistics. Motions such as this always
bring up that old truism of “lies, damned lies and statistics” and their use and misuse.
Quoting increases in utility prices as the Liberal Party do in this particular motion,
including transport and housing costs, and doing it over an extended period as this
motion does, is essentially meaningless when the numbers are looked at in isolation.
What is needed to make any assessment of changes is the overall context—
comparisons, say, against national averages, comparisons against relative prices in
other jurisdictions and comparisons on issues like movements in inflation, the
consumer price index and relative household incomes; in other words, wages.

We need to look at this motion in a broader context. There needs to be a framework.
So we start, in the context of Canberra and prices here, by looking at the consumer
price index. Quarterly and annual inflation here in Canberra has in 2010 remained
below the national average. In the September quarter 2010, Canberra’s annual
inflation was the lowest in Australia. So here we have a motion berating and beating
up this government here in Canberra and what do we find when we do a comparative
analysis? We find the lowest inflation in Australia. Where is the lowest inflation in
Australia in 20107 It is in Canberra, ACT—the lowest inflation so far in 2010.
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Canberra’s annual inflation rate in the last quarter was 0.7 percentage points below
the national average—just under one per cent below the national average. This can be
ascribed to lower than average growth in costs around food, alcohol, tobacco, housing,
transportation and education. So the lower than national average CPI here in the
ACT—what is it attributable to? According to the ABS, lower prices of food, housing,
transportation and education and larger than average decreases in the cost of clothing
and footwear. Food’s contribution was relatively high nationally due to higher
positive contributions from bread and cereal products. The description is there for all
to read. Those are the facts—and the facts, of course, that this motion of the Liberal
Party and the leader declines to provide a context for.

Based on the data that is available, living costs in Canberra are, in fact, below the
national average. It is incorrect to suggest that Canberra is more expensive than other
jurisdictions. In fact, ABS data shows that Canberra is the jurisdiction with the third
cheapest average retail prices behind Sydney and Melbourne. The data demonstrates
that the same basket of goods bought within Canberra is around two per cent cheaper
than what would be found across the rest of Australia. Those are the facts.

When you provide some context to shifts and changes, you find in relation to the most
particular and most important of indicators—the CPI and cost of living—that at the
moment the ACT is by and large cheaper than anywhere else in Australia. In any
discussion around the cost of living, the CPIl and movements in all of these indicators,
it has to be borne in mind that the ACT enjoys relatively higher income levels than the
national average. It would be useful for the Leader of the Opposition and the Liberal
Party in this debate to note that gross income per capita increased by 66 per cent over
the period in which Labor has governed Canberra and that disposable income has
increased by 69 per cent.

In any discussion of these headlight numbers that the Liberal Party seeks to actually
focus on today, add those extra numbers just for the sake of comparison and
transparency and for an honest and open debate and conversation around these
issues—that in the same period per capita income has increased by 66 per cent and
disposable income has increased by 69 per cent—just to give us some comparative
analysis that we can rely on.

In the May quarter 2010, average weekly ordinary time earnings in the ACT, for
example, were 17 per cent higher than the national average. Moreover, growth in
average weekly ordinary time earnings in the ACT over the period from
February 2002 to May 2010 was 54 per cent, compared to national growth of
46 per cent. Let us, for the sake of this conversation, include those numbers and those
facts in the debate—a significantly higher increase in real time ordinary time earnings
over that particular period.

Going to electricity prices, | think my colleague with responsibility for the
environment will speak on this as well in relation to some of the comparative analyses.
In percentage terms, the rise in electricity prices over the period of almost a decade
has been lower than the national average. You cannot just go out there and say: “This
is the situation in the ACT. How dreadful, and how dreadful the government’s role
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and responsibility has been in relation to this.” The fact is that over the last decade the
increase in the ACT has been lower than the national average. So rather than
condemning us for the increase in electricity prices, you might note that we have
managed, here in the ACT, to keep electricity prices—

Mr Seselja: He wants congratulations on 70 per cent increases.
MR STANHOPE: Well, you might note it.
Mr Seselja: You want congratulations on a 70 per cent increase.

MR STANHOPE: What do you think about the fact that it is lower than the national
average? So you think that is irrelevant? You are not concerned about that. You are
not interested in the fact that you put a number out there and what the number reveals
under closer analysis is that it is a lower number than most other states have been able
to achieve and it is lower than the national average. It is relevant that prices for
electricity in the ACT are not set by this government.

Opposition members interjecting—

MR SPEAKER: Order! Mr Stanhope, one moment, please. Members, Mr Seselja
gave a passionate speech as well and was heard in silence. | expect the Chief Minister
to be afforded similar respect.

MR STANHOPE: Thank you, Mr Speaker. The point needs to be made that, yes,
there have been increases in prices, but in any sensible, intelligent discussion around
these issues, you have to look at the context. You have to be able to compare it. You
have to look at what else has happened in relation to other movements in wages and
salaries, CPI and inflation, and if you want an intelligent debate you have to compare
it with what is happening in other places.

In relation to electricity, which the Liberal Party go to, as | say, over the last decade
increases in electricity prices in the ACT have been lower than the national average.
There has been some focus on water and, of course, we are all very sensitive to issues
around water in the ACT—after a 10-year drought, the water restrictions that we
faced, the pressure that we faced and the major concern expressed within this
community in relation to water and its availability and the sustainability of our city.
We have moved to address those issues, those concerns, to ensure a secure future in
relation to water.

Once again, of course, it does have to be remembered, recognised and acknowledged
in any sensible debate or conversation around these issues that it is the ICRC—it is
not the government—that sets the price. The price is set by an independent regulator
and that is a relevant consideration in any conversation around issues relating to water
and electricity. To not do so really does not provide an appropriate context. It remains
the case that, in relation to water, there are relativities between the price here and
other cities. On average, a water bill in the ACT does relate very closely to prices that
are being charged in other places. Indeed, it is lower than in some major cities and
major centres around Australia.
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Mr Seselja also raised issues in relation to the increase in the private rental market and
rents in the ACT. Over the period December 2001 to September 2010, rents increased
by 53.4 per cent in Canberra, lower than in Brisbane, Darwin and Perth. It is worth
noting that the ACT government, again, does not have control over the private rental
market. It is, of course, determined by the private market. But in relation to issues
around relativities and comparisons—looking at what is happening in the ACT as
compared with others—the increase in rents in the ACT is lower than in three of the
other capital cities around Australia.

Again, it has to be repeated and reiterated that, according to the Real Estate Institute
of Australia’s housing affordability report, the ACT is the most affordable jurisdiction
in which to rent a home, with the proportion of family income required to meet
repayments in the ACT being 16.5 per cent, significantly lower than the national
average of 25.1 per cent. In any intelligent, reasonable conversation around these
issues, you must provide a comparative analysis—what is happening here; what is
happening elsewhere—and then look at the difference and make your judgements.

The Real Estate Institute of Australia’s market facts report stated that in the June
quarter 2010 Darwin reported the largest growth in median house rents, up
14.7 per cent. Median weekly house rents for Canberra, Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide
and Perth remained unchanged, while they declined in Hobart and Brisbane.

In relation to public transport, again an issue that is highlighted in the motion, some
comparative analysis once again is required. What are the costs here? What is the base
from which any increase in the ACT should be measured? The cost of travel on the
ACT’s buses—in other words, the cost of public transport in Canberra—has, of
course, increased in recent years, as it has everywhere throughout Australia. However,
the ACT’s public bus system is still very competitive when compared with the cost of
similar travel on buses for distances longer than 10 kilometres in other cities.

Analysis conducted in relation to the cost of public transport in May 2010 compared
the costs of trips in Canberra with those in other major capital cities. Similar trips in
Brisbane, Melbourne and Perth cost $6.70, $5.80 and $4.50, against a cost of $3.80
here in the ACT. The ACT has, in fact, recorded the lowest increase in public
transport costs since March 2002 to now. Public transport costs in Canberra increased
19.5 per cent against a national increase of 33 per cent. There you have it again. In
relation to public transport and the cost of public transport in the ACT, the increase in
costs over the period in the ACT was the lowest in Australia at 19 per cent, compared
to a national average of 33 per cent. We have maintained those prices and that level of
cost increase in an environment where there has been a massive increase in
investment in public transport in the ACT in recent years—some hundreds of millions
of dollars.

In relation to house prices, the median price of established house transfers in Canberra
increased from $245,000 to $555,000, or by 124 per cent, over the period March 2002
to March 2010, much lower than the national average of 138 per cent. There you have
it again. Put the figure out there in isolation and certainly it is a very challenging
number. But compare it with the average across Australia. The national average
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increase is 138 per cent. It is 138 across Australia and 124 in the ACT. Yes, they are
challenging numbers; yes, they create very significant issues for some people within
our community; and, yes, it is an issue that needs to be addressed. But what are the
real numbers? The real number in the ACT is 124 per cent. The number across
Australia is 138 per cent. The result here in the ACT is much better than the national
result or the result across the rest of Australia. We have again, of course, the Real
Estate Institute of Australia’s numbers in relation to housing affordability in the ACT,
consistent with their particular index.

The Canberra Liberals cannot resist having another shot that none of these numbers or
increases would have occurred if we had not established the arboretum. It appears that
the illegitimate, unacceptable expenditure is, of course, down to the arboretum. So we
would not have had increases in public transport costs and increases in electricity,
water, housing or median prices if it had not been for the arboretum and the
expenditure that that has attracted over the last four to five years.

| have iterated, and | will continue to iterate, the value of projects such as the
arboretum. Indeed, | have to say it was a view shared by the 250 or so members of the
veterans community and their families who gathered there with the Governor-General
last Friday to plant a memorial Anzac forest within the arboretum, a significant event
that was broadly applauded by the veterans community, embraced by 250 of their
members, each of whom was thrilled and proud to plant a tree. | have to say it was
very disappointing to note that not a single member of the Liberal Party accepted an
invitation to be involved in that particularly significant, symbolic occasion. (Time
expired.)

MRS DUNNE (Ginninderra) (10.32): | thank Mr Seselja for bringing forward this
important matter today, because it goes to the heart of how our families live in the
ACT. It is interesting to note that Mr Stanhope has introduced, as usual, a range of
self-congratulatory and alternative figures rather than addressing the real issue. It is
also interesting to note that Mr Stanhope leads this debate today. After the Treasurer
had a go at leading the debate in the media today and obviously did such a bad job,
they thought they had to bring out the big guns to protect her again.

The whole response of the Labor Party is pretty much Marie Antoinette’s response. It
is a shame the Treasurer could not bring herself to say, “Let them eat cake,” but left
that job to the Chief Minister. His response is: “Let them eat cake. It is expensive
everywhere, so it is all right for it to be expensive here.”

I note the Greens, again, are proposing to snuggle up to the government with an
amendment which is surprisingly similar in much of its tone, but it shows that the
Greens are not in touch with the people who live and work and play in Canberra. |
acknowledge that the proposals, for instance, for a poverty impact statement are
important. But, as it is with everything with the Greens, they leave out the middle. I
would like to talk about the sorts of families that are affected by the cost increases that
Mr Seselja has outlined in his motion.

The Canberra Liberals put forward an assumption about a middle income family:
Mick and Melinda live in Giralang and Mick earns $80,000. His wife works part time,
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and she earns $40,000. They have a $300,000 mortgage. They have two children—
one who is in part-time childcare and one who goes to the local Catholic school. Mick
is also repaying his HECS debt. They have private health insurance and one car with a
small car loan. Their family income is about $120,000 and they pay tax between them
of $30,800. Mick also pays a HECS debt of $6,400. They pay Medicare to the tune of
$1,200. Their mortgage is $27,000. They pay approximately $10,000 a year in
childcare and another $13,000 a year to pay for and run their car. They are modest
shoppers, but that costs them $10,400 a year. In addition, they have utilities—phone,
gas, electricity, internet, water—of $6,000, and they pay school fees of around $3,000.
In addition to their Medicare, they pay $1,800 in private health insurance.

That leaves them less than $10,000 out of their $120,000 income for everything else,
and that includes rates, insurance, home maintenance, gardening, the odd outing, and
perhaps even some shoes and clothes for the kids. They have got $10,000 left. So
Mr Stanhope can sit there and say, “It is all right, these people have nothing to worry
about,” but let us look at the figures.

Mr Stanhope does not want us to look at the figures over the term of the Stanhope
government, because when we do that, we see that the overall CPI in Australia has
risen by 27.9 per cent but in the ACT it has risen by 28.4 per cent. | want to drill down
into some of the issues that we have addressed, and the issue that | particularly want
to talk about is water.

