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SUBJECTS: QANTAS JOB CUTS, PLATINUM STATUS 
HOST, SALLY SARA: Catherine King is the Minister for Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development, and Local Government and joins me now. Minister, welcome back. 
MINISTER FOR INFRASTRUCTURE, TRANSPORT, REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT, CATHERINE KING: Thanks for having me on. 
SARA: Do you agree with the assessment of the union that this is an outrageous decision by Qantas? 
KING: I certainly agree with the union that this is incredibly disappointing, and it does seem to have been part of the business model for Qantas for some time. I think that we saw the last time that it engaged in this sort of level of outsourcing during COVID, that it did a significant amount of damage to its social license, and I think that you know you saw yesterday it announced it was taking significant costs out of its business, and its share price went up. This is a decision that they have obviously taken. You know, they're saying it's twofold. One is obviously to try and get ahead of AI and to change and convert its platforms. But I think the union is right to be disappointed that it's resulting in 850 job losses. I think investing in the workforce that has basically built it should be a priority for Qantas. And my call to them is to work very closely with the unions to retrain, redeploy as many of those 850 people as possible, because we need those AI capabilities here in Australia as well, and it shouldn't just be an exercise in taking costs out of the business. It's got to be an exercise in growing the business and growing Australian jobs for the future. And I think that's what both the government, the union and the Australian people would expect of it. 
SARA: You've mentioned previous instances. Is there a risk now with this latest announcement that Qantas could damage its brand and its social license? 
KING: Well, I think the academic you had on the show before, who's written pretty extensively about Qantas, said that yes, it could. And I think it needs to, and the board needs to reflect on that. This has been a model that Qantas has been using for some time, outsourcing jobs, no longer having them in house. It's not the only company that obviously does that, but the scale of it when Qantas does it is substantial. We do need AI capabilities here in this country. We need jobs in this country, and I would hope very much so that Qantas reflects on that and what happened last time when it engaged in such a significant outsourcing exercise and the damage it did to its reputation. 
SARA: At the height of the pandemic, Qantas received around $2.7 billion in government funds. Qantas was also the beneficiary of other federal and state initiatives to keep aviation viable. Should the government think twice about bailing out Qantas in the future if jobs are going offshore? 
KING: I think that when we make decisions about assisting for subsidies to Australian companies, that we have to look very closely at as a government as what we are getting in return, and that includes, as I think the Prime Minister has said previously, there have been periods of time where we have looked as a when we were in government of taking an equity stake in Qantas and actually becoming one of its major shareholders. Now we haven't done that, and that's a decision previous government obviously didn't take, but certainly when companies are asking for significant bailouts, that's one of the things certainly we look at as a government is that an important thing to do? And I think certainly when it comes to Qantas, that would have been one of the things that we probably, if had we been in government during COVID, put on the table to them as well, I think there's got to be, you know, this Qantas is the Australian carrier. It's by law required to have 51% Australian ownership, and that continues. That's obviously a benefit to Australia, but a constraint it has on its capital raising. But in return for being Australia's carrier, I think Australians expect it to invest and continue to invest as it has done in the past, substantially in Australian jobs. 
SARA: But would you have any concerns if other large companies follow Qantas by sending jobs overseas ahead of a planned acceleration in the use of AI? 
KING: Well, I think as you've heard, you know, AI is coming. We can try and pretend it's not, but it is coming. And so, what we've got to do is try and shape that change that is coming to the benefit of our national interest. And you saw the Prime Minister and Minister Burke yesterday talking around the significant issues around legislating standards, security, privacy, trying to make sure that we actually don't just let this rip, which is what has been happening around the world. That we try and get in front of it, and at times having to catch up on what's actually happening with AI. I think we will see, unfortunately, large companies seeking to. To do a range of things, and that's why it is important. Despite the fact of the challenges with AI data centres, it is important that we are in the game of ensuring that we are part of the models being built, that we are able to get the maximum benefit we can for this country, and that's what the AI plan is really trying to be able to do to try and make sure that we get ahead of this massive change that is occurring in the economy worldwide to the benefit of Australian people. But I am concerned that you know we will see, if we see a rush to just outsourcing jobs in this way, in the you know without building the capability in Australia because we've got fantastic, talented people here. We've got the capability of people here, and we should be building that capability here in this country. 
SARA: Is the government worried that moving corporate roles offshore could make companies like Qantas more vulnerable to cyber attacks? 
KING: Well, certainly we have seen where companies have had you know vulnerabilities from third-party operators. Qantas has had that own experience itself, both from you know the very complex cyber attacks that we see, where people have you know are constantly testing data systems and constantly trying to get in and find backdoors into ICT systems to right the way down to just people being able to scam people on the phone and get into accounts that way. So you know certainly we are concerned, which is why you saw the Prime Minister and Tony Burke yesterday have been talking about this issue for a long time about how do you provide better cyber security in the current environment, but certainly we have seen when you've got outsourcing third-party operators, you lose some of your control over that. 
SARA: Just finally, Nine newspapers have reported that you've accepted a lifetime membership to Qantas’ Platinum Frequent Flyer Rewards. This comes less than two years after MPs handed over their memberships to the airline's VIP lounge following public backlash. Is it really appropriate that the person in charge of regulating Qantas is benefiting from the company? 
KING: Well, just let me explain what happened. Qantas informed me that my flight status, so everybody has a flight status, that that had increased because of the number of flights that I take. They had informed me about that. There are no additional benefits to me as an MP that came from that that change in flight status. I've been at Platinum for a long period of time because of the number of flights that I take. No additional benefits to me, and I reported that and on my interest statement, as I'm required to do, as other people who have received lifetime platinum status have also reported, and that's what I did. 
SARA: Minister, thank you for joining me this morning. 
KING: Good to be with you. Thank you. 
ENDS
