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WONG: Thanks very much for coming. I want to talk today about an issue very important to South Australians, and that is water. And in particular, the state of the River Murray and the state of the Murray Darling Basin. This is a key issue in this election. This is a key issue for South Australia and for all the Basin states. 

Let’s have a look at where we are. We are some 17 days from the election. 17 days and yet the alternative government – Mr Abbott, Mr Joyce – haven’t said what they would do on this crucial issue if they were to win this election. So far we do know some of what Tony Abbott and Barnaby Joyce want on water. And what we know is deeply worrying. 

First the Coalition have not backed the Gillard Government’s commitment to stormwater with a $300 million commitment which we have previously funded and announced. We know that the Coalition have attacked the millions of dollars the Government has committed to guaranteeing Adelaide’s water supply with the desalination plant. They haven’t backed that. And we know that Senator Joyce thinks that returning water to the River, to environmental sites such as the Lower Lakes, is nothing short of theft from farmers. And we also know from his past statements that Barnaby Joyce has told South Australians who want water to move north, to where the water is.

So we don’t know much but what we know is deeply worrying. The real question is where is the Opposition’s water policy? Where is the alternative government’s water policy? The fact is the Coalition is hoping that they can skate through to election day without releasing their water policy. 

And the next question is where is the Shadow Minister for Water? Because we haven’t seen him. He hasn’t graced South Australians with his presence since the election was called. In the first week of the campaign I understand he travelled more than 8000 kilometres across Queensland. Over the past 16 days he has been to a whole range of places such as Palm Island, Cairns, Mackay, Rockhampton, Gladstone, and Longreach – where he participated in a cattle drive, Ballina, Grafton, Wagga, Mt Isa, Singleton, Cessnock and Brisbane. But he hasn’t stepped foot in South Australia once.

The fact is members of the South Australian Liberal Party such as Christopher Pyne have told Barnaby Joyce to stay away. They don’t want him here in Adelaide because they are terrified he will tell people what the Coalition’s real plans on water are. And those real plans will deliver less water for the Murray and less water for South Australia.

I believe South Australians deserve better. Because in just over two weeks, Senator Barnaby Joyce could be the Minister for Water if Australians elect Tony Abbott. And if he can’t even be bothered to visit Adelaide before the election, we get a pretty good idea of what he will think about, and how much he will care about Adelaide, after an election. 

So today, I am laying down a challenge to Barnaby Joyce. Two challenges. Barnaby, release your water policy and come here to Adelaide and debate me on water. Release your policy and come here to Adelaide and debate me on water. Because I think South Australians deserve better. I think they deserve a debate on this key issue. And I am happy to be in South Australia and debate Barnaby Joyce on this important issue. 

I am happy to put up our policy and our approach because a Gillard Government will keep working to restore the health of the River Murray. We’ll keep working to return water to the River through buying for the environment, through re-plumbing the Basin. And we won’t be dictated to by the vested interests that helped get the River Murray into the state it was when we were elected. 

So it’s time for Barnaby Joyce, the man who wants to be the Minister for Water to release his policy and have the courage to front up here in Adelaide and debate his water policy. 

JOURNALIST: Are you talking a televised national debate?

WONG: I am happy to debate him here in Adelaide as and how he wants. I’m happy for our people to talk to each other about how we do that. But I think South Australians are interested in this issue and I think South Australians deserve to know what Tony Abbott and Barnaby Joyce’s plans for the River Murray are.

JOURNALIST: Is this something we are likely to see more of during the campaign? Ministers challenging shadow ministers to public debates?

WONG: I am the Minister for Water and I know what an important issue this is to the people in my home state of South Australia. And I want us to have a proper debate on this issue. I don’t think it is fair to South Australians to have Barnaby Joyce hiding from South Australians. 

This is the man who could be in 17 days in charge of the Murray Darling Basin. He should front up to this city, to this state, which relies so much on the River Murray and tell us what his plans are.

JOURNALIST:  How can we have a real debate on the Murray if we don’t know what the Authority plans for it?

WONG: I absolutely think we can Greg. Because it is a very different approach which appears to be suggested by Barnaby Joyce to that which we are suggesting. We want to return water to the River because we understand that’s what is needed. To environmental sites such as the Lower Lakes.  Barnaby has said that returning water to the River is theft. It’s a pretty clear difference in approach. 

