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BROADBAND INTERNET - USE OF FUTURE FUND 
Motion 

Resumed from 28 November on the following motion moved by Hon Vincent Catania - 

That this house urges the federal government to support the use of the Future Fund in order to provide 
the necessary public investment in broadband Internet access throughout Australia.   

In particular, this house urges the federal government to acknowledge that -  

(a) the urban broadband network is inadequate to meet current or future demands; 

(b) Western Australia’s mining companies, pastoralists, farmers and communities function in 
regions that are as remote from administrative centres as any in the world; 

(c) telehealth capacity would enable quality health services to be delivered via a broadband 
network to areas where such services are currently impossible; and 

(d) the use of the Future Fund to enable public investment in the national broadband network is a 
valid and essential means of achieving the aims of the fund by investing in Australia’s future 
in commerce, education and health. 

HON VINCENT CATANIA (Mining and Pastoral) [11.07 am]:  There is little doubt that the Western 
Australian economy has been very fortunate over recent years.  We are enjoying the strongest international 
conditions we have experienced in 30 years.  The demand for our raw materials, particularly from the 
supercharged economies of India and China, has fuelled the mining boom that we are currently experiencing.  In 
fact, it has fuelled the coffers of the nation.  Western Australians can take credit for that because we have been 
able to supply a lot of royalties to the federal government, ensuring that we are living in prosperous times.  We 
must now begin to invest the wealth this has generated to create a strong future for Australia because, to date, the 
former Howard government has failed to do so.  Rather, it has been self-satisfied, backward looking and 
complacent.  This is nowhere more obvious than its chronic effect on Australia’s broadband needs, particularly 
in regional WA.  As I go around the electorate, particularly in my home town of Carnarvon, it is particularly 
evident in the horticultural industry where the usage of Internet is at an all-time low because people still have the 
old dial-up system.  They are not able to access broadband.  If they were able to, it would assist their business 
because they could talk to people in Perth or around the state, but, more importantly, talk to people who they do 
business with on a day-to-day basis over east and overseas.  This particularly affects growers, because they are 
unable to communicate at a reasonable pace.  It is a very cut-throat industry.  The growers have to get in their 
cars and drive to town to use someone else’s Internet access to enable them to communicate with their clients.  
This problem particularly affects growers in Carnarvon.  I noticed over the past three years, since I have been a 
member for the Mining and Pastoral Region, the lack of commitment by the former Howard government to 
regional Western Australia, and particularly the Gascoyne.  Hon Norman Moore, who is unfortunately not here - 
he is on parliamentary business outside the chamber - said that the federal Labor candidate for Kalgoorlie, 
Sharon Thiel, had campaigned on state issues.  Yes, the candidate did campaign on a few state issues.  Health 
was one such state issue.   

Hon Simon O’Brien:  It is a big issue.   

Hon VINCENT CATANIA:  It is a very big issue. 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  There are real problems there.   

The PRESIDENT:  Order, members!  I will have cause to read out motion 56.  I do not want us to drift off into 
debate on health matters unless they are relevant to motion 56.  I am having some difficulty in seeing that 
relevance.   
Hon VINCENT CATANIA:  Thank you, Mr President.  Health issues are relevant, as better access to 
broadband would assist with the diagnosis of health matters in the bush.  It is very relevant.  One of the issues on 
which the candidate campaigned was health services, because there has been a gap in health funding.  The 
federal coalition government neglected health services in Australia.  In 1996, the funding split for health was 50-
50 between the state and federal governments, but today 70 per cent of funding is provided by the state while 
only 30 per cent of funding is provided by the federal government.  The neglect of health services by the federal 
government over the years has had a huge impact.   
The PRESIDENT:  Order!  Hon Vince Catania, you did make a connection between broadband and health 
matters but you then went on to speak about health matters that do not relate to broadband.  The motion that you 
have moved relates to broadband.  The motion is not to do with wide-ranging health matters or people’s views 
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on the stance of various political parties on health, education or any other matters, except in so far as those 
matters relate to broadband and the words of the motion.   
Hon VINCENT CATANIA:  Thank you, Mr President.   
A broadband system that actually worked would definitely assist the health system in regional Western 
Australia.  I made reference to John Howard’s flat-earth policy and Colin’s canal, because the same principle 
basically applied.   
Hon Simon O’Brien:  If only you had told me these things before six o’clock last Saturday, I would have moved 
to Kalgoorlie to vote for your candidate.  It is too little, too late now.   
Hon VINCENT CATANIA:  A lot of people did move to Kalgoorlie and voted for the candidate.  The swing 
shows that.   

Hon Simon O’Brien:  Did they indeed move?   

Hon VINCENT CATANIA:  Yes. 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  Just on the books or did they actually move?   

Hon VINCENT CATANIA:  A lot of people have moved to the seat of Kalgoorlie because it is a fantastic area 
in which to live and work, as the member well knows.   

