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GARRETT: This is a great opportunity to come into the seat of Ryan, an important seat in this federal election where our candidate, Steven Miles, is someone who has shown a very strong commitment to the environment and I think would do a fantastic job were he to be elected into the Parliament.

And also to announce funding of some $650,000 under the Caring for our Country program for work to be done with the local community, with South East Queensland Catchments, with Save Our Waterways Now, on the upper Kedron Brook catchment. 

That improving quality work for waterways is really important for local communities because I think all of us recognise that our waterways are absolutely precious. They are places for our native plants and animals, birdlife and the like.  And in south east Queensland in particular, where the waterways play a vital role in community amenity and providing the linkage places for migratory bird species and the like, this is a really important announcement that we have made today.

And it continues the Government’s commitment through the Caring for our Country program to communities right around Australia to do the kind of work that they know is important in making sure that their environment is well protected and looked after into the future.

JOURNALIST: Is the $650,000 new money?

GARRETT: No this is money which would be delivered through Caring for our Country where we identify community programs and work that is being done which specifically falls within the Caring for our Country guidelines.  I am very pleased that this community working in the Upper Kedron Brook catchment has been in a position to receive this funding and I am really looking forward to see the progress on the work that they are doing overtime.

JOURNALIST: So it was already set aside in the budget?

GARRETT: Well each community group and project makes applications under the program and then we determine in an arms length way, through the special panel, which ones are deserving of funding.  And in this funding round this particular program, a project was identified as deserving of funding and we are making that announcement today.

JOURNALIST: In relation to the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act would you have considered the recycled water pipeline under the Act had you known about the lungfish prior to it being built?  And also is the Act now active because the lungfish have been found in Wivenhoe?

GARRETT: If any proposal had come through to us including this one where there was a matter of national environmental significance it then would have been considered by the federal minister.  And in relation to the lungfish and the reports that I have seen today, that is a matter which now will be looked at by the Department. But it will be considered in the light of whatever information comes to the Department in relation to this particular proposal.  But we are in caretaker mode, so that information will come through to the Department for the Department to consider.  

I won’t add anything further to that, other than to say that if any matters come to me for decision making, as they have in the past, in relation to protecting matters of national environment significance, I will look very carefully at them, take the appropriate advice that I need to from the Department and additional advice if necessary, and then act to protect the environment where it is merited, depending on the advice that comes through.

JOURNALIST: So it is now active, the Act?

GARRETT: Well the Act is always active but…

JOURNALIST: In relation to the water pipeline

GARRETT:…in relation to the pipeline, the information that has come to light will then be forwarded on to the Department and the Department will consider that information.  

I won’t add anything extra by way of commentary to that at this point of time.  But if there were any proposals or any impacts that were likely on matters of national environment significance then I would act as I have in the past.

JOURNALIST: What do you think of the Coalition’s $750 million commitment to the Murray Darling?

GARRETT: Well what I can say about the Coalition’s decision today and announcement today is that they are not providing anything new by way of the national water reforms that are in place and the overall significant commitment that the Prime Minister made yesterday in relation to fulfilling those requirements that are properly identified by the process already in place to make sure that we have got environmental flows going into the system and that appropriate levels of buy-back happen.

And critically here we need to go back and look very carefully at the fact that some members of the Coalition do not favour buy-backs and environmental flows and they have made that very clear, including Senator Joyce who has had responsibility for this matter.

So the Coalition have always been conflicted.  There is nothing new in what they have announced today and the significant announcement that was made yesterday by Prime Minister Gillard, indicates how seriously we will carry-through the process of reform that we have already begun in this term of government.

JOURNALIST: How can people make a judgment on the Government’s commitment though if the Murray Darling Basin Authority’s report won’t be released until after the election?

GARRETT: Well I think the commitment is a very clear one and I just make the point that all of those components of water reform that have been identified including things like watering plans, environmental management, appropriate buy-backs and the like, are committed to continue to such an extent as determined necessary by the Government.  That is a significant commitment. 

But we have already shown by the reform that has been undertaken so far – the buy-backs that have taken place already, the amount of water that has been bought back into the system, and a clear and unified position about the desirability of making sure that where there are willing sellers that buy-backs can happen at a fair and at an appropriate price, and that there should be allocations for the environment in the river system.  And a recognition that over time proper reform means having new legislation in place, which we have, a whole of government approach working in cooperation with the states, which is what we have delivered.

JOURNALIST: We haven’t seen you a lot this election.

GARRETT: You haven’t been looking – that’s all I can say.

JOURNALIST: It is quite the contrast to the last campaign with Kevin Rudd.  Why is that?

GARRETT: Look, just because you haven’t seen me doesn’t mean that I haven’t been very busy.  If you take the time to look at the announcements that we have made, the visits that we have had right around Australia, including the time that we have spent here in south east Queensland, you will see that I along with many other ministers have been extremely busy during this campaign period.  

In fact I had the Prime Minister in my own electorate, in Maroubra, only weekends previously to make a very important announcement about us handing back part of Malabar Headland to the people of New South Wales, for National Park and public open space.  

I have been travelling extensively. In fact last night I think you may have even seen me on Lateline on the ABC, again in the Northern Territory.  So there will be always, in any election campaign, a focus on the Prime Minister and the Opposition Leader as they go through their campaign.  But we have been very active in this campaign and I expect to continue to be active until the 21st when the actual poll day happens.

JOURNALIST: And what is your feeling ahead of polling day?

GARRETT: Well it is always going to be a very, very tough and tight election.  And there is no doubt that it is still the case here.  

But what I think we have seen in the last 48 hours is absolutely pivotal because the Coalition have been exposed on the grounds of their incapacity to add up.  I mean we had the spectacle of the opposition treasurer and finance minister and the Opposition Leader, all three of them having a different set of figures around the national accounts.  And last night on national television we had the Opposition Leader who clearly didn’t know his way around his own national broadband policy - a policy incidentally which has been roundly criticised by those in that sector who recognise it for the deficient policy that it is.  

So I think it is time for us to really focus on the questions of economic competency, I think that will be an important part of the campaign in the run-up to the 21st.  And I think that it is here where the exposure of the Coalition is most evident.  

Mr Abbott has never cared for the economy.  Mr Abbott has always been someone who is an ideological warrior – he wants to get into the boxing ring when it comes to ideology but he won’t read his paperwork when it comes to policy.  And that is not the kind of person we want leading the country, I don’t think.

JOURNALIST: What is your feeling about your own electorate?  What are you reading from your own voters there?

GARRETT: I think people are engaging in the campaign.  They are recognising that the delivery of services that has been a feature of this Labor Government is something which they have appreciate and it has been a genuine recognition by people that there has been significant service delivery.  

I mean for the first time in my electorate we are seeing a national government provide leadership in areas of social housing, in making sure that we have got provisions in our pension reform for older Australians – and I have a number of senior Australians in my electorate.  And additionally the announcement by the Prime Minister and myself that we would honour a promise that the former Liberal government, when they were in power, could not deliver, we were prepared to honour that promise to hand Malabar Headland back to the people of New South Wales for National Park and public open space, has been very well received.

JOURNALIST: No chance of you being a one term wonder?

GARRETT: Well may I remind you that this will be my third election, not my second, and that will be a matter for the people of Kingsford Smith to decide whether they reckon that we’ve done a good job or not and I am very confident that when we go into election day that they will make that call.

Thanks everybody.