We know there is a lot more to do on the River Murray. But what we also know is that we will continue to do work, to work to restore the River to health. 

The challenge is for Barnaby to show that he actually cares about the River Murray. That he doesn’t just think that returning water to environmental sites is theft.

JOURNALIST:  Can you give a guarantee that a Gillard Government if it is returned will accept the report of the independent umpire, of the Murray Darling Basin Authority?

WONG: What I can guarantee is that we will continue to back the independence of the Authority. We were elected with a mandate to put in place an independent authority.  We delivered on that. We’ve said we respect the independence of the Authority and we look forward to the release of the Draft Plan. Obviously, that would be out there for consultation. We want to have that discussion with the Australian people, with the people who rely on the Murray Darling Basin. 

Can I say that’s another key difference, Greg, between this Government and the approach Barnaby Joyce is talking about. We want an independent authority because we know that politics is part of the reason why the River got into the trouble it was in. Barnaby wants to return to the days of local, parochial control. Now I don’t think that’s the right thing for the River. I don’t think having a whole bunch of local committees – in his case, involving a range of people from the Queensland National Party – is a good thing for the Murray Darling Basin.

JOURNALIST: The Australian Newspoll published today indicates that Labor is tracking very well in the electorates of Boothby and Sturt. Are you taking any comfort from that given the travails Labor is up against in New South Wales and in Queensland?


WONG: Julia, I think, made it very clear from the outset that this was going to be a very, very tough election.  A very tough election, a very tight election. An election that will go right down to the wire. And I think we’ve expected that. 

Our job is to keep advocating the policies we believe are right for the nation. On water I’ve outlined our approach and I think that stands in stark contrast to what we know Senator Joyce will deliver. On the economy we know that Mr Abbott – if we had taken Mr Abbott’s advice during the global recession we would see 200,000 Australians added to the unemployment queues. That would have been Mr Abbott’s plan for the Australian economy.

We know going forward that the Gillard Government has a plan for the economy, has a plan to invest in broadband, has a plan to reduce company tax. What does Mr Abbott want to do? Cuts to infrastructure such as broadband. And he wants to increase company tax. 

Now we are very happy to have a debate on the issues which are important to the nation and the nation’s future.

JOURNALIST:  With such a tight race then, as you’ve highlighted, is it fair to expect a bit more presence from the Labor Leader with the remainder of the campaign?

WONG: I think Julia’s made clear she is going to be front and centre in this campaign. She’s certainly been -

JOURNALIST: Sorry I meant to say in South Australia.

WONG: Well certainly, Julia has been front and centre in this campaign and she will campaign hard all around the country.

JOURNALIST: Just getting back to the issue of purchasing water to replenish the Murray – what’s the situation with the future of Cubbie Station?

WONG: I think Cubbie is, I think, well known to all of us. It’s unfortunate that that is a result of decisions made by previous state governments, supported by some people. But I would say about this – my approach to Cubbie has always been that we will purchase water where it’s good for the environment and where taxpayers get value for money.

JOURNALIST:  Is Cubbie Station still up for sale?

WONG: I don’t get involved in the individual negotiations, Greg. I don’t think it is appropriate for the Minister to get involved in individual negotiations with people selling water. We have made it very clear. We purchase water from willing sellers where there is value to the environment and where taxpayers get value for money. And that is the approach we will take to any seller of water in the Murray Darling Basin. 

JOURNALIST: With your cash for clunkers policy, have you looked at how efficient that will be in terms of being a contributing factor towards addressing climate change? Is it an efficient method towards addressing that target?

WONG: That is part of a set of policies which are about reducing pollution in the near term. One of the things we need to address is the Australian car fleet. We know we have a car fleet that produces a lot of carbon pollution. We have got to start to change that. 

So this is one aspect of that by giving people some assistance to trade up to a more emissions-efficient vehicle; to a vehicle that pollutes less. But also it is part of a policy that is about producing mandatory fuel emission standards. So over time what we want to see over the years to come is a reduction in the emissions from the Australian car fleet. 