Hon Simon O’Brien:  And when they get there, they vote for Mr Haase and Mr Birney.   

Hon Ken Travers:  The only thing that will stop them moving is if they find out that Hon Norman Moore is still 
one of their local members. 

Hon VINCENT CATANIA:  Hon Norman Moore is a very well respected member in the Mining and Pastoral 
Region. 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  Can I get you a saucer of milk, Ken, or some Whiskas for that catty remark?   

The PRESIDENT:  Order, members!  One of the difficulties we have when a member who is addressing a 
motion does not stick to speaking to that motion is that it leads to all sorts of absolutely irrelevant interjections.  I 
know Hon Vince Catania wants to speak to his motion and I invite him to do so, rather than digressing and 
answering what some may consider to be somewhat unruly interjections.   

Hon VINCENT CATANIA:  Thank you, Mr President.   

The federal Labor Party released a policy on a national broadband network.  The media statement from 21 March 
2007 went into the detail of a broadband network that is going to work.  The media statement released by Kevin 
Rudd, Stephen Conroy and Lindsay Tanner, who were shadow ministers at the time and will now be ministers, 
reads - 

In an historic move, Federal Labor will revolutionise Australia’s internet infrastructure by creating a 
new world class National Broadband Network. 

Labor will invest up to $4.7 billion to establish the National Broadband Network in partnership with the 
private sector.  This will be over a five-year period. 

This is necessary to boost productivity growth and build long-term economic prosperity once the 
mining boom is over. 

Together with Federal Labor’s Education Revolution, the National Broadband Network plan will 
provide a platform to build and expand Australian business.  

As I said, this will particularly assist growers in Carnarvon.  The media statement continues - 

The National Broadband Network will connect 98 per cent of Australians to high speed broadband 
internet services - at a speed more than 40 times faster than most current speeds. 

Federal Labor will increase speed to a minimum of 12 megabits per second.  This means business, 
education and household services on the internet including entertainment will happen in “real time”. 

The remaining two per cent of Australians in regional and remote areas not covered by this network will 
have improved broadband services. 

Nation building in the 19th century meant building a national rail network; Nation building in the 21st 
century means building a National Broadband Network. 

Currently, Australia is 25th in the world in terms of available internet bandwidth behind Slovenia and 
the Slovak Republic.  If we are to remain globally competitive, we must address this as an absolute 
priority.  
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New services and benefits of the network - particularly in rural and regional areas - include: 
•  Slashed telephone bills for small business;  
•  Enhanced business services such as teleconferencing, video conferencing and virtual private 

networks;  
•  Enhanced capacity for services like e-education and e-health; and  
•  High definition, multi-channel and inter-active TV services.  

A new national broadband network is critical to building the platform for economic growth, 
productivity and prosperity.  

That is now government policy, which we will see - 

Hon Robyn McSweeney:  In 2020, did you say?   

Hon VINCENT CATANIA:  If the member had listened to what I read from the media statement, she would 
know that it will be within five years.  Australians have decided.  They had an opportunity on the weekend to 
vote on this very important policy.  They had a choice between John Howard’s flat-earth policy, a $1 billion 
fixed broadband network that would deliver to only 50 per cent - 

Hon Nigel Hallett:  In Western Australia, the Liberal Party picked up two seats.  They voted for us.   

Hon VINCENT CATANIA:  Does Hon Nigel Hallett have an answer to give to his question on notice yet?  
Does he know the answer to it?  The broadband policy of the Howard government would have delivered to only 
50 per cent of people in Australia.   

Hon Simon O’Brien:  Get up to date, Vince.  The election is over.   

Hon VINCENT CATANIA:  It may be over, but this is a very important policy that will revolutionise 
Australia.  Australia has elected a Rudd government, which will deliver a broadband service to 100 per cent of 
Australians - not 50 per cent - by committing $4.7 billion to build a national broadband network that will deliver 
a minimum of 12 megabytes per second to 98 per cent of all Australians, with the remaining two per cent to be 
served by either satellite or wireless broadband.  Only the Rudd government had a plan to deliver a fast 
broadband network to the whole of Australia.   

Hon Robyn McSweeney:  They did not! 

Hon VINCENT CATANIA:  Bollocks!  I think the country has spoken, so I hope members opposite can 
support this motion. 

Hon Ray Halligan:  Is 98 per cent all of Australia? 

Hon VINCENT CATANIA:  The honourable member obviously has not been listening.   

Hon Ray Halligan:  I have. 

Hon VINCENT CATANIA:  Ninety-eight per cent of Australians will have a broadband plan, plus the 
remaining two per cent of the population will be served by either satellite or wireless broadband.  That is 
100 per cent compared with 50 per cent.   

Hon Robyn McSweeney:  It was never 50 per cent! 

Hon VINCENT CATANIA:  As I said, only the Rudd Labor government had a plan for fast broadband for this 
country and particularly, for regional Western Australia.   

