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JOURNALIST:   Penny Wong is the Minister for Climate Change, Energy Efficiency and Water and she is in our Parliament House studio. Minister, good morning.

WONG: Good morning Fran.

JOURNALIST:  Do you have any idea what the promise on water for the Murray Darling Basin is going to cost?

WONG: What we have said is we will buy the water the Basin needs. We will buy all the water that the River needs. But let’s remember we are building on a solid record of progress to date. A clear plan for the way forward. So to date, we have already purchased one in every 20 litres of irrigation water used in the Basin. We have purchased some 900 billion litres of water. By the end of a re-elected Labor Government, if we are re-elected, the Gillard Government would have bought about one in every seven litres of irrigation water used in the Basin. 

What we are saying is that we will continue to do that work, to give certainty to the River, to give certainty to irrigators. We will continue to buy each year at around the annual rate of the purchase program until we have bridged the gap between what we are currently taking out of the River and what the River needs according to the independent Authority. 

JOURNALIST:   Even that one in seven – water experts, scientists say to restore the River to moderate health, you are likely to need more like one in every five litres. If that is the case, by 2014 you are still going to be more than 25 per cent short of where you need to be, aren’t you?

WONG:  What it shows is that we need to keep purchasing year by year. We will obviously do that consistent with our strict fiscal rules. But we are determined to do what the River needs. Can I say Fran, this is the right policy. This is a policy that has been welcomed by environmentalists and by irrigators and the extent to which it is the right policy is demonstrated by the fact that we have a South Australian Liberal MP for the Riverland saying this is what the Coalition should have adopted, would have adopted, but for Barnaby Joyce’s tunnel vision.

JOURNALIST: Well this is the right policy whatever the River needs. I mean how much is that going to cost though? Mike Young from the Wentworth Group says if the Murray Darling Basin Authority adopts a conservative cap as recommended by the scientific review back in 2003 – a minimum of 1500 gigalitres of water back into the River – that could cost an extra $2 to $3 billion on top of the $2 billion or so you have got left in your kit bag.

WONG: The cap will be set by the independent Authority. We did what we said we would do. We did what John Howard said he was going to do but he never did and that was to set up an independent Authority; to set a cap based on science, a limit based on science on how much we were going to take out of the River. Now I think people know that’s going to be less than we are currently taking. We are not pretending that this is an overnight fix. This is a long term plan. We have made solid progress. We have a clear plan for further progress and we will continue purchasing in order to get the outcome the Rivers need. It stands in stark contrast -

JOURNALIST: But where is the money going to come from? You can’t just have open ended promises.

WONG: But we have made clear we have money budgeted in the forward estimates. And yes, we have made clear that we will continue to allocate monies beyond the forward estimates period in accordance with our historical rate of purchase under this program until we purchase what is necessary. This is a choice about priorities. Of course we will do it in a fiscally sensible way. But this is a choice about ensuring we give the certainty to rivers, certainty to communities, and to irrigators. 

Can I say it stands in stark contrast to Barnaby Joyce who claims that returning water to the rivers is ‘theft’ for the environment. So there is a very clear contrast in this election between a party, or a Coalition, that is ducking the hard facts that you have to take less out of these rivers if we are going to return them to health, and a party that is committed to doing the right thing by the Murray Darling Basin.

JOURNALIST: Who are you going to purchase the water from? You say only willing sellers. What if there are not enough farmers and irrigators want to sell their water? This could end up being very expensive if you have to pay a premium to get it.

WONG: Fran can I say to date, our experience has been that more people have been willing to sell to us than we have budgeted for purchase. So what I can say to you is on historic experience, on our past experience, we have had a very substantial number of willing sellers. That is the policy approach to date. It is a policy approach advocated by the National Farmers Federation, the National Irrigators Council and also, as I said, a South Australian Liberal MP. 

JOURNALIST: Well Tony Abbott is going to Adelaide today to release his plan for the Murray, to save the Murray. From what we know, according to press reports, he will purchase immediately if he is elected 150 billion litres of water for the Lower Lakes, for the Coorong basically, to restore the health of the Coorong. That’s a large part of the promise. Will you match that?

WONG: Well Fran, this is the sort of policy you get when you put Barnaby Joyce in charge of water policy because it dodges the hard questions about how you save the River.

JOURNALIST: It might save the Coorong.

WONG:  Well can I tell you what he is promising. Mr Abbott is promising temporary water. Temporary water is exactly as is it is titled. It is temporary. This is a policy that is like giving a Berocca for a broken leg. The water that he is purchasing is only for one season. What happens next season and the season after? This water is not a long term solution to the problems at the mouth of the River. We are acutely aware of these problems which is why we have purchased to date 900 billion litres of water. That is permanent entitlement, a permanent reduction to how much we are taking out of the River. That is serious water policy. What Mr Abbott is announcing is a series of slogans designed by Barnaby Joyce, slogans that dodge the hard policy question of how do we ensure that we take less water out of our Murray Darling Basin rivers.