In the ACT we have seen a 106 per cent increase in water costs since the Stanhope
government came to power. Of course, both the government and the Greens want to
blame somebody else for the rising cost of water in the ACT. It is not Jon Stanhope’s
fault. It is not Jon Stanhope who increased the water abstraction charge, doubled it
and then doubled it again. It is not Jon Stanhope who introduced the utilities tax. He
has not contributed at all. No, it is the ICRC across the road! These nasty people, they
are the ones who bring about the increase in costs. “It is some independent person and
we are not responsible for it.” What the ICRC is doing is responding to the policy
settings set by Jon Stanhope—the man who increased the water abstraction charge,
then increased it again, the man who introduced the utilities tax. All of those things go
to the bottom line.

In addition to that, we see that the cost of water in the ACT has already risen by
$100 to cover the cost of the dam, which we expected to be $145 million plus 30 per
cent, so $188 million. We have an admission from the utility that, as a result of the
blow-out in that cost, by 2013 ACT taxpayers will be paying an extra $220 a year, at
least, in current dollars to pay for the cost of water security in the ACT.

Why are we paying so much? Because of the mismanagement of the Stanhope
government. In 2004 when it was obvious to everybody that we needed to do
something about water security, only Jon Stanhope and his cohort were saying: “No,
no, no, we can’t possibly do that. We can’t do that.” Remember, it was in 2006 that
this Chief Minister said on one occasion: “We may never have to build a dam. Not for
30 years. You know, we might get away with it for another 30 years.” The next year,
he had changed his mind. But in that time, we have had years and years of delay,
which has seen a blow-out in the cost of the water security projects in the ACT.
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Currently, $100 of the cost of water in the ACT is directly attributable to the cost of
water security. We know that the blow-out in the cost is going to add to that 106 per
cent increase in water by another $120 a year by the time we get to 2013. That is the
administrative negligence of the Stanhope government. The raising of the water
abstraction charge, the imposition of the utilities tax, the delay over water security—
all of these things have driven up the cost of water to what is, according to Engineers
Australia and almost every source you look at, the most expensive water in Australia
and, at least, the most expensive water in any capital city in Australia.

Perth gets a substantial proportion of its water from desalination, which is expensive
water because of the energy cost that goes into it. It has cheaper water than Canberra
where we get gravity-fed, mountain-delivered water.

Mr Stanhope: What is the cost in Perth of water?

MRS DUNNE: I will come back to you. I cannot tell you off the top of my head. | do
not have the figure on—

Ms Gallagher: | think you will find it is cheaper here.

MRS DUNNE: It is cheaper in Perth, even though they desalinate it. | will come back
to it, because | will get the opportunity to speak again. In addition to that, we need to
look at one of the other issues that really impact on Mick and Melinda—that is, the
cost of childcare. It is interesting that the cost of childcare has been going up and up,
and the minister is always saying, “It’s not really an issue for us.”

I notice there was a thing a little while ago when the minister attempted, in her usual
ham-fisted way, to lambaste the opposition for having a scare campaign about the cost
of childcare. She said in her press release that childcare increases and childcare
reforms would mean that childcare would increase by no more than a cup of coffee a
day. If a cup of coffee a day is $3, you are doing pretty well. I know a couple of
places where you can get it for $3—a small one. Mick and Melinda are going to be
paying an extra $30 a fortnight, and that is an extra $780 a year. Out of the $10,000
they have got left, Ms Burch’s cup of coffee a day is going to take another $780 out of
Mick and Melinda’s disposable income.

These are the things that we are talking about, Mr Speaker. This is why Mr Seselja
has brought forward this motion. The most important part of this motion is that we
call upon the government—I cannot see how anyone could possibly object to this—to
put a statement of the cost of living in each budget to inform the Assembly and the
community of the key cost of living impacts of the policies enunciated in the budget.
What could be more transparent and what could be less objectionable?

MS HUNTER (Ginninderra—Parliamentary Convenor, ACT Greens) (10.42): There
can be no doubt that there are many people in our community who are doing it tough,
very tough. Poverty and disadvantage exist in what is, by any standard, a very wealthy
community. We are very fortunate to have the wealth and opportunities that we have.
However, as | said, we can by no means be complacent about the significant financial
pressures that face some in our community.
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The Greens have consistently advocated for policies and outcomes that help those
most in need. No-one likes the cost of a non-discretionary expenditure to rise.
Unfortunately, these price rises are inevitable. As long as we live in an economy
predicated on growth and a level of inflation, it is a fact of life. The real issue is not
what has happened to a few select expenditure items, but what is our position overall,
both in a contemporary sense and in a positional sense for the future challenges that
are fast approaching. Some items will increase, some will decrease. Looking at a few
measures in isolation does little to paint the real picture of the cost of living.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics also publishes the analytical living cost index,
which goes beyond the headline CPI, and measures how much would after-tax money
incomes need to change to allow households to purchase the same quantity of
consumer goods and services that they purchased in the base period and breaks the
finding down into four different household types.

If you look at it in the September quarter of 2010, changes in living costs ranged from
a low of 0.9 per cent for age pensioner recipient households and self-funded retiree
households, to a high of 1.2 per cent for employee households and other government
transfer recipient households, while the consumer price index rose by 0.7 per cent
over the same period.

Since the series began in the June quarter of 1998, changes in living costs for each
household type have historically tracked closely to the CPI. The living costs of other
government transfer recipient households showed the highest increase of 49.2 per cent,
followed by age pensioner households, which increased by 47.4 per cent. Employee
households increased by 47.1 per cent, slightly higher than the 43.2 per cent increase
in the CPI. The living costs of self-funded retiree households increased by 42.9 per
cent. The cost of living increase experienced by some households was actually less
than the CPI and for others it was between a 3.9 and six per cent increase.

The ABS explains these differences as attributable to a range of factors, including the
inclusion of mortgage interest and consumer credit charges, which has a significant
impact for employee and other government transfer recipient households. The
inclusion of mortgage interest and consumer credit charges and the different
treatments of housing and insurance also result in variations, and we can see that in
the figures. The expenditure patterns for those households measured by the ALCIs
differ from those of the overall household sector covered by the CPI. This also
contributes to differences in the percentage changes. The point to take away is that the
cost of living has not risen much above CPI at all over the past 12 years, which, of
course, extends beyond the life of this government.

The other obvious factor to consider is changes in wages. Since 2001, ordinary
average full-time weekly earnings have increased by 54 per cent. Overall, this means
that financially, on average, people are actually better off now than they have been
before. The Greens’ concern is that, while we can say this for the average person, it
does not capture those who fall below the average. These are the people who are in
significant need and who we should be focusing our assistance initiatives on.
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It must also be observed that many of these increases mentioned in the motion are
subject to significant external factors—house prices, for example. There has been an
Australia-wide boom in prices. That is good for those who own a home but is a
significant policy challenge for governments. It is now up to them to provide
affordable housing to those who need assistance. Electricity and water prices will rise
significantly. What we need to do is position ourselves to be able to cope with those
increases. There are no two ways about it—we have to shift to renewables in the
energy area. Doing so early will reduce the long-term cost.

Yesterday we considered a scheme for housing affordability. The Greens presented an
alternative, and we listened to all the evidence and presented a better option for more
targeted assistance to those who really need it—those who are really experiencing
non-discretionary difficulty. All governments should consider cost of living impacts.
The Greens have fought for years for comprehensive triple-bottom-line analysis of
policies so that we properly understand the full range of impacts of decisions that are
made by government and in this place.

This should include a poverty impact analysis, but we should have a comprehensive
understanding of the impact of our decisions on the most vulnerable in the community.
That is why we have included the poverty impact analysis in our amendment that |
will move soon. Significant work was done by the ACT Social Inclusion Board on
poverty impact analysis and how to apply that. We believe that work should be moved
forward and applied to significant programs and policies.

The ACT government often refers to the ACT as having high affordability in house
prices and rents because the median mortgage or rent payment is thought to be less
than 30 per cent of the median gross household income. The Greens believe such
commentary to be incorrect and unrepresentative of the market, because having a high
median income means that people earning lower incomes are further behind. This is
evidenced on the ACT government’s website, measuring our progress. The Gini
coefficient, or distribution of income for Canberra, is getting worse.

In addition, Canberra does not have the supply of low cost housing that other capital
cities have, and this has been the situation for many, many decades. People on low
incomes struggle in the high cost housing market. In the ACT, rents have risen over
10 per cent in the last year compared to the national average of 2.8 per cent and recent
commentary on the market has signalled that rental prices here are likely to continue
to increase. Those households that are either waiting to get into public housing or who
just fall outside the eligibility criteria for public housing are doing it the toughest.

My amendment also calls on the government to recognise that the running costs
associated with a house affect the affordability of that home. Rising energy costs
mean that houses which are not energy efficient will have high energy bills that will
hit household pockets and wallets.

We have been told that large families at risk of homelessness have been placed in

houses which have enormous utility bills, and that the Chief Minister would choose to
avoid solar access in pursuit of cheaper construction costs. We hope that would not be
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the case, because we know that affordable housing is not just the up-front purchase
price; it very much is about that house that is built and its running costs over time.

This is not an either/or debate. Utility costs are integral to the running and
affordability costs of a home. There is no point in constructing cheap homes or
out-of-date designs and ways of building houses, because we have new building
products. We know how to build energy efficient homes. We know that, if we
construct these last-century houses, people, over time, will find that they struggle to
pay the bills to run those homes.

All parties in this place have different priorities. We would all spend the money
differently, no doubt, and the cost of delivering government services is increasing.
The community has to pay for that or has to understand that there is a limit to the
budget. Equally, we all have an obligation to ensure that taxpayers’ money is not
wasted, that we distribute that money to those who need it most and that we deliver
the best outcomes to the whole community and not just a select few.

| take umbrage at Mrs Dunne’s continued attacks on our stand to advocate for those
who are doing it tough in this community. I am not sure whether, by saying that,
Mrs Dunne is saying that she has absolutely no interest in the one in 10 people—
probably even more—in our community who are doing it tough, who are finding it
hard to cover the costs of rent and food and educational costs for their children.
Somehow she believes that by us standing up and advocating for these people we
have no interest in other parts of our community. That is simply a nonsense. Her
continued push makes me wonder whether she does think about so many families who
are on lower incomes, who may be on pensions and benefits and who are really doing
it tough in this community. | would like to see the Liberal Party have a bit more of a
focus in that area.

In recent days many members in this place would have received reports from a
number of organisations about the ongoing research on the impact of poverty across
Australian communities, including the ACT. One of them was from the Salvation
Army and was about the perceptions of poverty and the insight into the nature and
impact of poverty in Australia. Another was from Anglicare Australia, In from the
edge. That is about the state of a range of different families and how they will be
impacted by a range of issues.

Mr Hanson: Was it a good idea to give $26 million to the arboretum then? Where are
your priorities?

MS HUNTER: Mr Hanson is interjecting again with his very droll contributions. |
really think he should take some time out—no doubt he has these reports in his
office—to read through those reports to get a good understanding of the challenges
and the struggles that many people in the Canberra community are facing day in, day
out.

I finish by moving my amendment to Mr Stanhope’s proposed amendment. The
amendment has been circulated in my name, and | move:

Omit all words after “That this Assembly”, substitute:
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(1) notes:

(a) that, according to figures published by the Australian Bureau of Statistics,
since the election of the ACT Labor Government:

(i) electricity prices have risen by 69.96 per cent as set by the ICRC;
(i) water prices have risen by 106.08 per cent as set by the ICRC,;

(iii) rents have risen by 54.81 per cent as determined by the private
market;

(iv) the median house prices in Canberra have risen from $245 000 to
$550 000 as determined by the private market;

(v) rates have risen by 75.00 per cent calculated on a known formula
consisting of a fixed charge and a valuation charge using a three year
rolling average of market values;

(vi) public transport costs have risen by 31.15 per cent; and

(vii) average weekly ordinary time earnings have increased by 54.6 per
cent since 2001; and

(b) that the rise in the cost of housing, including running costs, is having
significant impact on those people and households that earn below the
median wage; and

(2) calls on the ACT Government to:

(@) consider carefully the cost of living in the ACT and include where
possible initiatives that put downward pressure on the cost of living;

(b) ensure the Affordable Housing Action Plan provides for those households
that are not eligible for public housing and cannot afford the median
rental or even 74.9 per cent of the market rate;

(c) acknowledge that the running costs, such as energy and water must be
included in assessing the affordability of a house; and

(d) conduct Poverty Impact Analysis of significant new policies and
programs.”.

MR SMYTH (Brindabella) (10.54): It seems to be the policy of the Greens that you
just never hold the government to account. If the government says it, it must be okay
and “we’re just along for the ride”. | heard Mr Rattenbury at the weekend, at the
ClubsACT function, say, “We hold the balance of power here.” Well, you are not
holding it in favour of the people of the ACT.