Hon Ray Halligan:  Bob Hawke had a plan a few years ago as well. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney:  Yes, look at him now. 

Hon VINCENT CATANIA:  I think members opposite are hung up on the past.  I think we need to look 
forward.  That was the problem with John Howard’s plan; he was looking to the past.  He did not understand 
broadband.  A lot of senior people do not really understand broadband but the new generation of people who are 
coming through understand broadband and how important it is for small businesses and people who get their 
education via the Internet. 

Hon Brian Ellis:  That’s because they can’t get teachers! 

Hon VINCENT CATANIA:  Given that Western Australia is a vast state, often a lot of schooling is done by the 
air and the Internet.  Hon Ken Baston would know that because he is from a pastoral station.  Therefore, it is 
very important that we have a broadband network that services the whole of Australia, and particularly all of 
regional Western Australia.   
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I know the public has voted in support of the Rudd Labor government’s broadband policy and has dismissed 
Howard’s flat-earth broadband policy.  The public dismissed Colin’s canal for the same reason: it defies logic.  I 
trust members will support this motion because the majority of Australians have. 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [11.21 am]:  This is a very interesting motion now that the federal 
government has changed.  I will leave it at that. 

On 28 September, the former Minister for Communications, Information Technology and the Arts, Helen 
Coonan, launched an OPEL ADSL2+ exchange that will deliver speeds of up to 20 megabits a second in Woy 
Woy on the New South Wales central coast.  That puts paid to some of the rhetoric that I heard from the other 
side.  Senator Coonan said - 

“In June the Australian government announced the Australia Connected programme . . . 

“Under the Labor Party’s sham broadband plan, Australian consumers would be left without a service 
until 2013. 

That is why I kept asking: what date?  By what date will the Labor Party roll out this new you-beaut broadband?  
No date was given; there was only rhetoric in a media statement.  Senator Coonan explained that the Australian 
government’s Australia Connected initiative was a seamless plan that guaranteed a broadband service to 
100 per cent of the country.  Where is this 50 per cent figure coming from?  One hundred per cent of the 
country!  Senator Coonan also said - 

“OPEL, a joint venture between Optus and rural group Elders, were awarded $958 million by the 
Australian Government to deliver a new national wholesale network delivering a mix of ADSL2+ and 
WiMAX wireless technology to over 9 million premises across Australia.   

“OPEL will extend broadband out to 99 per cent of Australian premises and provide speeds of 
12 megabits per second by 2009.   

When was Rudd going to roll out the broadband?  There was a task force; however, I am not sure now.  Senator 
Coonan went on to say - 

“The Australian Government has protected the $2 billion principal of the Communications Fund so that 
only the interest earned from the fund’s investments - up to $400 million every three years - can be 
spent.   

That is unlike the Rudd government, which wants to dip its fingers into the fund until nothing is left.  Senator 
Coonan continued - 

This legislation ensures that the Communications Fund, which the Labor Party has committed to drain, 
will continue to support areas that need ongoing targeted government assistance . . .   

I will read that out again - 

. . . the Communications Fund, which the Labor Party has committed to drain, will continue to support 
areas that need ongoing targeted government assistance - that is rural and regional areas where 
commercial solutions are not always viable.   

Finally, the Howard government created Broadband Now and a hotline.  At least there was a hotline up until last 
week; it has probably been disconnected now.  ADSL2+ was enabled in Cardiff, Hamilton and Corrimal in New 
South Wales.  I will discuss the situation in Western Australia a bit later. 
Even if the Labor Party could deliver on its fully costed and light-on-detail sham broadband plan, it would not be 
able to deliver it until 2013.  What year is it now?  It is 2007.  We will have to wait another five years for this 
super highway of broadband.  Senator Coonan said - 

“As it stands, even if they are left waiting until 2013, around 25 per cent of the Australian population 
will miss out on Labor’s proposed fibre-to-the-node network. 

Why is that? 
Hon Vincent Catania:  What does Telstra say about it? 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  No; I am asking Hon Vince Catania why 25 per cent of the Australian 
population will miss out under Labor’s plan. 
Hon Vincent Catania:  It will not; 50 per cent of the population would have missed out under the Liberal 
government’s plan. 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Yeah, yeah, yeah.  It is still the same policy that was in vogue last week.  The 
Howard government planned to deliver broadband to all Australian consumers, and Western Australia must have 
known that. 
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In his motion, Hon Vince Catania mentions that - 
telehealth capacity would enable quality health services to be delivered via a broadband network to 
areas where such services are currently impossible . . .  

Senator Coonan’s media release of 3 October is headed - 
Australian Government assists the Flying Doctors to access essential medical information through the 
latest broadband technology  

Referring to the former minister, it states - 
Minister for Communications, Information Technology and the Arts, Senator the Hon Helen Coonan, 
announced that the Royal Flying Doctor Service is the beneficiary of $2.7 million in Australian 
Government Clever Networks funding for their eHealth for Remote Australia project. 
“eHealth for Remote Australia, will give the Flying Doctors access to the essential medical history 
information of more than 750,000 Australians living in remote and isolated areas of New South Wales, 
South Australia, Queensland and Western Australia. 

