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E&OE.... 

Tom Connell: 
Joining me live now is Shadow Housing and Environment Minister Andrew Bragg. I know this issue is pretty close to your heart, so I might start with this one on you. What have you made of some of the Port Hedland stories around neglect of Indigenous children, and I guess specifically allegations that the department was not willing to intervene? Is the core aim of child protection, protecting children at all costs, has that been lost to do with cultural sensitivity to do with Indigenous Australians? 

Senator Bragg: 
Good afternoon, Tom. I'm not sure about the particulars of how the law has been administered on the ground there, but I'd say that in general, we would expect that the law is colourblind and that children should be protected regardless of their heritage. Now, Julian Leeser has been to Port Hedland in recent days, and I understand that the Minister makes attempts to attend there as well, and I think that's really important that she can go there and make her own judgments. 

Tom Connell: 
We'll hear from Julian Leeser later on in the program as well. When you come to thinking of the Voice and I guess what's happened since, is it something that's lost momentum? Is this a sort of thing that the Voice could have had a role in, for example? 

Senator Bragg: 
Well, I think children protection rules should be applied across the board. There should be no different approach. The rules are the rules. They're there to protect children, and the police and the other agencies should be conducting themselves on the basis that the law applies to everyone equally. 

Tom Connell: 
Okay. As I said, I will talk to the Shadow Minister on the program in about 20 minutes' time. I want to ask you about this story that's gained a lot of steam over the last couple of days. So the ATO, the Tax Office, no longer accepting credit card payments. This was announced yesterday, it's going to take effect in two months. It's off the back of the fact that we've got surcharges banned, so they say, "Well, we're collecting money for the taxpayer, we're not going to subsidise the surcharge." What do you make of this decision? 

Senator Bragg: 
The whole idea of the surcharge ban, I'm not sure was thought through by the Government, because of course the impact on small business is well known. They'll have to either subsume the cost by having a reduced take-home pay for the small business person, because as you know small businesses are just people, or they have to pass it on in the form of higher prices. Now, in relation to the ATO, they're saying that they refuse to accept these cards. I mean, they've got a huge budget there, I'm sure that they could subsume the cost, given the expectation the Government has on small businesses that they would do the same. 

Tom Connell: 
So what about the changes overall? Is it fair to say that surcharges became a bit of a mess? And the example I'll give you is, you know, you go somewhere—and I've done it before—going, "Oh, I'm paying on debit, does that make a difference?" and it's the same surcharge as credit, where the cost to the business is very different on debit versus credit. Is it in need of a bit of a cleanup, if not what the Government's suggesting? 

Senator Bragg: 
I don't think the Government understand what's happened here, but they're not really the decision-maker. I mean, the RBA makes these judgments through the Payments System Board, and the fact is that the Parliament has delegated this authority to the RBA. No one voted for the RBA. The RBA is making these changes at the behest of the Government, in this case where the Prime Minister of the country said that they're going to ban surcharges. I don't think there's any other example in Australian history where the Prime Minister has been talking about payments policy. And in this case, this guy doesn't know what he's doing, and he just doesn't understand it. So the whole thing has been managed poorly, and I just think it's very jarring when you consider the war the Government have had on small business in terms of the higher taxes, the payday super, the ban on surcharges, all these other things that are designed to make it almost unbearable to be in small business in Australia today. 

Tom Connell: 
Okay, so what should it be? Should it be the Government just takes responsibility, if they want to hint at changes or suggest them, they do them and then voters can decide if they like them? Or keep it up to the RBA, and things such as pushes from Parliamentary Committees to do things, is that inappropriate? Is this RBA interference? 

Senator Bragg: 
It's not RBA interference, because the RBA has independence over monetary policy. This is payments policy. I mean, this is a laughable state of affairs where the Parliament has delegated these things to the RBA. I mean, payments policy is going to get bigger over the next couple of decades. It is going to be a more material thing, and I would have thought that the Treasurer of the day should be able to make judgments here and stand by them, and... 

Tom Connell: 
So take back the power. The Government should have the power. 

Senator Bragg: 
That's been my view for a long time, that payments policy is becoming too important to have it being sent down to the RBA. I mean, no one votes for the Governor of the RBA down at Martin Place. And so the Treasurer should be accountable and responsible for the payments policies that they make, and this guy should be able to stand by his claims that it's going to make everyone better off, when we know that the surcharge is just going to make life hell for small business. 

Tom Connell: 
Okay. I want to get finally into your area on housing. I know you've been pro modular homes, so the sort of prefab, but the modern version, which are a bit better than the ones I guess the reputation they had in the '70s and '80s. What do you make of the National Reconstruction Fund and its role? So the Government announcing that there'd be a couple of these built via this fund. I know you've been critical of the Fund, but is this a good use of it? Perhaps these types of factories getting up and running might need a bit of seed money? 

Senator Bragg: 
I think the central problem we have with housing construction in Australia is that it is too expensive to build a new house. Builders can't make any money out of it, which is why the Construction Code, the taxes need to go down. In terms of modular housing and other housing, you've still got to build it into the specs of the NCC, and the NCC, or the Construction Code, is a nightmare. It is convoluted, it is expensive, it is gold plating, and so until the Government is serious about fixing that, then I don't think we're going to make housing any cheaper. 

Tom Connell: 
Right, but let's say that is fixed overnight, we'll wave a wand, it's done. Would... to get modular homes up and running, they don't have a great reputation in Australia, is something like this, seed funding for a big factory, needed? 

Senator Bragg: 
I don't think that the Government investing into people's businesses is a good idea. I'm a Liberal. 

Tom Connell: 
All right. Andrew Bragg, enjoy your weekend, thank you. 

Senator Bragg: 
Okay, thanks Tom. 

[Ends]