This is a reasonable motion. The motion as proposed by Mr Seselja is something that

people actually worry about day to day in their lives. This is about the people. Again,
I ask members to look at the coat of arms—*“the people”. It is a shame that the people
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come third in our motto. Perhaps we should change that. The motion simply asks that
the government carefully consider the cost of living and look at initiatives to bring it
down and provide the Assembly with a cost of living statement in the budget. What is
wrong with that? There is nothing wrong with that and there is no argument that has
been made, that | have heard yet, that says that it should not be done.

If this was a motion saying, “Let’s have a statement of the environment in the
budget,” the Greens would be in there like a rat down a drainpipe. But when you
come to holding a Labor government to account, do not expect a Greens party to do
that. And that is a shame. The argument seems to be, “Well, so much of this is out of
our control.” | notice that Mr Stanhope’s amendment, at subparagraph (d), says:
“Median house prices are determined by the private market.” So, not responsible. He
ends up being the Kylie Minogue of ACT politics. He is not responsible for anything.
And the rest of the argument is, “Well, we’re not quite as bad as New South Wales.”
Who would want to be compared to New South Wales in the first place?

The question is: what drives house prices? Median house prices are determined by the
private market. So you have to ask the question: why, in fact, do the government have
a housing affordability strategy? You can question whether or not it is working—
because they can influence these things. So it is preposterous to say that these are all
determined by the private market.

It is interesting to look at some of the recent housing affordability reports. The Urban
Design Institute of Australia said that, for the ACT, the two things that destroyed
housing affordability in the ACT were land release and fees and charges, both of
which—and | note the silence from those opposite—are under the direct control of the
government and one of which is under the direct control of the Chief Minister. Land
release and fees and charges: these are things that governments control. To say that
the government has no control over things like the cost of water, the cost of electricity,
the cost of rates and rents and public transport, is just preposterous.

“Electricity and water prices are set by the Independent Competition and Regulatory
Commission.” Yes, they are. But what are the inputs that they discuss when they
make those decisions? Mrs Dunne said it so well. In 2004, we said we needed a new
dam. The great denier over there said: “No, never. We don’t want it. We don’t need
one. It’ll be 20 or 30 years away.” And here we are, building a dam whose cost has
gone from about $145 million up to about $360 million. That is the position of the
Chief Minister: deny it until it is so obvious that you then try and accept it and make it
your own.

We can go through the government’s amendment. “Rates.” The government
determines rates. The government directly determines the rates. “Rents are determined
by the private market.” Well, that is true. But what are the factors that contribute to
that determination? Government fees and charges, government taxes, government
planning, a change of use charge. It just goes on and on. The government determines
these things. To ameliorate the whole motion by simply saying, “We’re not as bad as
elsewhere,” just shows the genuine lack of concern from both the government and the
Greens—the great champion of the underdog, who do not want to hold a government
to account and who do not want to acknowledge that this is an issue with people.
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Perhaps if the leader of the Greens got out in the community more and talked to the
real people out there, they would know that this hurts, every day, ordinary folk in the
Canberra region.

It is important that we have this motion. It is important that the motion gets up as it is.
It is not a big ask. We kept it simple because we knew the government was not
capable of delivering more than this. All we are asking for is a statement, a cost of
living statement, each year in the budget which informs the Assembly and the
community of the key cost of living impacts of its policies.

This motion, in the main, just deals with the bread-and-butter factors that affect the
lives of ordinary people and that ordinary people have to cope with. They are even
struggling in many cases in balancing the competing demands that are placed on
families.

The key issue that underpins this motion concerns the role of our government, and
that is not an unreasonable thing. What can the government do? What can the ACT
government do to reduce the cost pressures that are faced by people, by families,
living in the ACT? As Mr Seselja has noted, the government has control of a number
of policy levers that can influence the cost pressures on goods and services that are
faced by Canberra people and Canberra families.

In considering the matter raised in this motion, it is easy to be distracted and get into a
discussion about government revenue and how governments are always concerned
about protecting their sources of revenue. They are legitimate concerns. But the
pursuit of revenue, and indeed the spending of revenue—because, let us face it, we
have got an inputs government; “we spend more, therefore we are better” is the motto
of this government—should not be made in isolation from the effects of increasing
taxes and other charges on the people of the ACT, the families of the ACT and the
business community of the ACT.

Nevertheless, it is useful to place the actions of the ACT government in some sort of
context in discussing cost of living pressures. In 2001-02, the ACT budgeted for
revenue of $2.043 billion. In 2010-11, budgeted revenue was $3.668 billion. This
represents an increase of 80 per cent. Over the same period, the consumer price index
for Canberra increased by 29 per cent. Government revenue up 80 per cent; CPI up
29 per cent. If the effect of price increases is removed, the real increase in budget
revenue has been about 40 per cent. Over 10 years, that is still a very significant
increase in government revenue. In large part this increase has been built on increases
in existing as well as new taxes and charges—so-called indirect taxes that have to be
paid by consumers, by householders and by businesses.

The key factor that we face in considering this motion is what realistically can the
ACT government do, or indeed can any government do, to reduce the cost pressures
on individuals and on families. The ACT government can contain its own
expenses and hence limit the call that it has to make on the community’s resources.
This raises the issue of efficiency in the provision of government services. The ACT
government can encourage the most competitive business environment such that the
providers of goods and services do so at the most competitive prices.
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As an aside, there is also the issue that one can say the government can reduce its
wasteful spending, whether it be the at least $20 million that is wasted on the GDE by
failing to duplicate the GDE when it was first constructed, or the hundreds of
thousands of dollars wasted on government advertising, or expensive art at the
Alexander Maconochie Centre, or the waste of $5 million on the non-existent
Belconnen to Civic busway. There are the blow-outs in things like the Emergency
Services headquarters, the cost of Tharwa bridge and the capital operating cost of the
Alexander Maconochie Centre, the $5 million wasted on FireLink, a communications
facility that was never delivered, the failure to manage the budget of the Department
of Territory and Municipal Services as outlined in numerous reports, particularly
those from Ernst & Young, uncollected rates and ambulance fees. Consultants: we
have got $4% million to be spent on finding savings because the government is not
capable of doing it.

We could look at the solar feed-in tariff. What is that—an extra $225 a year on
families. There is the whole question of public art, mistakes of the parole board. In the
delivery of capital works, the new car park for Canberra Hospital went from
$27 million to $43 million. There is the youth detention centre, and mental health
budget overruns. There are numerous things in the Treasurer’s advance that you
would have to question. Then we have blow-outs in the cost of the Googong pipeline
and the Cotter Dam. The list goes on and on. And if the government were serious
about really helping ordinary people in what is a tough environment, they would look
at their own spending first.

Mr Seselja’s proposal says that we simply want an annual statement in the ACT
budget. It is not a big ask. It is important that people do understand what their
government are doing. It is important that people understand that their government
actually care about what they do to the residents of the ACT. And it is important that
people understand how much their government costs them every day through
increases in cost of living.

MS GALLAGHER (Molonglo—Deputy Chief Minister, Treasurer, Minister for
Health and Minister for Industrial Relations) (11.04): | welcome the opportunity to
talk to this matter in the Assembly today. After just listening to Mr Smyth, | have to
presume that he is not reading the same motion as | am if he believes that it is just a
simple request for the government to provide a cost of living statement with the
budget.

Mr Smyth interjecting—

MS GALLAGHER: If the motion was just that, the government would consider
supporting the motion. But the motion is not just that, Mr Smyth. As usual, it is a
Liberal motion written with the venom and hatred of those who have spent too long in
opposition and are destined to stay there forever. You write your motions on private
members’ day with the sole purpose of ensuring that they always go down. Maybe
there is a message here about bringing forward sensible motions that are constructive,
that other members in this place could agree to.

These are the points | made today on the radio in response to Mr Seselja’s comments.
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Mrs Dunne: Yes, and that was a roaring success, wasn’t it?

MS GALLAGHER: | presume you always have a rather critical view of my
performance on the radio, Mrs Dunne. So | am not really worried about the
constructive feedback I get from the Liberal Party because I doubt very much that you
will ever say, “Gee, | thought that was a good radio interview, Katy.” But anyway,
that is aside from the point.

The issue that we are trying to make here is, yes, over 10 years you can pull together
ABS data that shows that there have been increases in the cost of living. Well, what a
surprise that is. | do not think anybody is surprised by that. Yes, costs have gone up;
they have gone up over a decade. But you cannot and should not—and indeed it is a
misleading way—put out one set of data and not pull together the other important data
to consider as part of this.

If, for example, household income had not risen at all, if there had been no population
increase at all in the ACT, if the demand for government services across the ACT had
not increased, then yes, sure, look at these figures in isolation. But that does not give
you the true picture of the things that governments need to consider when providing
services to the community and when considering the need to increase revenue or
increase fees and charges.

The motion also goes on to outline the usual targets of the Liberal Party. The
arboretum: I think you are the last group of people in the community opposed to the
arboretum.

Mr Seselja: You are not talking to many people, then, Katy. You are not talking to
many people.

Mr Hanson: Really? You don’t get out much, do you?

Mrs Dunne: No, they don’t get out much.

MS GALLAGHER: I really do.

Mr Seselja: You’ve really got to get beyond the inner north, Katy.

MS GALLAGHER: I think you have got to work out at what point you are going to
start supporting the arboretum—

Mr Seselja: You’ve got to consult wider than the inner north.
MS GALLAGHER: because it is moving away from you, from the Liberals.
Mr Hanson: How about public art? How is that going?

Mr Seselja: Have you ever been to Tuggeranong?
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MS GALLAGHER: And if you just go and talk to some of your supporters in the
business industry—

MADAM DEPUTY SPEAKER: Could you stop the clock, please?

MS GALLAGHER: Go and talk to some of your supporters and see what they say
about the arboretum.

MADAM DEPUTY SPEAKER: Ms Gallagher, could you please sit down. Thank
you. Members, Mr Smyth was heard in relative silence and since Ms Gallagher has
been on her feet there has been nothing but interjection from the opposite side. Do we
want to start the day by my warning people? And I will. So please remain silent while
Ms Gallagher is speaking.

MS GALLAGHER: Thank you, Madam Deputy Speaker, and | must say | do not
even hear them anymore; it is just the usual course of operations for me when I rise to
my feet.

If we take the solar feed-in tariff scheme, which the Liberals have decided to use and
politicise in terms of the increase in cost to households of $225 per year, what they do
not put in that part of the motion is the situation when fully subscribed over a 10-year
period. When you look at what the government has agreed to—we have not agreed to
the full scheme at this point in time—the key consideration for government around
that was potential pressure on prices; that was one of the considerations we looked at
when we allocated an increase to the scheme this year.

In terms of the Cotter Dam and the price of building the Cotter Dam, which I think
has been independently assessed, verified and analysed, are the Liberals seriously
suggesting that they could build that dam cheaper? Is that what you are suggesting by
your motion today? When you look at the issues around health—

Mr Hanson: Madam Deputy Speaker?

MADAM DEPUTY SPEAKER: Yes, Mr Hanson?

Mr Hanson: On a point of order, | would ask that the minister address her comments
through you under standing order 42 rather than directly questioning us opposite. If
you want us to remain silent, her continued questioning of us across the chamber does
not help. She should follow the standing orders, specifically standing order 42, and
address her comments through you, Madam Deputy Speaker.

MADAM DEPUTY SPEAKER: Mr Hanson, thank you very much for your
contribution. Ms Gallagher can continue.

Mr Stanhope: Jellyback, oh, jellyback.

Mr Smyth: | have a point of order, Madam Deputy Speaker.
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MADAM DEPUTY SPEAKER: There is no point of order, Mr Smyth. Will you sit
down.

Mr Smyth: Sorry, Madam Deputy Speaker; you don’t know what my point of order is
so you can’t rule it out or say that it’s not a point of order.

MADAM DEPUTY SPEAKER: The point of order is that she was not addressing
the chair.

Mr Smyth: It’s a new point of order.

MADAM DEPUTY SPEAKER: You have made up a new point of order?

Mr Smyth: It’s a different point of order.

MADAM DEPUTY SPEAKER: Right, Mr Smyth.

Mr Smyth: Am | allowed different points of order?

MADAM DEPUTY SPEAKER: Yes, Mr Smyth. Continue.

Mr Smyth: Thank you. That’s very gracious. Mr Stanhope just called Mr Hanson
“jellyback”. I understand the Speaker has now ruled that unparliamentary and I would
ask you to make him withdraw.