Therefore, the e-health project is well entrenched.  It continues - 

“The project will make medical histories, allergy, immunisation, current medications and other health 
information available to all Royal Flying Doctor Service clinicians or other authorised health 
professionals helping to treat people in rural and remote areas . . .  

I am sure that Hon Vince Catania would say that that was a really good project.  I do not think anybody in this 
place would deny the former Howard government that.   

The statement continues - 

“The funding will enable health professionals from the Royal Flying Doctor Service - 

They do a brilliant job anyway - 

to provide better health care for people in rural and remote Australia . . .  

“The Royal Flying Doctor Service will have the right information available for the right person, in the 
right place at the right time to enable assessment to be made during flight and preparations to be made 
on the ground to receive the patient. 

I think that is a really great initiative.  The statement continues -  

“Mobile access to the electronic medical record system will also provide the benefits of financial 
savings, better risk management and improved recruitment and retention of health professionals . . .  

The Royal Flying Doctor Service of Australia will lead the project in partnership with these companies: SingTel 
Optus, Alphawest Services, Intel Australia and Cisco Systems Australia Pty Ltd.  The former Australian 
government recognised that, as the statement continues - 

. . . it is not what broadband ‘is’ but what it can deliver that is important for Australia.  Through the 
$113 million Clever Networks program the Government is stimulating the creation of broadband-
enabled technologies and applications that have the potential to improve in a very significant way the 
health and education outcomes in rural and remote Australia . . .  

I certainly hope that that is kept up now that the Rudd government has the controls; I cannot see any reason that 
it would not. 

I want to read out a list of Labor’s broadband blunders, as Hon Vince Catania talked about the stolen virtues of 
the Rudd government and what it will do.  Here are the blunders and what we found out from a media release by 
Senator Helen Coonan.  It states - 

. . . Senator the Hon Helen Coonan called on the ALP to produce the detail missing from their sole 
broadband press release from March. 

“There’s no detail in Labor’s plan on coverage maps, how much consumers will pay or what happens to 
the 3 million households that will miss out. 

I ask Hon Vince Catania: why will three million households miss out on broadband if Rudd’s policy is so good?  
The media release continues -  

Where are the design specifications that Mr Rudd claimed this morning - 

That is, on radio - 
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had already been released?” 

Where were they?  The Howard government wanted to know.  It continues - 

“In contrast the Government - 

That is, the Howard government - 

has released all the details of its high speed broadband proposal, including the coverage maps, the 
locations of the 1361 WiMAX sites, the locations of the ADSL2+ exchange upgrades, the price 
consumers will pay ($35 to $60 per month), the two year timeframe, the speeds, the fibre backhaul 
arrangements and the detailed guidelines for regulatory and legislative proposals . . .  

When Hon Vince Catania said how good Rudd’s proposal would be for broadband, it lacked those details.  It was 
just rhetoric coming across the chamber.  I for one will be really pleased when Hon Vince Catania stands in this 
place and announces those details at some time in the future.  We will all have a look at them.  Hopefully they 
will be released now that the Labor Party is at the helm.  The media release continues - 

Contradictory statements made on the ABC AM program today - 

That is, back on 19 September -  

by the Opposition Leader are at odds with earlier statements made by Senator Conroy and Lindsay 
Tanner.  If, as Mr Rudd said “I have not the slightest interest in long-term public ownership of this 
entity” then why is Labor’s proposal to spend $4.7 billion of taxpayers money buying into a joint 
venture with the private sector? 

“Both Telstra and the G9 consortium have informed the Australian public in full-page advertisements 
they don’t require Government money to build it, just regulatory amendments”, Senator Coonan said. 

“Yesterday Senator Conroy announced yet another inquiry, this time, an inquiry into the internet and 
the cost of broadband access.  The problem with Labor’s latest stunt is that the ACCC already does the 
job - they’ve been doing it for years. 

“Under this Government and with the ACCC monitoring, consumers have seen telecommunications 
prices fall by 26% since 1997 . . .  

I certainly hope that prices keep falling under the Rudd government. 

I mentioned that in September the funding agreement for a new national high-speed broadband network was 
signed with Opel Networks, a joint venture between rural group Elders and Optus.  The agreement captured all 
the commitments announced on 18 June 2007 and provided the foundation for a new $1.9 billion competitive 
broadband network that will extend high-speed broadband out to 99 per cent of the population at comparable 
metropolitan prices.  I keep reading about 99 per cent of the population.  Hon Vince Catania continually tells us 
that it is only 50 per cent of the population.  If I say 99 per cent once, I can say it twice and I can keep saying it - 
99 per cent.   