JOURNALIST: Can I go to the area of climate change now and transformation to a low-carbon economy. Last month you were pushing a plan to cut energy consumption by up to 3 per cent a year with a national energy efficiency scheme. What has happened to that proposal? It is nowhere to be seen. Are we going to see it in this next week?

WONG: I think you are referring to the task force that was set up which is looking at energy efficiency, and of course -

JOURNALIST:   You have got that report, as I understand it?

WONG: The Government has received a report. But can I make clear, we have already acted on energy efficiency in some of the policy announcements the Prime Minister has made. 

JOURNALIST: But we don’t have anything close to a national energy efficiency -

WONG: Hang on. Let’s remember one of the things the Prime Minister has announced is Tax Breaks for Green Buildings. This will ensure that we bring forward the investment by building owners to retrofit buildings, to make them more efficient. Now our commercial buildings make up some 10 per cent of our emissions. This is a very substantial policy announcement that we have put on the table because we are serious about energy efficiency.

But let’s remember the key issue on climate change here is you have two leaders - one who says ‘I believe in climate change. I have got a plan to take us to a low-pollution economy. I am laying out my plan. Here it is.’ And Mr Abbott who says the science of climate change is ‘absolute crap’. We have a leader in Julia Gillard who says ‘I want to put a limit on carbon’ and Mr Abbott whose policies will ensure that carbon pollution rises by 13 per cent by the end of this decade

JOURNALIST: It’s 10 to 8 on breakfast. Our guest this morning is Climate Change and Water Minister, Penny Wong. Well let’s go to the key messages about climate change, about putting a limit on carbon. Kevin Rudd when he was Prime Minister in 2007 promised that Labor would have three key domestic responses to the challenge of climate change: a Renewable Energy Target of 20 per cent by 2020, which is now in place. Also a national energy efficiency strategy and an emissions trading scheme. If we don’t have a national energy efficiency scheme, that means two of the three key policies for combating global warming have fallen over or not materialized. This is going to make it impossible for you to meet your target of a 5 per cent cut in pollution by 2020. 

WONG: Hang on, let’s just take one step back. First, renewable energy – we have delivered on that. We have added to that - $1 billion to bring renewable energy to the grid. Second, in terms of a cap on pollution, we have said absolutely, we are not going to pretend, like Mr Abbott does, that we can reduce emissions without putting a cap on pollution. We know we have to. We had laid out a range of strategies to get there.  

JOURNALIST: But not by 5 per cent by 2020?

WONG: Hang on, that is not right. What we have said is we do need a cap on pollution to meet our targets. We have announced policies such as emissions standards for power stations to ensure we don’t continue to have dirty coal-fired power stations built in this country. We have announced very clear policies around mandatory emissions standards for the fleet. We have said we need to put a cap on pollution. Julia has said she will lead that debate. But we do need to bring people with us. 

So we are not doing what Mr Abbott is doing which is pretending that we can meet our policies. We know that his policies will actually lead to emissions rising.  

JOURNALIST: With respect Minister, in terms of needing to bring people with you, I mean the polls all show that the majority of the people are with you. They want to do more. So the question is, yes we need to, the people agree, but when and how? We still do not have a national efficiency strategy. The Climate Institute says that carbon pollution under current Labor policy is tracking to increase by 19 per cent by 2020. What new policies are going to deliver a 5 per cent target cut?

WONG: Well Fran I have just laid out to you, we are doing a range of things. We are bringing more renewables to the grid. We are putting in place emissions standards for the fleet to reduce emissions from our cars. We are putting in place standards for new coal-fired power stations, so we don’t have a highly polluting dirty power station.

JOURNALIST: I understand that but are you saying -

WONG: - and we are saying to meet our targets, upfront with the Australian people, we will need to put a cap on carbon. And Julia has said, we need a cap on carbon, we support a market mechanism to achieve that. And she will lead the debate to ensure that we have a strong community consensus on the issue. And why do we need that? Let’s remember, I negotiated, and I think I spoke to you at length about this Fran, for a very long time with Malcolm Turnbull and Mr Macfarlane. We shook hands on a deal torn apart by Mr Abbott. That is what occurred. Now so long as Mr Abbott is leader of the Liberal Party, we know he will vehemently oppose putting a cap on carbon, just like John Howard opposed Medicare. We know that what that took was the building of a very strong consensus and support in the Australian community until Mr Howard was dragged to the position where he had to support Medicare. We have to do the same thing for action on climate change.

JOURNALIST: Very quickly can you tell me, is that a pledge to deliver the 5 per cent target cut?

WONG: We have said we are committed to our targets. But we have also said, unlike Mr Abbott, these targets cannot be met unless we put a cap on pollution. This is how we need to get there. 

JOURNALIST: Senator Penny Wong, thank you very much for joining us. 

WONG: Good to speak with you.