MADAM DEPUTY SPEAKER: | will check the Hansard later on today—

Mr Smyth: No, he just said it. He just said it.

MADAM DEPUTY SPEAKER: Excuse me, Mr Smyth, will you resume your seat?
Mr Smyth: So are you saying Mr Stanhope is saying he didn’t say it?

MADAM DEPUTY SPEAKER: Resume your seat, Mr Smyth. Resume your seat.
Mr Smyth: Is that what you’re saying—you didn’t say it?

MADAM DEPUTY SPEAKER: Resume your seat.

Mr Stanhope: | didn’t address any comment to anybody.

MS GALLAGHER: Can you stop the clock, Madam Deputy Speaker?

MADAM DEPUTY SPEAKER: Okay, stop the clock. I apologise. Mr Smyth—

Mr Stanhope: | haven’t addressed a comment to anybody.

Mr Seselja: Captain underpants.
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Mr Smyth: Captain underpants—exactly—all front.

MADAM DEPUTY SPEAKER: Mr Smyth!

MS GALLAGHER: You guys are pathetic.

Mr Stanhope: Childish, very childish.

Mr Hanson: You started it.

Mr Hargreaves: All class, Jeremy.

Mr Hanson: He starts with “jellyback” and then tries to get on the moral high ground.

MADAM DEPUTY SPEAKER: Mr Hanson, Mr Hargreaves, will you please stop
engaging with them. Mr Hanson and Mr Smyth, | will review the Hansard at a later
stage of the day, or Mr Speaker will, and we will look at that particular interjection, if
in fact it was made. I did not hear it; therefore | cannot make a ruling on it.

MS GALLAGHER Thank you, Madam Deputy Speaker. In relation to the motion
which talks about the GST funding around health, as we have been discussing in this
place for a number of months, that money is not being removed from the ACT. That
money is coming to ACT Health for the sole purposes of health care and this
government does not have a problem with that. We believe that the $400-odd million
coming from the GST to be allocated to health is a good use of that money and will go
into health. Where we do not provide for that through our budget statements at the
moment, those funds will be reallocated to other important areas of government
service delivery.

The other important thing here under the deal we signed with the commonwealth is
that we are already receiving increased financial assistance from the commonwealth
for our health service. For example, 22 subacute beds are currently being delivered to
the ACT health system under that deal. Is the opposition saying that that is a bad
outcome for the ACT—that we should not have signed up to national health reform
and therefore we would not have got the $80-odd million in additional resources
coming to the ACT? We reject that. We think it was a good deal. That money is
already flowing and those services will be operational and, indeed, under elective
surgery those services, through that additional money, are operational now.

Then the motion condemns the government. 1 am just trying to go to Mr Smyth’s
point here that it is a harmless motion that calls for a simple piece of work, a simple
motion for those—

Mr Smyth: I didn’t say it was harmless. Where did | say “harmless”?

MS GALLAGHER: Madam Deputy Speaker, this is what he was trying to allege—

that this is a very straightforward motion that has to be supported by everybody. My
point is that the Liberals deliberately write these motions so that they go down. And
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that is not conducive to private members’ day where the entire Assembly can actually
work together to deliver good outcomes for the people of the ACT.

Mr Seselja: Which parts do you disagree with?

MS GALLAGHER: You have written this for the sole purpose of going out and
saying, “Nobody else agrees with us. We’re trying to fight the good fight.”

Mr Smyth: Well, you don’t. You don’t care.

MS GALLAGHER: What a load of rubbish. This is written with the sole purpose of
not working with other members of the Assembly in the best interests of the people of
the ACT.

The third and probably least offensive part of the motion reads:

consider carefully the cost of living in the ACT and include initiatives in the ...
Budget that put downward pressure on the cost of living;

These are all decisions that the government looks at very closely when putting the
budget together. Indeed, it is at the forefront and one of the most significant
considerations of the government when we are weighing up the demand for services,
the growth that we are seeing in our city and how we keep increases in the cost of
providing services reasonable and in line with what the community can afford. So this
work is already done as part of the government’s very rigorous budget assessment
processes and | think you can see that from the decisions that the government has
taken over a number of years.

The issue that Mr Seselja and the Liberals just simply ignore in their motion today is
the fact that there are other drivers that drive up charges and prices right across the
community. There are other elements and they need to be considered: household
income, population growth. The city is not the same, the city size. The city demands
are not the same as they were back in 2001-02. They are simply not the same. There
are major policy decisions that have been taken that simply were not there, that need
to be factored in. The demand for services: there is unprecedented demand right
across the board. We have delivered a 110 per cent increase in health, a 130 per cent
increase in disability services and a 55 per cent increase in education services.
Education and health are the biggest components of the budget and we have done all
that while trying to keep a limit on price increases.

MR RATTENBURY (Molonglo) (11.15): This motion, put by Mr Seselja this
morning, is one of those motions that are very frustrating, in the sense that there are
important matters being touched on here, but the base politics of the motion seriously
detracts from that important substance. It is clear that there are cost of living pressures
on some families in our community, and the Greens have a proud record of working
to support those people.

Those who are most financially or socially disadvantaged in our community are those
who are often forgotten as policies are developed. They are the families that cannot
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pay their electricity bills, families that have little or no discretionary income, families
that can never enter the housing market, households that are on the never-ending cycle
of trying to provide the basics for their families while keeping their head above water.
It is because the Greens do care about those families that | reintroduced my motion on
the notice paper yesterday. That specifically addresses the impact of rising electricity
costs on people who are socially or financially disadvantaged, calls on the government
to increase the electricity rebates for those families and ensures that their needs are
considered early in any policies that may increase electricity prices.

This motion fails, as has already been articulated, to put these so-called increased
costs against the backdrop of increased CPI, inflation and, frankly, increases in wages.
Ms Hunter touched on these points. It is a classic damn lies and statistics motion. It
completely takes out of context all the statistics that it refers to. It is a pretty silly idea
to structure this motion around a statement of what some of the real costs are to
particular sectors without looking at our overall standard of living and how wages
have been rising over the past 10 years.

The truth is that the ABS tells us that Canberrans’ disposable income has increased
60 per cent since 2001. So the story Mr Seselja is trying to paint through this motion
is misleading. We know that Canberra rates well in terms of our wellbeing and our
liveability, some of those factors that are hard to put a dollar term on but are important
to people’s lives.

However, we must not forget that there are people out there who are doing it tough.
We know that, from around 2003, we have seen a growing disparity in income
distribution in the ACT. These are the people who are getting left behind and the
people who are most impacted by rising household costs, as they have the least
disposable income, the least flexibility to change their purchasing patterns and the
least life opportunities available to them. They are the people who cannot enter the
housing market because there is not enough affordable housing available.

When it comes to climate and energy, | am really pleased that today the Leader of the
Opposition acknowledged that the reason electricity prices have gone up is primarily
the lack of investment in the electricity network and other reasons. It saves me having
to go over these points again, because it has been frustrating, in recent times, the way
that that argument has been distorted.

But it is obvious to everyone who has some understanding of what is going on in the
world around us that the transition to clean energy will come with some costs. | am
not going to pretend that this is not the case. Indeed, it would be foolish to do so. Nor
am | going to pretend that I do not think it is worth it. I absolutely think it is worth it.

It is hard to believe that we have to remind the Canberra Liberals that we have,
globally as well as in Australia, the biggest economic challenge that we will possibly
see for a century or so, as we adjust our energy systems to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions. That economic challenge is larger in Australia, a country that has been
gifted with massive reserves of brown and black coal on which we relied to deliver
exceedingly cheap electricity for a long time.
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We now know the costs of coal-fired power are not just what we pay on our electricity
bills. If anyone in this place is still purchasing black energy from their electricity
retailers, let us be clear that you are not paying the full price for that black coal you
are using. The planet is wearing the burden of the cost.

When it comes to the feed-in tariff, | see that Mr Seselja and his team have suddenly
discovered this week the government’s modelling on the larger scale feed-in tariff,
despite the fact that the modelling has been out in the community for nearly a year. In
fact, the modelling may not even have predicted the drop in price of industrial scale
solar. I will come back to that point shortly.

But let us be honest about the rising costs because of the feed-in tariff and where we
will end up and when. If the ACT government is true to its word and delivers the
capacity of large-scale solar that it has outlined, that is, 210 megawatts, Canberrans
might be paying around $4 a week for several large-scale solar farms that will
generate local power. | say “might” because we know that the price of industrial scale
solar is dropping. Anybody who has done any research on that and listens to industry
knows that is the case.

The Greens believe this is a pretty small price to pay for something that is going to be
so important to the energy future of this city. | am concerned that it feels as if the
Canberra Liberals have, over the past few weeks, effectively started campaigning
against the development of renewable energy in this town. I am concerned this
campaign will result in the ACT stalling the development of renewable energy
projects. I do not know whether that is what Mr Seselja’s intention is but, if it is and if
he succeeds, | hope that he will take the responsibility for that campaign when the
cost of coal-fired power goes through the roof in 10 years time and Canberrans have
no other energy options because of the short-sightedness of the Canberra Liberals. |
hope he can then explain the cost of electricity to his constituents.

I would like to make another point about electricity prices, feed-in tariffs and peak
demands. The main thing that has driven electricity prices up in recent years is the
need to invest in the network. The pressure on the network has been caused by
a massive increase in peak demands, the electricity that is used at the hottest time of
day or the busiest time of day, when people get home from work and put on their air
conditioners.

I know Mr Seselja is concerned that household solar costs the rest of the community
money and he thinks this is unjust. He might also like to consider that in Queensland,
for example, the associated network update cost of one person putting in an
air-conditioning unit is $3,000. That is not a cost to the owner who is putting in the air
conditioner. That is a cost to the whole community. That is a cost that every single
electricity consumer has to share because one individual has installed an
air-conditioning unit. Luckily, solar panels generate electricity at this time of peak
demands. So they provide another way to offset investment in new network capacity
and provide the distributed energy that can help ameliorate the need to upgrade the
grid.
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The Greens are the only party that have consistently advocated for a feed-in tariff at
an industrial scale to encourage private investment by companies and to level the
playing field on energy generation. Unfortunately, Mr Seselja once again is
demonstrating that he does not understand feed-in tariffs. Feed-in tariffs are about
leveraging private investment from those who can invest, to deliver to the community
the benefit to everyone of clean, renewable energy. And, of course, we are expecting
it to be changed so that even those with a small amount of money to invest can do so
by participating in a community project.

When it comes to water, Mr Seselja has included the cost of the Cotter Dam as
something that is driving up water prices. But again the motion fails to address that
other important contextual point that we live in a dry nation with precious few water
resources. We have moved into an environment where we have to put a price on water
as we acknowledge that it is a resource we must value. This is basic economic theory.
We have had to make some substantial investments in water security in the ACT and,
again, it is unclear whether the Liberal Party still support the Cotter Dam. But
| presume that their support for that project has not wavered.

The ICRC inquiry did find that the project was cost effective, even if they raised
questions about the prudence of such a large investment. That is another whole debate
about whether this was the right water option for Canberra, and that is one we can
take up another day.

In summary, | want to make this very important point. Some of the costs we are
talking about today are not what we consider the optional extras of life. The cost of
dealing with climate change falls into that category. We cannot look at the price and
say: “No, | do not want to buy that today. | do not need clean energy today.” Extra
bathrooms might be optional. An extended living area might be optional. A larger
plasma TV or an overseas holiday might be optional. But taking no action on climate
change is not optional. The planet is telling us that it is not a choice. We can change
or we can irrevocably damage the planet. Or we can leave action on climate change
until it is so late that it, in fact, costs us a whole lot more than it would today. That is
the other truth. Acting now is cheaper than acting later.

However, we must be mindful of the cost of living and how it impacts, particularly on
the most wvulnerable in our community and those whom we know are
disproportionately affected by price rises. They are those with the least discretionary
income and who cannot make choices because they do not have the luxury of not
buying something special so that they can, in fact, pay their electricity bill. They are
the people we must protect against the rising cost of living because they are the people
who will be most impacted.

MR SESELJA (Molonglo—Leader of the Opposition) (11.25): Apart from noting the
obsession Mr Rattenbury often has with focusing so much of his energy on the
opposition rather than on the government, I will not spend a lot of time responding to
him because it is the usual speech we get from Mr Rattenbury at the moment. He does
not actually focus on doing the job which those who apparently are not in government
are meant to do, which is to hold the government to account. And that is what we are
going to continue to do.
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The Deputy Chief Minister has shown beyond a shadow of a doubt in her contribution
today that she is ready to take over the Labor leadership because she has learnt very
well from her mentor. There was the arrogance in her delivery. “Oh well, prices have
gone up; whoop-de-do!” was the fundamental message. “So what? Big news!” A
75 per cent rates increase is the impact on households, and this Treasurer says, “Oh
well, everyone knows they’re going up; what’re you going to do about it?”
Seventy-five per cent, and over 100 per cent on water: “So what?”