Hon Vincent Catania:  If Australia was flat it would work. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  We would not have had to wait until 2013 under the Howard government.  We 
will have to wait until 2013 under the Rudd government, unless Hon Vince Catania can get through to the Rudd 
government that 99 per cent of Australians want broadband facilities a lot earlier than 2013, which would be 
excellent.   

Opel will provide broadband services at 12 megabits a second to quite literally thousands of rural and regional 
communities over 1 361 wireless broadband WiMAX sites.  Even faster speeds up to 20 megabits a second will 
be available from more than 420 ADSL2+ exchanges.  High-speed broadband is essential to overcome the 
isolation that many people in rural and remote Australia experience. 

Some years back before I became a member of this Parliament, I was a member of the South West Development 
Commission and it was my job to set up Internet facilities in local communities.  It was so long ago that I cannot 
think what they were called.  What are the Internet facilities in small communities that people walk into? 

Hon Kim Chance:  Cafes. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  They are not Internet cafes. 

Hon Ed Dermer:  Telecentres. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Telecentres; that is it.  I did that so long ago that I had forgotten the name of 
them.   
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Hon Vincent Catania:  So did Howard! 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Thanks, Hon Vince Catania; we can do without those sorts of interjections. 

Telecentres were a real boost for small communities.  Back then people did not have computers in their homes - 
probably only more wealthy people had computers in their homes.  Telecentres were established not only for all 
the people in a community but also in rural and remote communities as places where people could meet, get 
together and use the most up-to-date technology.  I recall Hon Barry House opened the one that I set up in 
Bridgetown.  I think he opened the conference we held for telecentre managers in Bunbury.  I am going back - 
my son was probably about 11 years old - about 15 years.  It will be an excellent move if we can get high-speed 
broadband into homes everywhere.   

The Opel network will open up opportunities for rural business to reach new customers, to buy and sell 
equipment online and to access the latest information.  Opel has already commenced work on establishing its 
new scaleable, state-of-the-art WiMAX, ADSL2+ and fibre wholesale network, which is targeted for completion 
by June 2009.  I am therefore hoping that the target of June 2009 is still on track.  I do not see any reason for the 
Rudd government pulling the pin on that, considering that we will now have to wait until 2013. 

I have a quote with me about threats to the future of telecommunication services in regional and rural Australia.  
The main threat, of course, is the election of the Rudd Labor government.  That has happened.  I will now talk 
about the threat that I believe is imminent now that the Rudd Labor government has been elected.  I believe that 
the Rudd Labor government has only one vague idea about broadband in Australia, which will leave 25 per cent 
of Australians stranded.  Now that the Rudd government has been elected, I certainly hope that it looks at its 
policies, and if it comes up short of 25 per cent of Australians not being connected, hopefully someone with 
some sense in that government will go back to the drawing board so that 99 per cent of Australians will be 
covered. 

Hon Vincent Catania:  One hundred per cent. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  One hundred per cent.  That is not an unreasonable thing to say. 

That is an uncosted, untested and undeliverable plan that would leave many Australians out in the cold.  It 
certainly would if only 65 or 70 per cent of Australians were covered.  We want 100 per cent.  I guess that 
$2 billion of the Rudd Labor government’s rather flimsy proposal is funded by draining the Communications 
Fund that has been established specifically to protect the future of telco services in regional and rural Australia.  
I do not know where the Rudd government will go with that, but, as far as I am concerned, it is a well-known 
fact that Liberal governments build up these funds and the Labor Party runs them into the ground.  That has been 
the situation with every government I can remember.  That is why the wheel keeps turning in government.  The 
Howard government has left the Rudd government with a really strong economy and a good legacy, and the 
money is there.  However, the money is there for the government to do the right thing with. 

Hon Vince Catania is a lot younger than I and probably understands a bit more about broadband than I do.  
However, I have a son who designs video games and PlayStations for Sony.  He is one of a few young guys who 
were on an American contract and working in Sydney.  Therefore, he is right up to date with anything new that 
comes out.  I am not saying that he is the only one who is right up to date, because now three and four-year-olds 
are sitting at computers.  However, he had the ability to pull computers apart and put them back together when 
he was probably five years of age.  He lives, breathes, eats and sleeps computers and new technology.  I think all 
young people do.  Hon Vince Catania gave a good grounding of what he understands about broadband and 
WiMAX.  I understand what they are.  If I turn on a computer, I will use it.  The technology is there.  I do not 
say that I fully grasp what it is, but I understand how to use that technology.  I think most of us do. 

Hon Barbara Scott interjected. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Yes; exactly right.  Hon Barbara Scott said that it is just like driving a car.  
Anyone can get into a car and drive it.  That person does not necessarily have to do anything with the engine. 