The breathtaking arrogance of the Treasurer in her delivery was extraordinary. It does
show beyond a shadow of a doubt that she has learnt very well from her mentor how
to be dismissive of the concerns of the community, how to be dismissive of real costs
on households and real impacts on households as a result of government policy.

The Treasurer made what was really a very fraudulent argument in claiming that this
was a venomous motion; therefore it had to be defeated and all we wanted was for it
to go down. No, we do not want it to go down; we want it to be supported. We
actually want a cost of living statement. We would have thought that any reasonable
person would not have a problem with that, but the Greens and the Labor Party have
chosen not to support it.

In making that fraudulent argument, the Treasurer could not actually point to things
that were wrong with the motion. I read it and | cannot see the venom. It points out
the significant cost of living increases and it calls on the government to do something
about it and to consider it, which they clearly have not been doing.

We see the attitude again from the Treasurer and from the Chief Minister. They do not
fundamentally care about these issues. It was evident in their delivery. “So what? So
what if people are paying an extra 75 per cent for their rates? So what if they’re
paying an extra 70 per cent for their electricity? So what if they’re paying over
100 per cent extra for their water, these fundamentals of life? So what?” We do
believe it is important. We do believe it is worth raising in this place and we do
believe it is worth keeping this government accountable for how it deals with this.

If you were to believe the government’s amendment—the Labor Party’s amendment,
Mr Stanhope’s amendment—and the words in Ms Hunter’s amendment, you would
think that the government had no impact on any of these things. You read
Mr Stanhope’s amendment and you read Ms Hunter’s amendment, which have some
similarities, and you would think they had nothing to do with it. Why do we even
have a government? They cannot influence anything, it seems, according to the
Greens and the Labor Party. It is all someone else’s fault.

Can they impact electricity prices? No, they are set by the ICRC—nothing to do with
any of the policy settings of the government. Apparently, it has nothing to do with any
of the policy settings. Can they impact water prices? No, that is the ICRC’s fault, too.
“That’s the ICRC’s fault, nothing to see here. Not our fault. None of the policy
settings, none of the taxes, make any difference.” Rents? They cannot influence those,
apparently. Mr Smyth touched on it. What is the point of a housing affordability
strategy if you cannot actually influence these things? Of course, you can influence
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them. This government are the major influencer of these things in this town. They
control land supply, they control taxation, they control the rollout of much of the
infrastructure. They control the planning laws. All of these things impact and they all
put upward pressure. And the response we get from this government is that they do
not care.

Their best defence is “we’re not quite as bad as New South Wales”. New South Wales
Labor is doing an even worse job than the ACT Labor government: that is their best
defence. Apparently not on everything, though, because the Treasurer said what a
great deal giving up 50 per cent of the GST was. Apparently, even Kristina Keneally
could do better than that. She got the same deal for 30 per cent. She only had to give
up control of 30 per cent of the New South Wales GST pool in order to get the
additional commonwealth funding.

Again, on most things, their defence is “we’re not quite as bad as New South Wales
Labor”, except maybe on waiting lists. Waiting lists were a lot worse than under New
South Wales Labor. In fact, New South Wales Labor, in comparison to ACT Labor,
have done a sterling job on waiting lists. By way of comparison, they have done much
better. We have a health minister who is doing a worse job than all the series of New
South Wales health ministers that we have seen over the last few years—
Reba Meagher and John Della Bosca.

We will not be supporting these two amendments, the one by Ms Hunter and the one
by Mr Stanhope, because effectively they are both making a similar and spurious
argument. The spurious argument is this: the government does not have any influence.
That is simply not true. That argument is wrong. There are some things in this motion
that they directly control, such as rates. There are other things that they have a
substantial influence over, such as the cost of housing and the cost of rents, and there
are other things where they have a very large impact through their policy settings—
and we see that with electricity prices and we see it with water prices.

Do they have all the impact on all those things? No, but they have a significant impact
on all of those areas and their policies should be directed towards taking the burden
from Canberrans rather than adding extra burdens to Canberrans. That is the simple
message of this motion, and it is today being rejected by the Labor Party and rejected
by the Greens. It is being rejected because they simply do not care. They do not care
about these issues. They have shown it time and time again. Every time we raise these
issues in the Assembly, the Labor Party and the Greens get together and say, “No,
we’re not going to do anything about those cost of living issues because we want to
pursue this policy or that policy.”

I do not think the Treasurer goes out to the suburbs when they say, “There’s no-one in
Canberra who doesn’t support the arboretum. Everyone now supports the arboretum.”
I do not think she has ventured to Tuggeranong, Gungahlin or Belconnen recently.

Mr Hanson: Do they all support public art, Mr Seselja?

MR SESELJA: And public art, apparently. Apparently, now it is almost 100 per cent,
because according to the Treasurer it is everyone but the Liberal Party. Everyone but
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the Liberal Party in the ACT apparently supports their arboretum. That is not true.
Clearly, again, it shows how out of touch this Treasurer is if she genuinely believes
what she said in this debate.

In conclusion on these amendments, we will not be supporting them. It is usual form
from the Greens just to back the government and to back their line; that is what they
have done. We are not surprised about that. The government are effectively saying
they cannot do anything. We do not accept that. They can and they should. In fact,
much of what they do has put additional, significant extra burdens on the people of
the ACT. They need to be held accountable for that. We will continue to hold them
accountable, whether we have supporters in this Assembly to back us or not.

MR CORBELL (Molonglo—Attorney-General, Minister for the Environment,
Climate Change and Water, Minister for Energy and Minister for Police and
Emergency Services) (11.34): The argument from those opposite in relation to this
motion today is either mind numbingly dumb or it is deliberately deceitful when it
comes to the people of the ACT—mind numbingly dumb because it fails to recognise
the context in which these price increases have been occurring and the
comparativeness of those price increases compared to price increases for the same
bundle of services in other jurisdictions. So it is either mind numbingly dumb or it is
deliberately deceitful. And it is the use of statistics to advance an argument knowing
deliberately that you will not tell the full story.

| think the Chief Minister and the Treasurer have belled the cat when it comes to this
issue. What they have said very clearly is this: have regard to these price increases in
the context of wages growth, in the context of employment growth, in the context of a
whole range of other factors that should be brought to bear when we have this
discussion—real wages growth in the territory of a significant order, at the same time
that prices in a range of areas for bundles of services have increased. Have regard to
those issues.

I want to turn specifically to some of the claims the opposition has made when it
comes to electricity and water prices. It is interesting to note that once again we see
this approach from the Liberal Party which is indeed either dumb or deceitful when it
comes to the argument about water prices. We heard Mrs Dunne assert again today
that water prices were the most expensive in the country—even more expensive than
Perth, she said. And she tried to make the argument that the cost of those services in
Perth was lower than it was here in Canberra.

She is wrong; she is absolutely wrong. The latest National Water Commission report
confirms it. It confirms that the cost of those services in Perth is higher than it is here
in the ACT. The National Water Commission in its most recent report on pricing
confirms that the cost in Perth is higher than in the ACT, yet Mrs Dunne brazenly and
deceitfully makes the claim—it can only be characterised as such—that the cost of
water services in Perth is lower than in the ACT. She got it wrong.

Indeed, the percentage increase in water pricing in the ACT was the lowest percentage

increase of any of the water utilities during the reporting period of the National Water
Commission report for utilities in the large capital cities, at one per cent. That was the

5516



Legislative Assembly for the ACT 17 November 2010

price increase for the reporting period for ACT water utilities, compared with the
highest percentage increase being for Sydney Water at 19 per cent. It is another
example of how the Liberal Party use statistics, use the facts, to suit their own
arguments, even when they know that those figures are incorrect.

The same can be said about electricity prices. It is an entirely relevant comparison to
look at the average electricity bill in Queanbeyan and here in the ACT to assess how
we are travelling in managing the costs of these important utility services. The
average electricity bill in New South Wales, including in Queanbeyan, per household
is $2,200 a year. The average electricity bill per household here in the ACT is $1,522
a year. It is $700 a year cheaper for ACT households compared to households just
across the border in New South Wales.

I do not know whether the Liberal Party have been paying attention to commercial
television recently, but if they had they might have noticed that the mainstream
commercial media in Sydney in particular have been going to town on the fact that
families in Queanbeyan are being asked to pay, on average, close to $700 a year more
for their electricity compared to families here in the ACT. The ACT is being held up
as a jurisdiction that is managing to control price increases, unlike jurisdictions across
the border.

But let us understand what is occurring in relation to electricity prices and how those
prices are being managed. The overwhelming driver of price increases for electricity
iIs coming from the need to renew investment in vital infrastructure—in lines and
poles, in transmission networks and in generation networks. That is where the cost
drivers are occurring. And they are occurring because we are reaching a point in the
cycle where essential electricity infrastructure needs to be renewed. That
infrastructure was predominantly built in the 1970s and the 1980s. It is now reaching
the end of its economic life. It needs to be renewed and the investment is flowing
through. And unlike previous rounds of investment in electricity, which was
subsidised almost directly by the taxpayer through government funds, it is now being
paid for through price increases from consumers being recouped by what are
increasingly privately owned companies.

That is what is driving the price increases. That is what is driving the overwhelming
price increases—the need to renew fundamental and essential electricity infrastructure.
It is infrastructure that will be needed whether we source our electricity from fossil
fuel powered generation or from renewable, clean energy generation.

Mr Seselja is very keen to make the government’s policy settings around the feed-in
tariff his whipping boy on the issue of electricity prices, but let us first look at exactly
what contribution the feed-in tariff makes to the overall cost of electricity here in the
territory. To date, with the scheme that is currently legislated for, the total price
impact per household per week is less than a dollar, and that is already factored in by
the Australian Energy Regulator. The full cost of the scheme that the government has
agreed to deploy, which is 40 megawatts of large-scale generation, again, when fully
committed, is less than an additional dollar a week.

In total, the scheme that the government has agreed to deploy to date contributes, to
household electricity bills, less than $2 per week. And that will only occur when the
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scheme is fully deployed to that extent, which is probably somewhere between three
and six years away. That is the price impact on the average household electricity
bill—less than $2 a week in three to six years time, when the current ACT average
electricity bill is $700 a year less than the average household electricity bill in New
South Wales.

That is the context in which the government is making its policy decisions. It
highlights how the government is managing the deployment of its policy settings to
ameliorate and manage the cost on households. That shows prudent policy making,
sensible policy making and policy making with regard to managing price impacts for
Canberra families.

Madam Deputy Speaker, the Liberal Party are very pleased to beat the populist drum
on this issue, but when you peel apart their arguments you see they are either dumb or
deceitful in the arguments that they make. And the Canberra community will see
through that.

MRS DUNNE (Ginninderra) (11.44): 1 will dwell on a couple of points. | will go first
to the point attempted to be made by Mr Corbell. He needs to be careful about whom
he calls dumb and deceitful when he uses statistics in this place. | will say that the
figures that | have referred to about the cost of water are, as far as | can tell, the most
recent. They come from the infrastructure report card 2010 by Engineers Australia,
unlike the National Water Commission report that is a 2009 report and refers to the
2007-08 period. | seek leave to table page 54 of the infrastructure report card 2010
by Engineers Australia.

Leave granted.
MRS DUNNE: I present the following paper:

Infrastructure Report Card 2010—Australian Capital Territory, prepared by
Engineers Australia—Copy of page 54.

It shows that in fact Actew does have the most expensive water charges, that is, water
separated from water and sewerage. We need to make sure that we look at those
charges. The annual bill comparison is based on annual water consumption of
250 kilolitres per year for the year 2008-09. The figures that the minister was referring
to as 2008-09 figures are in fact 2007-08 figures. | will do a little dip into the
commentary from Engineers Australia about the cost of potable water in the ACT:

Water prices in the ACT are made up of three components:
Water tariff charged by ACTEW
Water Abstraction Charge (WAC) levied by the ACT Government—

I will repeat that—

... levied by the ACT Government
Network Facilities Charge (NFT) levied—

by whom?—
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... by the ACT Government.
It goes on to say a couple of paragraphs down:

The WAC is a statutory charge applied to those licensed to extract water.
ACTEW is the only holder of an urban water licence and pays the ACT
Government this charge, passing it on to the consumers. The WAC is intended to
represent the sustainable price for water. It has five components:

It goes on to list them. Engineers Australia point out in a table on page 53 that over
the period 2004-05 to 2008-09 the WAC increased from 25c a kilolitre to 55c a
kilolitre. Then there is a discussion about how the change in the levying of the WAC
in 2010-11 will in fact effectively increase the WAC to 63c a kilolitre because it is
measured differently.

But the most important thing is on the page that | tabled, page 54. That clearly shows
that Actew in the ACT has the most expensive water, on the basis of the annual
consumption of a household of 250 litres. In fact, | was mistaken. | thought that
Perth’s was the most expensive after that but according to this table that is not the
case. | do apologise for giving the Assembly wrong information in that regard. But it
is quite clear that, at in excess of $630 a year for 250 kilolitres consumption, the ACT
has the most expensive water in the country.

The cost of water is reinforced by information that the ICRC provided to the
opposition when we were looking for information on water cost. | seek leave to table
a graph which comes from a dataset provided to me by Actew. It is called “ACTEW
water bill per household: ICRC Analysis based on 250 KL per year”, which is the
standard amount.

Leave granted.
MRS DUNNE: I present the following paper:

ACTEW Water bill per household—(ICRC Analysis—based on 250KL per
year)—Graph.

This chart shows steady costs over the period 1997-98 to 2001. That was when the
ACT Liberal Party was in power. Over that period, water costs increased by 13.6 per
cent or an average of 3.4 per cent a year. After that, when ACT Labor took over, until
2011, the cost of household water increased by 176 per cent, according to Actew, or
an average of 17.6 percent a year. As | said before, the Engineers Australia report
shows that the Australian Capital Territory has the most expensive urban potable
water compared to all the other capital cities. These are important issues that need to
be reinforced. Yes, it is the case that you can always find a statistic to support your
argument. Of course, the government has been madly scrumming around today
attempting to do that.

I think Ms Hunter’s amendment is really a sorry apology for the Stanhope government.
It is also a bit schizophrenic. Ms Hunter spends the first part of the amendment
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saying, “It is not the government’s fault. The government cannot do anything about
that.” It is eerily similar in construction and intent to the government’s amendment.

But then, showing a slightly schizophrenic approach, after paragraph (1), where she
says that it is not the government’s fault, she then calls on the government to do
a range of things. One is to consider carefully the cost of living. It is not very different
from what is in Mr Seselja’s motion. It talks about housing affordability, which is an
important issue. It talks about the conduct of a poverty impact analysis.

I was in the lobby and | did hear Ms Hunter attempting to have a go at me, saying,
“Mrs Dunne does not care about poor people.” That was not the point that 1 made.
The point that | made was that, in addition to being concerned about people that might
fall into the category of poverty—and | put on the record that it was the Canberra
Liberals, under a Carnell-Humphries government, that did the first poverty analysis in
this territory, and the only one that stands, and there may be a point that it is time to
revisit that—and in addition to talking about the 13 per cent poverty figure that the
poverty analysis of the Carnell government pointed to, we should be also thinking
about the cost impacts that this has on everyday, ordinary people who never get any
assistance because they are not sufficiently unfortunate enough to fall into the
category of being poverty stricken.

This is not to say that we are not concerned about people who are poor. We are also
concerned about the cost impacts of the prices on everyday people. It is pretty glib
and it is pretty easy to say that we are only interested in people who can go on
overseas trips and have plasma TVs. If some members of the Labor Party and the
crossbench got out of the inner north and visited the suburbs where the people who
pay their wages live, they would see that those people do not go on overseas trips.
They do not have plasma screens. They are struggling on a very small amount of
disposable income which is constantly being eroded by rising costs across the board.

This motion today is asking the government to take that into account and to account
for it in their budget preparation and in their budget papers. It is not really a very
difficult thing to do. The Treasurer says, “We already do it.” If you already do it—

Mr Smyth: No harm done.

MRS DUNNE: no harm done. Put it in place and in a way that is accessible to the
average Canberran. If you want to drive up the cost of people’s rents through land tax,
change of use charge, planning charges and rates, say that you are going to do it. Be
prepared to fess up to what it is that you are going to do. What Mr Seselja has done
here today is demonstrate that the ACT does not perform as well as other jurisdictions.
Our cost of living has increased at a faster rate over the 10 years of the Stanhope
government and it is time that they accounted for that to the people of the ACT.

Question put:
That Ms Hunter’s amendment to Mr Stanhope’s proposed amendment be agreed to.

The Assembly voted—
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Ayes 10 Noes 5
Mr Barr Ms Hunter Mr Doszpot Mr Seselja
Ms Bresnan Ms Le Couteur Mrs Dunne Mr Smyth
Ms Burch Ms Porter Mr Hanson
Mr Corbell Mr Rattenbury
Mr Hargreaves Mr Stanhope

Question so resolved in the affirmative.
Question put:

That Mr Stanhope’s amendment, as amended, be agreed to.

The Assembly voted—
Ayes 10 Noes 5
Mr Barr Ms Hunter Mr Doszpot Mr Seselja
Ms Bresnan Ms Le Couteur Mrs Dunne Mr Smyth
Ms Burch Ms Porter Mr Hanson
Mr Corbell Mr Rattenbury
Mr Hargreaves Mr Stanhope

Question so resolved in the affirmative.

MR SESELJA (Molonglo—Leader of the Opposition) (11.59): I thank members for
their contributions. We have heard a lot of interesting and differing arguments from
the opposite sides about why they will not support this motion. But | think
fundamentally it comes down to the fact that they are not interested in these issues.
They show that through their policies. They show that through these debates. They
show that through their votes in the chamber. Fundamentally, the ACT Labor Party
and the ACT Greens do not care about cost of living pressures on households.

Let us go, again, to some of those costs of living and then some of the arguments that
we have heard as to why we should not support this motion. The increases are:
electricity prices, 69.9 per cent; water prices, 106 per cent; rents, 54 per cent; rates,
75 per cent; and public transport, 31.15 per cent.

Mr Stanhope spent a lot of time effectively using the argument: “We are not quite as
bad as some of our state Labor colleagues, particularly New South Wales.” If the best
you can do is say you are not quite as bad as the Keneally New South Wales Labor
government then you are in trouble. You are in trouble if that is the best you can do.
And that is much of what we heard from the Labor Party in particular.

It did not hold up because when we heard about water prices—and Mrs Dunne
brought the figures—actually we are the most expensive. So we are doing worse than
all those other jurisdictions. It is ironic really, given that the reason this region was
chosen was its catchment capacity. It was due to the fact that it did have good water
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resources in the surrounds. Yet we are paying over 100 per cent extra. Prices have
more than doubled since ACT Labor came to office. So their arguments do not stack

up.

Their argument on the one hand is: “Yes, it might be very high—70 per cent. Yes,
sure that is high but it is not quite as bad as New South Wales.” Yet in other areas
they are even worse than New South Wales. They are worse than every other state,
every other jurisdiction. So you have got to go back to the fundamentals and say:
“Have services doubled in that time? Has the quality of services doubled in that
time?”

We hear all the time about how much money is put into health. And so much money
is. Yet the services in health in terms of the indicators have gone backwards in that
time. Our waiting lists have got longer. People are paying 75 per cent more in their
rates. There are all these other cost of living pressures on them. They are being told by
ACT Labor and by the ACT Greens that that is okay. “It is okay that you have to pay
70 per cent extra in electricity because in New South Wales they have to pay a bit
more.” And it is okay that the government wants to add an additional burden to that,
an additional burden in terms of electricity costs in what is a very inefficient way of
reducing emissions. It is okay because the Labor Party and the Greens say it is okay.

We will stand up for families. We will stand up for those families in Conder, for
example, who are slugged with a 70 per cent increase in electricity costs. As families
are growing, the amount of electricity they use tends to grow. Despite some of the
disparaging comments about the choice of plasma TVs and the like, most of these are
decisions beyond their control.

If you go from being a couple to a couple having one child, two children or three
children, inevitably your hot-water bill will increase. The amount of electricity you
are forced to use will significantly increase. Anyone who has children can tell you the
costs that are associated with that. Families know that. They make those decisions.
They are not looking for handouts from governments. But what they are looking for is
a fair go. They are looking for a government that is in their corner and that says, “We
care about these cost of living pressures.”

Everything we have had from the Labor Party and the Greens shows that they do not
care. They simply do not care about these pressures. They rationalise it away. They
say: “In some cases we are not as bad as New South Wales. In other cases, of course,
we are. Anyway, people’s income has grown.” People’s income has not kept pace
with that. When you look at the rates per block in Calwell, which have gone up by
99 per cent, | do not think many people in Calwell over the last nine years have seen
their income double. Maybe some have. Good luck to them. But | do not think that
would be the common scenario.

The pensioners have not seen their income double. Police officers have not seen their
income double. Nurses have not seen their income double. Teachers have not. Public
servants have not. But they have seen their rates double. They have seen their water
prices double. They have seen their electricity prices go up by nearly three-quarters—
70 per cent, they have gone up.
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Regardless of the views of members of the Labor Party, regardless of the views of
members of the Greens, we will continue to fulfil our responsibility to stand up for
those families. We will not take a backward step because this Labor-Greens alliance
says they are not going to vote for sensible things.

Let us have a look now at what the Labor Party and the Greens have voted against.
They have voted against a statement that highlights the cost of living pressures. They
have voted against a criticism of the government for that and they have voted against
a call for the government to consider these issues and to be transparent about how
they deal with cost of living pressures. That was what they voted against today. That
was what the Labor Party and the Greens voted against.

We simply do not agree with that position. We will go out there and we will have the
argument. We will have the argument here and we will have the argument in the
suburbs. We will talk to all of those families who are copping these cost of living
pressures. The message that they have received loudly and clearly today from the
majority of members in the Assembly, from the Labor Party and the Greens, is that
the Labor Party and the Greens do not care about those issues. There is no other
message to take out. For those families who are struggling with the cost of childcare,
with the cost of electricity, with the cost of water, with the cost of rates and with all of
the other taxes and charges that they are facing, with rising interest rates, the Labor
Party and the Greens are saying, “We are not going to do anything about that.”

What we instead had was the Labor Party and the Greens justifying why it is so,
finding excuses why it is so. Those excuses are thin. On the one hand they say, “At
least we are not quite as bad as New South Wales.” But on the other hand there are
plenty of examples where they are even worse than New South Wales.

We are not surprised that the Labor Party is voting against it. We are no longer
surprised that the Greens have, again, defended the government and sought to
rationalise and justify it. But certainly we will continue to fight for it because this is
core business and this should be core business for members of the Assembly. It is
certainly core business for the Canberra Liberals.

Motion, as amended, agreed to.

Gaming Machine (Problem Gambling Assistance) Amendment
Bill 2010

Debate resumed from 22 September 2010, on motion by Ms Hunter:

That this bill be agreed to in principle.
MR BARR (Molonglo—Minister for Education and Training, Minister for Planning,
Minister for Tourism, Sport and Recreation and Minister for Gaming and
Racing) (12.08): I rise this morning to indicate that the government will support this

bill in principle and welcomes Ms Hunter’s initiative in bringing forward this bill,
which proposes to introduce a mandatory contribution by the operators of electronic
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gaming machines, noting that the money will then go to a central problem gambling
assistance fund.

There is no doubt that problem gambling is a significant issue in our community. The
2010 Productivity Commission report into gambling estimated that between 80,000
and 160,000 adults in Australia suffer significant problems from gambling. In the
territory, a 2001 study found that approximately 5,300 people were problem gamblers.
Lifeline in Canberra has also indicated that since 1999 consistently over 70 per cent of
its clients have gambling problems primarily or only with gaming machines.

The Productivity Commission also estimated that problem gamblers contributed
between 22 and 60 per cent of total spending on gaming machines. Based on this
finding, problem gamblers contributed between $38 million and $103.7 million out of
the total $172.8 million in gross gaming machine revenue in the ACT in the 2009-10
financial year. To put this another way, applying the findings of the Productivity
Commission to the ACT context shows that problem gamblers lost between
$38 million and $103 million on gaming machines in the ACT in 2009-10. | think we
all agree that these are alarming figures.

I have previously stated on the public record that it is my personal view that there are
too many gaming machines in the ACT. Further, | believe future reforms in this area
should seek to reduce the overall number of machines in the territory and encourage
clubs to contribute a greater level of gaming machine revenue back to the community.
As | am sure members would be aware, | have been in discussion with the club sector
for several months with the aim of developing a suitable package of reforms.
However, a recent federal intervention in this area has significantly increased the
operational uncertainty for both governments and gaming machine operators.