Hon Barbara Scott:  Or understand it. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Yes.  Two billion dollars of the Rudd Labor government’s flimsy proposal will 
be funded by draining the Communications Fund that has been established specifically to protect the future of 
telco services in regional and rural Australia.  The Rudd government really needs to take a good, hard look 
before it dips its fingers in and takes the money out of the bucket for flimsy proposals.  There is no better 
example of the threat that a Labor government poses to regional and rural Australians and no better example of 
the fact that Labor simply does not understand the market.  Labor would take money from where it is genuinely 
needed and pour it into a fibre network in highly commercial areas.  To me, that is failing basic economics 101. 
In contrast with the blatant disregard of Labor for regional and rural Australians, the Howard government moved 
to protect the future of telco services in the bush.  Legislation was passed to protect the $2 billion principal of the 
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Communications Fund, so that only the interest earned from the fund’s investments, which is up to $400 million 
every three years, can be spent.  We all know that legislation can be changed at a moment’s notice - I suppose 
not at a moment’s notice.  However, if the Rudd Labor government wanted to change that legislation, it could 
possibly do so now.  I certainly hope that it does not do that, because $400 million of interest every three years is 
pretty good in anyone’s estimation, without touching the $2 billion principal.  However, we will have to wait and 
see what happens.  Hopefully, there is someone with some economic sense in the new government.  I doubt it, 
but maybe there is someone there.  Apart from preserving the guaranteed funding, which will continue to support 
areas that need ongoing targeted government assistance, the legislation blows a $2 billion hole in Labor’s already 
flimsy proposal.  The difference between the Howard government and the Labor government could hardly be 
more stark.  I am pleased that I heard Hon Nigel Hallett say to Hon Vince Catania that Western Australia held up 
its end of the bargain, because it did.  In Western Australia, we can hold our heads up very high.  Did Hon Nigel 
Hallett say that we gained a couple of seats?  
Hon Nigel Hallett:  A couple of seats; and Steve Irons - 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Yes, I have not heard the latest about Steve Irons. 

Hon Nigel Hallett:  He’s still looking good. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Veering off but still looking good.  I think he was ahead by 130 votes the last 
time I looked. 

Hon Vincent Catania:  But did he know the Howard government’s policies? 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Some interjections we just ignore. 

In contrast with Labor’s neglect of regional and rural Australia, the Howard government remained committed to 
advancing services for all Australians, regardless of where they live.  I get back to the 99 per cent versus 
Hon Vince Catania’s 50 per cent.  That 50 per cent that Hon Vince Catania was throwing across the chamber 
was a load of twaddle - anything for a headline. 

I pulled out a question without notice for reasons that will become obvious.  According to my notes, it states - 

Will the Minister please provide details to the Senate on Government action to protect the future of 
telecommunications services in regional and rural Australia? 

According to my notes, the supplementary question was -  

Are there any alternative detailed policies? 

The minister at the time thanked Senator Barnett for his question and for his ongoing interest in ensuring that 
regional and rural Australians enjoy equity in telecommunication services.  The answer was that the Howard 
government released a comprehensive initiative that ensures that all Australians, regardless of where they live, 
will have access to broadband.  I know that that was the plan.  There are probably people who cannot even get 
Internet services.  Some people like me cannot even get mobile telephone coverage.  I think it is absolutely 
ludicrous that if I go five kilometres along South Western Highway, my phone coverage drops out.  It comes 
back when I am about 10 kilometres from Manjimup.  Then I can get coverage out the back of Frankland, and 
yet not along the highway.  There are spots where the connection drops out, and Internet connections also would 
drop out.  I was not always getting complaints, but there were some complaints.  However, it seemed that the 
Howard government was doing the right thing.  It released comprehensive initiatives that ensured that all 
Australians, regardless of where they lived, could have access to broadband.  The construction of a new 
$1.8 billion state-of-the-art independent network will extend high-speed broadband to 99 per cent of the 
population by 2009.  There is that figure of 99 per cent again.  Hon Vince Catania says that we should have 
100 per cent coverage, but 99 per cent is probably more reasonable.  There would be that one per cent that - 

Hon Vincent Catania:  There was 98 per cent coverage, plus two per cent that was going to be covered by 
satellite and wireless, which makes it 100 per cent coverage, compared with Howard’s ridiculous 50 per cent. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  No, no.  It was Hon Vince Catania’s 50 per cent.  Come on, Hon Vince Catania; 
do not get back into that one. 

I like the fact that it was to happen by 2009, because the Rudd government’s proposal was 2013, and it was not 
exactly set in stone; it was rather flimsy.  Under the Howard government, there was a process to ensure a fast 
fibre network build covering capital cities and regional centres, and there was legislation to lock in the $2 billion 
Communications Fund for the future benefit of regional and rural Australians.  The Howard government said that 
it was necessary to do this, as Labor committed to drain the entire $2 billion Communications Fund.  I knew 
Labor would dip its fingers in, but I did not know that it had committed to drain the entire $2 billion.  The 
Howard government also said that Labor would rob the bush of its ongoing funding and squander it on a 
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commercially viable network that would reach only 75 per cent of the population.  Perhaps Hon Vince Catania 
can explain what is the commercially viable network that Labor would use.  No response.   

Hon Vincent Catania:  What was that?   

Hon Robyn McSweeney:  It was said that Labor would drain the entire $2 billion Communications Fund, rob 
the bush of its ongoing funding and squander it on a commercially viable network that would reach only 75 per 
cent of the population.   

Hon Vincent Catania:  Labor’s policy is 100 per cent.  It is wise to invest in such an important policy that 
affects business, the mining industry, health and education.  Isn’t it wise to invest and ensure that we have a 
broadband policy that actually works?   

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Why drain the $2 billion Communications Fund?  Why not use the legislation 
that has gone through Parliament and the $400 million interest every three years to do that?  Why does Labor 
need the $2 billion Communications Fund?  The Rudd government seems to have committed to squandering 
$2 billion.  It has frightened the life out of everybody. 

Several members interjected.   

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Getting back to broadband, Labor has no answer to provide a broadband service 
to the remaining 25 per cent of Australians who will miss out under its one-size-fits-all approach.  I hope that 
somebody in the Labor federal government with some economic sense will look at the plan.  I do not think there 
was a plan and now there will have to be a plan.   

Another Labor proposal is that it would not deliver fibre past 75 per cent of the population.  The previous Labor 
shadow Minister for Defence, Joel Fitzgibbon, admitted that millions of Australians would be left out in the cold, 
neglected and forgotten under Labor’s broadband proposal that did not have technical backing.  Goodness me!  
A shadow cabinet minister who said something like that will not be given a frontbench ministry and, if he is, 
perhaps we should send him a copy of what he said.   

Labor is at it again, with an admission by Mr Warren Snowdon, the member for Lingiari.  My notes indicates 
that he said in an interview with Territory FM - 

. . . “in the case of the Northern Territory we would say that all of the major urban centres would have 
access to fibre, and the remainder of the Northern Territory would have the next best technology, which 
would provide the best equivalent level of service that we can possibly make available . . .  

Interviewer - “which would have to be wireless, I presume, would it? 

Warren Snowdon: - “Wireless in some form, yes.” 

There was a clear admission that not only did Labor have no idea how far fibre would go beyond major suburban 
centres, but also it considers that the best service for regional areas is wireless.  Labor should know that there is 
more to policy than simply issuing a press release.  I come back to the press release that Hon Vince Catania read.  
It sounded really good but all we got throughout the election campaign was clichés from Mr Rudd - he was 
going to do this and he was going to do that.  He was a little ventriloquist; I will not say ventriloquist dummy, 
because that is rude.  The inexperience of the federal Labor government is well and truly on show.   

Senator Helen Coonan said in a statement that it was 90 days since Labor’s press release and she called on 
Senator Conroy not to hold back, not to be shy and to show Labor’s coverage maps and the costings to back up 
its claims.  She also asked Senator Conroy to tell the then Liberal government who will be in and who will be 
left behind and what will be fibre and what will be wireless.  She said that Labor should put up or shut up on 
broadband. 

Now that Labor is in power, let us hope that it looks at 100 per cent coverage.  I hope it does not raid the 
$2 billion Communications Fund or change the legislation to enable it to dip its hand into that $2 billion.  It is 
sensible to use the interest of $400 million over four years.  Since time began, the Liberals have built up the 
economy, put in the capital and injected the resources, and then Labor has come along and dipped in its fingers 
and ruined all the good work that has been done.  I can guarantee that will happen again.  It is starting with 
statements that the federal government will take money out of the Future Fund.   

I hope we can have a 100 per cent coverage of broadband and it does not take until 2013.  I hope the Labor 
government takes the good policies out of the Liberal Howard government policies, because they are good 
policies.  

HON BRIAN ELLIS (Agricultural) [11.56 am]:  I thank Hon Vince Catania for moving this motion.  I agree 
with the sentiment of the motion.  I have some sympathy with paragraphs (a) to (c).  For example, paragraph (b) 
reads - 
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Western Australia’s mining companies, pastoralists, farmers and communities function in regions that 
are as remote from administrative centres as any in the world; 

It is important to have modern technologies such as broadband in place across this country.  Parts of this country 
do not have the service, and probably never will, because of the geographic make-up of this country.  We have 
come a long way over the years with communications in rural and regional areas.  I remember the times I have 
broken down in the back paddock of the farm and had to walk home because, at the time, there was not a 
communication service in that area to allow me to contact anyone.  We moved to two-ways, which were a great 
asset to the community because we could keep in contact with home base.  Since those days, two-ways have 
become outdated and we have moved to mobile phones, global positioning systems and other electronic 
equipment of which I have no understanding.  The younger generation will progress to other technology about 
which we have no idea at this time.   