Prime Minister Gillard and the member for Denison, Andrew Wilkie, signed an
agreement in September this year that, among other things, committed the parties to
implementing significant gaming machine reforms across all states and territories. |
attended the inaugural meeting of the Council of Australian Governments select
council on gambling reform in Melbourne on 22 October this year. The council
agreed to the formation of working groups that will provide advice on the best
methods for delivering a national pre-commitment strategy, ATM withdrawal limits,
dynamic warnings and cost-of-play displays.

Pre-commitment technology will give players the ability to set spending or time limits
for each playing session. This will give players a substantially increased ability to
control their overall spending on gaming machines and may be of assistance to those
that suffer problems due to their gambling. Research shows a clear link between
problem gambling and access to cash, such as from ATMs. Problem gamblers are
more likely to use ATMs to withdraw cash than other gamblers and, in general,
withdraw larger sums of money. The Productivity Commission recommended that a
daily limit of $250 on withdrawals from ATMs could help address gambling harms
without overly affecting non-problem gamblers and other patrons.

Dynamic warnings will provide players with periodic on-screen displays of
information and warnings during their sessions. On-screen cost-of-play displays will

5524



Legislative Assembly for the ACT 17 November 2010

provide players with enhanced information about the expected cost of playing
machines based on their style of play. The select council will examine the costs and
benefits of these changes for industry and government. Importantly, the council has
acknowledged that gambling is a legitimate industry and one that makes a significant
economic and social contribution to Australia. As a member of the select council, |
will be ensuring the ACT’s views are heard at the national level.

The government is committed to minimising the harm that problem gambling inflicts
on some members of our community. The operation of electronic gaming machines in
the ACT is controlled, supervised and regulated by the ACT Gambling and Racing
Commission, under the powers prescribed to it through the Gambling and Racing
Control Act 1999.

The commission is not only responsible for ensuring the lawful provision of gaming
services in the ACT, but is also required to exercise its powers in a way that best
promotes the public interest. This is reducing, where possible, the cost of problem
gambling not only to individuals involved but also to the community as a whole.

The functions of the commission also include monitoring the social and economic
effects of gambling and problem gambling and providing educational services about
gambling and engaging in community consultation about its activities. The
commission also undertakes review of the ACT’s gaming laws, such as its current
review of the government’s provisions for clubs within the Gaming Machine Act
2004. This continuing process of reviewing and updating legislation, including
appropriate  community consultation, clearly demonstrates the government’s
commitment to the provision of a safe and well-regulated gaming environment within
the territory.

There are currently two agreements between the Department of Disability, Housing
and Community Services and Lifeline Canberra totalling almost $400,000 per annum.
This funding helps support the provision of the Lifeline telephone counselling service,
a crisis counselling service using trained volunteer counsellors, and Gambling Care, a
gambling and financial counselling service that assists ACT residents to enhance their
personal financial management skills. The government’s programs in relation to harm
minimisation are complemented by the Clubcare program, under which 25 of
Canberra’s leading licensed community clubs, ClubsACT and ACTTAB work with
Lifeline Canberra to assist in providing responsible environments for patrons who
gamble. Also under the Clubcare program, Lifeline Canberra provides specialist
gambling and financial counselling services to participating clubs and ACTTAB
patrons.

There is no doubt that increased funding towards alleviating problem gambling may
help minimise the impact of problem gambling on the community. The changes
proposed in Ms Hunter’s bill will raise the funding provided by licensees of problem
gambling service providers above current levels and will also provide increased
funding certainty for the organisations involved. Additionally, the fund will provide
more money for research into problem gambling. These are all worthy aims.

The administration of the scheme by the Gambling and Racing Commission will
allow the allocation of funding to be undertaken in an objective and transparent
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manner that will ensure that the best value for money is achieved. The commission
will also report annually on the activities of the fund as part of their annual report. 1
am satisfied that the administration of the problem gambling fund is consistent with
the commission’s functions as outlined in the Gambling and Racing Control Act 1999
and that the scheme will not prove to be administratively burdensome for the
commission or the industry.

However, regardless of its positive elements, | feel that the percentage of gross
gaming machine revenue that this bill will mandate is too high. This does not
diminish the need for an amendment of this nature, however, and, accordingly, the
government supports the bill in principle. | intend to adjourn the debate today and
bring back some detailed amendments in the next sitting. When it comes to that
debate in detail, 1 can foreshadow that the government will move amendments to this
bill that will lower the level of gaming machine licensees’ contributions to the
mandatory problem gambling assistance levy from 0.75 to 0.6 per cent. This
represents a difference of about $300,000 per year in the levy, which the government
feels is a more reasonable and responsible requirement for clubs, bearing in mind that
they currently pay around $400,000 per annum for problem gambling programs.

Unamended, the bill before us today would see an increase to $1.3 million per annum.
Under the government’s proposal | foreshadow today, this will instead rise to
$1 million per annum. In addition, | foreshadow that the government proposes to
bring forward a wider ranging package of reforms. Without exhaustively covering the
detail of this package this morning, | can say in outline that it will consist of four
elements.

Firstly, the government will investigate requiring other gaming operators, such as
Casino Canberra and ACTTAB, to contribute to the gambling assistance fund in the
future. Secondly, the government will increase the required percentage of community
contributions from seven per cent to eight per cent of net gaming machine revenue.
Thirdly, the government will allow multivenue club groups to transfer gaming
machines internally, subject to the social impact and needs assessment currently
outlined in the Gaming Machine Act 2004. Finally, and most importantly, we will
reduce the maximum number of allowed gaming machines in the ACT—what is
known as the cap—»Dby 143 from 5,200 to 5,057. In effect, this measure will remove all
gaming machines available in the gaming machine pool.

I think the reform package just foreshadowed is more comprehensive than the bill
before us today. Ultimately, it will complement the bill before us today. I commend
Ms Hunter for preparing this amendment bill and encourage colleagues in the
Assembly to consider supporting a broader package of reforms that the government
will bring forward in due course.

Debate interrupted in accordance with standing order 74 and the resumption of the
debate made an order of the day for a later hour.

Sitting suspended from 12.19to 2 pm.
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Questions without notice
Planning—answers to questions on notice

MR SESELJA: My question is to the Minister for Planning. Minister, in regard to the
deletion of an answer to a question on notice, in your written response to the question
you answered:

The Government is not prepared to invest the significant time required to address
such questions as it would be too resource intensive and time consuming.

Yet today you have apparently changed your answer and the reason it was not
answered was because the answer was not good enough. Which story is true?

MR BARR: Obviously, in preparing material in response to questions during an
estimates period, within a five-day period, as is required in that process, and given the
sheer volume of questions, departments will often, in providing information, do their
best to answer questions. But in this instance, because | think Mr Seselja asked this
question of all ministers in all portfolio areas, | did have the chance to have a look at
my response across a variety of different departments that I have responsibility for. Of
course, depending on the level of resources within that department and the way that
material is able to be collected in response to what was, | think, a 20-part, 58 subpart
question from the Leader of the Opposition, agencies were in differing positions to
provide a level of response.

I know that my responses varied. Some were able to provide information in relation to
some aspects of the question and indicated with the rest that either data was not
collected in that form or it would not be possible to get that information within the
time frames required. In looking at the material that the ACT Planning and Land
Authority provided, I think there were 14 references—

Opposition members interjecting—
MR SPEAKER: Order!

MR BARR: Excuse me, Mr Speaker, there were 14 references in the material
prepared—

Mr Coe: You’re struggling, Andrew.

MR SPEAKER: Order, Mr Coe!

MR BARR: There were 14 references within the material prepared in response to that
question that indicated that there was not that level of information available. So my
response to the member’s question, in referring the member to previous answers, |

think is entirely appropriate.

I think there is a legitimate question that we need to consider, the Assembly needs to
consider, or perhaps the estimates committee needs to consider in this context. | think
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the Chief Minister alluded to this in his letter to the chair. If the level of information is
expected from departments within a five-day turnaround period then it may well be
unrealistic. And it is not surprising, particularly when the same question was asked of
every ACT government agency, that it was not possible to provide that information
within that time frame.

I do note, of course, that elements of the question that Mr Seselja asked are reported
on annually in annual reports. Again, this comes to a question, | suppose, of what
level of expectation members have of ministers’ offices in terms of: if we answer a
question and that information is available in the annual report; are we expected to
identify where within the annual report? Do we need to reproduce a table from within
an annual report? These are, of course, interesting debating points. But in the end,
most of the information that the member sought has been reported in annual reports,
anyway, or responded to in my answers to the same question across a range of
portfolios.

MR SPEAKER: A supplementary, Mr Seselja?

MR SESELJA: Minister, could you advise the Assembly as to why you consider
a one-line non-answer being of more quality and usefulness than the thousand-word
answer already prepared by the department?

MR BARR: Obviously, it is up to ministers to determine how questions on notice are
answered. | said | have looked at the material that was provided. For the bulk of the
questions, it was clear that the information was not collected or not available in that
format. Whether you respond with exactly the same sentence 20 times or say it once,
again, is a matter of conjecture, | suppose, within this place. It is interesting that the
Leader of the Opposition appears fixated on this matter but the information that the
member sought is, of course, available and reported on in annual reports each year.

MR SMYTH: A supplementary, Mr Speaker.

MR SPEAKER: Yes, Mr Smyth.

MR SMYTH: Thank you, Mr Speaker. Minister, how many other questions have
been answered by your department only to have you decide that the answer should not

be published?

MR BARR: Ultimately, ministers answer questions to questions on notice. | do that
in accordance with the requirements of the standing orders.

MR SMYTH: A supplementary, thank you, Mr Speaker.
MR SPEAKER: Yes, Mr Smyth.

MR SMYTH: Minister, can you provide any evidence that supports your claims that
the answer was deleted for the reasons that you have given?

Mr Barr: Sorry; | missed the last part of your—
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MR SMYTH: Minister, can you provide any evidence that supports your claims that
the answer was deleted for the reason that you have given?

MR BARR: | imagine that there would be nothing | could say that would convince
the Deputy Leader of the Opposition. That said, | have indicated, Mr Speaker, that |
have responded to the initial question from Mr Seselja. He did ask it of all agencies
and all ministers, and across my portfolios I responded as best I could within the time
frames.

Education—teacher quality

MS HUNTER: My question is to the Minister for Education and Training and it
concerns the Grattan Institute report released this week. Minister, the report finds,
among other things, that reductions in class sizes are not likely to raise average
student achievement and that investment in improving teacher quality will have a
greater impact on student performance. Do you agree with the findings of this report?
If so, will you put a greater focus on teacher quality rather than the reduction in class
sizes?

MR BARR: | thank Ms Hunter for the question. It is, indeed, an area where there are
quite passionately held views amongst education researchers. | know that Ben Jensen
from the Grattan Institute is not alone in his thinking in relation to where it is best to
invest new and additional resources in education. | think in the context of the history
of ACT government investment that we have perhaps gone about as far as we can go
in terms of class size reductions. We have the best student-to-teacher ratios of any
metropolitan education jurisdiction in the country by a long way.

| have indicated, Mr Speaker, that obviously the next area of reform in terms of the
teaching profession is clearly the focus on teacher effectiveness. That is why we have
funded and established the Teacher Quality Institute. It is why | am seeking reform in
the next teachers’ EBA. | think it is important that we have some structural reform for
the career structure of teachers. | think the Grattan Institute report does highlight the
importance of policy focusing on this area now. It certainly will be front and centre in
terms of our future policy development and our focus on education reform in 2011.

MR SPEAKER: A supplementary question, Ms Hunter?

MS HUNTER: How will any changes or revised priorities being considered be
applied to those students found in particular need by the Assembly inquiry into special
education and the achievement gap?

MR BARR: Clearly, teacher effectiveness, the quality of the curriculum and our
desire to engage in a more robust disability education review as a result of Shaddock
and that committee report do indicate that there is certainly considerable scope for
further reform in this area to improve education outcomes. I welcome not only the
Grattan Institute’s work but also that of the committee and Professor Shaddock in
recognising that there is more to disability education than just simply inputs and
funding models. In fact, what we need to be focusing on is the quality of education.
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This research and the work done by Professor Shaddock and the committee clearly
indicate where there are areas we can improve in the ACT. That is what we will be
doing. I look forward to delivering the government’s response to the committee report
in due course.

MS BRESNAN: A supplementary.
MR SPEAKER: Yes, Ms Bresnan.

MS BRESNAN: Thank you, Mr Speaker. Minister, given that the Grattan report
ranks Australia eighth in the world on student assessment in reading, maths and
science, how will the recent heavy emphasis on NAPLAN testing across Australia and
in the ACT improve our ranking in these areas?