The problem I have with the honourable member’s motion is paragraph (d).  It suggests the use of the Future 
Fund to fund the broadband network.  I cannot agree that this is a valid and essential means of achieving the 
aims of the fund.  The establishment of the Future Fund was a policy decision by the Howard government during 
the 2004 federal election campaign.  It was pointed out by the ANZ senior economist, Cherelle Murphy, on 27 
June 2007 that - 

The Commonwealth Government is concerned about its ability to meet future liabilities given the 
ageing population and growing health costs.  An Intergeneration Report examining the fiscal pressures 
on future governments was released in the 2002-03 Budget.  It projected fiscal deficit of 5% of GDP 
by 2041-42 if no policy action were taken.   

. . .  

The Future Fund was established as part of a broader policy initiative to start reducing costs and 
limiting sources of future spending.   
. . .  

It is a vehicle designed to invest the fortunes of today to ease difficult fiscal conditions of the 
future. . . . Under Government policy assets can only be drawn from the Future Fund to meet 
superannuation payments and the expenses of the Fund.  Payments can only be made from the Fund 
from 2020 or once the Fund has accumulated enough assets to meet the unfunded liabilities.   

A leading international commercial law firm, Mallesons Stephen Jaques, commented about the Future Fund -  

The Board is restricted to investing in financial assets, and so must not invest directly in infrastructure 
projects . . .  

The Fund’s Board of Guardians must seek to maximise the return earned by the Fund over the long 
term, consistent with international best practice. 

It is very clear that the Future Fund was set up to fully underwrite the commonwealth’s unfunded public service 
superannuation liabilities.  One would think that the Labor Party would have learnt its lesson from the days of 
WA Inc, when, under then Premier Brian Burke, the superannuation funds of the public service were used to try 
to save the government after its underhanded dealings.  Here we go again!  Australia has a new federal Labor 
government that is about to do the same all over again, by raiding the Future Fund for a broadband network that 
should be paid for out of budgeted revenue.  If the Labor Party is prepared to raid the Future Fund for this 
purpose, what next?  Will it need more money to honour its election promises in the future?  An article in The 
Australian on 17 May 2007 stated -  

Opposition Leader Kevin Rudd has proposed using $2.7 billion from the Future Fund to help pay for a 
high-speed national broadband network and flagged it could draw on Future Fund earnings to finance 
special projects. 

I do not know what these special projects are, but does the new federal government intend to cover the cost of its 
election promises by taking more money from the Future Fund?  That is something that needs an eye kept on it, 
because that is how the Labor Party, on its past record, has funded some of its election promises - by looking 
around to find money wherever it can get it and spending the future of the next generation.  Maybe the Labor 
Party should listen to what the chairman of the Future Fund, David Murray, is quoted as saying in the same 
article -  

. . . the Future Fund was on track to reach its goal of funding the superannuation liabilities of federal 
public servants by 2020 - currently estimated at about $140 billion - if it continued to receive the 
expected federal surpluses.   

. . .  
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. . . any withdrawals from the fund before the 2020 deadline would “change the liquidity profile of the 
fund and therefore change in some way the shape of the portfolio”. 

There we have it!  There have been plenty of warnings about the drawing of funds that were not planned for and 
what the consequences could be. 
Over the past 11 years, the Australian economy has gone from strength to strength because of the sound 
economic management of the previous Howard government.  The economy of the country is in a position 
whereby $61 billion of the Future Fund could be used to cover the public service superannuation liability.  Let us 
hope that the new federal government manages the economy as well as the previous government.  If its intention 
is to raid the Future Fund, that is not a good start! 
Hon Vince Catania said that the people have spoken, and those in WA have spoken with a slightly different twist 
from the rest of the nation.  I am sure those people who voted for a Labor government will want their 
superannuation funds when they retire.  I am sure they were not voting for their super funds to be raided and 
pillaged so that they have nothing when they retire.  
Hon Vince Catania claims that the Howard government neglected the rural areas over this issue.  I would say 
that there is much room for improvement in communication, particularly broadband, but at least the Howard 
government worked towards a better service.  With Labor’s sham broadband, Australian consumers will be left 
without a service until 2013.  I gather it is now saying 2009.  Is that what the member is saying?  I thought he 
was.  If it is still 2013, it would explain, I think, why - 
Hon Vincent Catania:  It is important to get such an important policy right and to deliver to 100 per cent of 
Australians, not 50 per cent, which the Howard government had promised. 
Hon BRIAN ELLIS:  Hon Robyn McSweeney is correct to ask why the $2 billion Communications Fund is to 
be drained.  Maybe it can be explained in the process of trying to get 100 per cent coverage, which is why the 
Labor Party is suddenly looking around to find the money needed to do that.  Obviously, the option it has is to 
drain funds where it can see a build-up of money, and one of them is the Communications Fund.  I agree with 
Hon Vince Catania that a reliable broadband service is very important, but the question for the new federal 
government is: how will it be funded?  If the government’s plan is to raid the Future Fund, I am afraid its 
economic credentials and its so-called conservative economic approach are flawed, because that is the quickest 
way to drain funds put aside for the superannuation liability.   
Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