MR BARR: | think the NAPLAN testing provides important data for classroom
teachers. Used in conjunction with the smart tool that the ACT education department
equips all schools and all teachers with, we can then measure the progress of
individual students as they move through their years of schooling. The level of data
that is available now means that we can identify students who are not meeting
minimum national benchmarks who might need additional assistance. Equally, we can
also look at those students who are achieving well above what their peers are
achieving and, in fact, may benefit from gifted and talented educational programs.

The level of data that is available now through national testing and available for
classroom teachers is significantly above what has been available in the education
sector before and I think it provides a powerful tool for continuous improvement
within our schooling system. We look forward in the next few weeks to the release of
a whole range of new information on the revamped My School website. Most
particularly also, what will be interesting to see are the financial data comparisons and
how schools across the territory and the country are effectively utilising the resources
available to them.

Planning—variation 2101-31

MR SMYTH: My question is to the Minister for Planning. Minister, section 87 of the
Planning and Development Act describes a technical variation and includes point (g)
which notes:

... a variation to clarify the language in the Territory Plan if it does not change
the substance of the plan

Minister, when considering variation 2010-31, is a 50 per cent increase in density and
the deletion of sports fields a clarification of the language or a change to the substance
of the plan?

MR BARR: Technical amendments, as Mr Smyth has identified in his question, are

an element of the Planning and Development Act. It does go on to describe the
circumstances where technical amendments can be used. One type of technical
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amendment enables planning codes to be updated when things change or further
information becomes available. This may include changes to concept plans for new
suburbs when further planning work has been done and impacts are better understood.
This does also allow dwelling numbers to be refined.

Of course, any change of code must be consistent with the policy purpose and policy
framework of the code. I understand, of course, that this is going to be the subject of a
further debate in the Assembly later this afternoon. The technical amendment process,
I think, is an important one.

I do note, not that I take all of my policy clues from the Residential Developer
Magazine, there is a section within this magazine which talks about best practice and
gives some examples of best planning practice in Australia. Under the heading “The
good, the bad and the ugly”, examining development delays, one of their case studies
is, in fact, Crace in the ACT, where they indicate that, having some flexibility to
enable change between a concept plan delivered by the planning authority and the
estate development plan delivered by those developing the estate and having that
flexibility to make adjustments is important. If that was not available and we had to
go back through a full territory plan variation process then there would be
considerable delays in delivering affordable housing to the marketplace.

I recognise that there are always trade-offs in these matters and it is fair enough to
have a debate on this. | look forward to doing so this afternoon. But it is of course
worth noting that the technical amendment process is indeed part of the Planning and
Development Act and it has been used appropriately in this instance.

Mr Hargreaves: Supplementary?
MR SPEAKER: Mr Smyth still has the call, Mr Hargreaves.
Mr Hargreaves: Life’s full of these little miseries, Mr Speaker.

MR SPEAKER: | appreciate your enthusiasm, but Mr Smyth has a supplementary
question.

MR SMYTH: Thank you, Mr Speaker. Minister, just exactly how many houses
would need to be added to the variation for it to be considered substantial by you?

MR BARR: That is somewhat of a hypothetical question. I do not know that it is
possible for there to be an exact answer to that question. | indicated in my previous
answers that any change to our code must be consistent with the policy, purpose and
framework for that code.

MR SPEAKER: Mr Hargreaves, a supplementary question?
MR HARGREAVES: Given that this question is about the definition of a technical

amendment, are you aware of any clarifications to that definition that former planning
minister Mr Smyth may have done during his regime?
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MR BARR: | would have to acknowledge that there is a different Planning and
Development Act in place now. But, importantly, one of the elements that this
Assembly discussed and supported at the time of the unanimous passage of the
Planning and Development Act was to try and eliminate some of the red tape that was
slowing the delivery of affordable housing. All members at the time seemed to be
quite generally supportive of this position.

It is interesting now that the Liberal Party are specifically opposed, it would appear, to
this particular variation and this particular technical amendment. One could only
begin to speculate on the reasons for that. Given the sort of misinformation that the
shadow treasurer has been peddling around about there being no open space or no
ovals when, in fact, 25 per cent of the suburb of Crace will be open space and that that
compares with seven per cent in Palmerston and six per cent in Torrens, or
thereabouts, I think the suburb of Crace will be well served in terms of its open space
and its recreation facilities.

MR SPEAKER: A supplementary, Mr Seselja?

MR SESELJA: Thank you. Minister, has ACTPLA taken legal advice that this
variation is considered technical in nature?

MR BARR: | understand that elements of this are being appealed through various
legal processes, so you would anticipate—and | can acknowledge—that, yes, of
course the Planning and Land Authority will defend its position in relation to this
matter and has its own legal counsel in-house. So, yes, legal advice is always taken.

ACT Public Cemeteries Authority—proposed southern cemetery site

MS LE COUTEUR: My question is to the minister for TAMS and concerns the
proposed southern cemetery site. | refer to the budget pressures affecting the ACT
Public Cemeteries Authority as reported in the Canberra Times and heard about in the
annual report hearings. These revealed that the cemeteries authority is struggling to
pay long-term costs and that it has concerns about its long-term viability without
raising extra funds. Can you tell the Assembly how these cost pressures are impacting
on the decision as to the type of cemetery to build at the proposed southern cemetery
site?

Members interjecting—

MR STANHOPE: | beg your pardon—

Mr Hargreaves: You have got to declare self-interest here.
MR SPEAKER: Order, Mr Hargreaves! Thank you.

MR STANHOPE: | am sorry, Mr Speaker. | could not hear Ms Le Couteur over the
interjections.

MS LE COUTEUR: | am sorry. | could hardly hear myself.
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MR SPEAKER: Members, please do not intervene or interject when questions are
being asked because it wastes time to have the questions re-asked. Ms Le Couteur,
could you repeat yourself?

MS LE COUTEUR: Certainly, Mr Speaker. My question is to the minister for
TAMS and concerns the proposed southern cemetery site. | refer to the budget
pressures affecting the ACT Public Cemeteries Authority as reported in the Canberra
Times and heard about in the annual report hearings. These revealed that the
cemeteries authority is struggling to pay long-term costs and that it has concerns about
its long-term viability without raising extra funds. Can you tell the Assembly how
these cost pressures are impacting on the decision as to the type of cemetery to be
built at the proposed southern cemetery site?

MR STANHOPE: | thank Ms Le Couteur for the question. It is an important
question. The issue that Ms Le Couteur raises is around a long-term liability which the
cemeteries trust acknowledges most particularly in relation to its obligations going
forward. It has accepted an obligation of perpetual care—

Mr Hargreaves: Or liability.

MR STANHOPE: Or perpetual liability in relation to the maintenance of existing
graves within our cemeteries and, indeed, with all new burials. It is a commitment or
obligation that the cemeteries trust accepts. The nature of the shortfall that has been
identified, Ms Le Couteur, has to be understood in the context of those perpetual
liabilities going forward.

The cemeteries trust, on the modelling that it has done in terms of anticipated
expenditure going forward, does identify a significant shortfall in its capacity to
continue to maintain the cemeteries, the graves, that currently exist into the future.
Indeed, it is a perpetual obligation that is accepted by our cemeteries in relation to the
nature of the contractual arrangement with those that utilise most particularly burial as
opposed to cremation.

As to the point of your question, Ms Le Couteur, it suggests that a consideration in
relation to the establishment of a third cemetery or a southern cemetery in some way
involves a consideration of the costs and the benefits or the capacity there would be to
establish an additional cemetery for dealing with that perpetual liability. | think it
would be fair to say that the primary driver in relation to a third cemetery is, in fact,
essentially the way that the cemetery will be full within a few years.

Whilst Gungahlin has significant capacity, it is in the north of the city. | believe, and
the cemeteries trust believes, that we should maintain a second cemetery in the
southern areas of Canberra, and that is the major driver. The one point | would say,
Ms Le Couteur, that goes directly to your question is that there has been some
consideration given to how the cemeteries trust might expand its revenue base.

One of the issues in relation to that is if it were to own and operate a crematorium.
Cost-benefit analyses have been done around that but at this stage no decision has
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been made by the cemeteries trust or, indeed, by the government and no position has
been put to the government on whether we should have either a cemetery or a
crematorium.

Ms Le Couteur: | raise a point of order, Mr Speaker. | specifically asked about the
impact of the cost pressures on the type of cemetery proposed for the southern
cemetery site, and Mr Stanhope has not yet come to that.

MR STANHOPE: Okay. | am not aware of any, Ms Le Couteur.
MR SPEAKER: Supplementary question, Ms Le Couteur?

MS LE COUTEUR: Thank you. Has the government analysed the cost savings to the
territory from building a natural cemetery, or has it only done, as the officials at the
annual hearings said, a very solid piece of work on a crematorium, and what that will
add to any cemetery that it is attached to?

MR STANHOPE: | will have to take that question on notice. | have not received the
final work of the cemeteries trust in relation to the southern cemetery or the
consultations. | will take the question on notice.

MS HUNTER: A supplementary.

MR SPEAKER: Yes, Ms Hunter.

MS HUNTER: Chief Minister, has the government analysed the environmental
benefits of natural cemeteries or has the focus been on maximising the financial gains
of building a crematorium?

MR STANHOPE: Not that | am aware of.

MS BRESNAN: A supplementary.

MR SPEAKER: Yes, Ms Bresnan.

MS BRESNAN: Thank you, Mr Speaker. Chief Minister, are you aware that the
Tuggeranong site marked for a cemetery is an important wildlife corridor, and how do

you plan to maintain this if the site is used for the southern cemetery?

MR STANHOPE: | am aware of the environmental and ecological issues in relation
to the cemetery, and those are issues that are being considered.

Actew Corporation Ltd—profit

MRS DUNNE: My question is to the Treasurer. Treasurer, since the Stanhope
government was elected, water prices in the ACT have risen by 106 per cent.
Treasurer, given the higher prices faced by water consumers and given the recent
relaxation of water restrictions, how much extra profit will the ACT government reap
from ACT water consumers through Actew dividends this year?
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MS GALLAGHER: All up-to-date information around revenue to government will
be provided in the budget update in February this year.

MR SPEAKER: Mrs Dunne, a supplementary question?

MRS DUNNE: Yes, Mr Speaker. Treasurer, will you use any increased dividends to
provide financial relief to ACT ratepayers who are facing a 75 per cent increase in
rates since the Labor Party came to power in 2001?

MS GALLAGHER: They are decisions that budget cabinet will need to take. |
should say that since the relaxing of water restrictions it has been raining constantly
and, from my reading of all the signs up around the place, consumption is very low.

Mr Hanson interjecting—

MS GALLAGHER: Well, there is not a windfall of cash coming through with water
is what | am saying.

MR SMYTH: A supplementary, Mr Speaker.
MR SPEAKER: Yes, Mr Smyth.

MR SMYTH: Thank you, Mr Speaker. Treasurer, will you, as a shareholder in Actew,
ask that water prices be reduced to ensure that Actew does not gouge homeowners
this year?

MS GALLAGHER: No.
Electricity—cost

MR COE: My question is to the Minister for Energy and it relates to the increasing
cost of electricity in the ACT. Minister, you stated earlier today that electricity bills,
on average, are $1,522 per year in the ACT. Can you confirm for the Assembly that
the entire solar feed-in tariff scheme will add $225 to household electricity bills,
which equates to approximately a 15 per cent increase?

MR CORBELL: The $225 figure relates to the potential full expansion of the scheme
to 240 megawatts in 10 years time. The government has agreed at this stage to the
existing 30 megawatts allocated to micro and now medium generator categories and it
has agreed to only 40 megawatts of the large generator categories. In total, those two
elements, the only elements the government has agreed to deploy at this time, will
amount to no more than $4 per week per household once deployed.

MR SPEAKER: A supplementary question, Mr Coe?
MR COE: Minister, how will you be communicating to Canberrans that the increase

will be no more than $4 per year and that there will be a 15 per cent increase in the
cost on average?
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MR CORBELL.: Can you repeat the last part of your question?

MR COE: Minister, how will you be communicating to Canberrans that there will be
a $4 per week increase in the cost of electricity, which will equate to 15 per cent for
most households?

MR CORBELL.: Four dollars a week does not equate to 15 per cent per household; it
only equates to, if | recall correctly, around two per cent of the total electricity bill per
household. But in relation to—

Mr Seselja: $200 a year isn’t two per cent.

MR CORBELL: No, this is where they fail to understand. | was referring to those
elements the government has agreed to deploy, which is 40 megawatts of the
210 large—

Mr Hanson interjecting—

MR CORBELL.: Listen carefully. Forty megawatts of the large 210 megawatt
generator category is what the government has agreed to deploy. That will result in a
cost to households of no more than $2 per week once deployed. The existing
30 megawatt scheme, which has been allocated between micro