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Mr MIKE BAIRD (Manly—Treasurer, and Minister for Industrial Relations) [9.36 p.m.], in reply: I thank the members for Heffron, Maroubra, Cessnock, Wollongong, Lake Macquarie, Keira, Balmain, Barwon, Drummoyne, Penrith and Wakehurst for their contributions to debate on the Ports Assets (Authorised Transactions) Bill 2012. The purpose of this bill is to enable the long-term lease of Port Botany and Port Kembla. The bill also allows for the lease of the Cooks River and Enfield logistics terminals, with some industrial land at Enfield to be sold to the private sector. Under the lease arrangement the Government will retain ownership of the lands as well as a number of important maritime functions such as the harbourmaster, marine pilots, emergency response, Sydney harbour wharves and cruise shipping functions. 
 
As the member for Penrith articulated, the bill requires the net proceeds of the transaction to be paid into the Restart NSW Fund. If the transactions proceed as anticipated we expect to have $2.5 billion in that fund to put towards infrastructure for the State. The funds raised through these transactions will allow the Government to begin addressing an enormous backlog of critical infrastructure. The proceeds from the transaction will underpin increased investment on the Pacific and Princes highways and the WestConnex project, and the Illawarra will benefit from a $100 million commitment to new infrastructure. We have heard tonight in crystal clear terms that Labor members now have a financial crisis on their hands. They have clearly opposed the bill. Therefore they need to tell us how they are going to fund the Pacific Highway, the Princes Highway and the WestConnex project. 
 
Every member in this House from western Sydney needs to explain to their communities that the Labor Opposition does not support the WestConnex project—unless they tell us how they are going to fund it. They need to tell us how they are going to fund it because this bill is the funding mechanism. Everybody needs to understand that without this bill the spending on the Pacific Highway, the Princes Highway, the WestConnex project and the $100 million to the Illawarra will be gone. Obviously, they do not support any of these projects. In stark contrast, the O'Farrell Government is releasing funds for critical projects, delivering for communities up and down the highways of this great State and for the people of western Sydney, indeed for the entire Sydney Basin. Despite that, Opposition members oppose the bill. 
 
In response to the points raised by the member for Heffron I advise the House that the bill is designed to maximise the proceeds from the sale and exceed the retention values set for the assets. I say to the House— and I will say this every day before the transaction—that we will not necessarily proceed with this transaction. We will only proceed if we exceed the retention values for the assets. That is not what happened with the gentrader transactions. The former Labor Government sold those assets for less than the retention value and members opposite know it. That should not have occurred, but it happened under Labor. It will not happen here. The O'Farrell-Stoner Government stands for producing transactions for the community that deliver the funds we need for infrastructure. But we will not do it at any price; we will do it only at a price that ensures there is maximum value for the people of this State. We make that commitment here today. 
 
I note that the member for Maroubra and the member for Keira accused the Government of auctioning off an existing revenue stream for short-term gain. A critical part of the transaction is that private sector investment in these ports will deliver proceeds and savings by shifting capital obligations to the private sector, allowing the Government to focus on building the infrastructure that makes a difference to both our economy and people's lives. We have not heard much from members opposite about the impact on the balance sheet, but if one is not borrowing against the port, one is able to put that balance sheet capacity to the infrastructure needs of the State. That is an important consideration. The member for Maroubra seems to have some ideological objection to this particular transaction, despite his support for the sale of electricity assets when Labor was in government. Now in opposition he is against these types of transactions. He is playing two roles. The Opposition opposes this bill and we know what that means for the infrastructure needs of this State.

The Government will retain oversight of all regulatory matters such as those relating to price, the environment and the handling of dangerous goods. In response to some of the claims made by the member for Heffron and the member for Maroubra during this debate, let me inform the House about issues of price control, competition, and environment and planning regulation. First, the Government is already engaged in dialogue with the national competition regulator, the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, which is reviewing the competitive landscape around the transactions and, where required, will provide competition clearance as the transactions proceed. Competition will be governed by the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, which is the appropriate body to oversee that competition. 
 
Second, the bill provides for a transparent pricing regime consistent with the principles adopted by the Council of Australian Governments. This includes regular reporting obligations to the Minister and the opportunity to refer any price issues to the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal for review. Third, the infrastructure charge, which the member for Maroubra raised, is subject to robust government oversight, including the price monitoring regime. The bill provides that the new port operator must provide details to the Government regarding the details of the infrastructure project, the basis of the charge, the persons required to pay and the time frame of the charge. The Opposition missed the point that any concerns can be referred by the Government to the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal. Accordingly, protections remain around those critical pricing issues. Fourth, I point out to the member for Heffron that the ports will remain under the normal planning framework, and that includes consideration of environmental impacts on the area. 
 
In response to interest in the Government's plan to remove the cap on throughput at Port Botany via this legislation, I indicate that it is absolutely clear that it would have been necessary to lift the cap regardless of any transaction. The Opposition is being disingenuous in this regard. The former Government doubled the capacity of the board. It approved an investment of close to $1 billion in relation to doubling that capacity. Labor members know that to achieve the value for those proceeds the cap will have to be lifted. The difference between what we are doing and what they did is that they did not tell the State about that. Tonight through this transaction we have confirmed that to receive value for the investment and to ensure that taxpayers receive value for an investment already made, the cap needs to be lifted. Furthermore, removing the cap will prevent a major inefficiency in the future that would constrain the State's economy. That is a clear reason that it is necessary to take this action as part of the transaction. 
 
In response to the request by the member for Balmain for greater investment in rail, I advise that the Government is committed to implementing various steps to improve traffic flow around Port Botany and shift greater volumes of goods from road to rail. These include the announced Moorebank intermodal terminal, the development of the Southern Sydney Freight Line and the Enfield Logistics Terminal, the Sydney Ports Landside Improvement Strategy and the recently opened Sydney Ports truck marshalling yard at Port Botany. Complementing these improvements, the new port operator will be required to make a significant annual contribution to improving road and rail landside logistics. We have specifically asked for that, understanding the impacts around the local community, and we will ensure that it is part of any lease arrangements that are executed. 
 
In addition, the Government is committed to delivering WestConnex, which will support freight movements between Port Botany and logistics hubs in western and south-western Sydney. I note that the long-term lease of Port Kembla is an important part of this transaction program because of its diversified revenue base and enormous potential for growth through the outer harbour development commenced by the New South Wales Government. The member for Keira and the member for Wollongong spoke about the negative impact on the Wollongong community of the transaction but they have failed to grasp what this will mean for their communities. The new lessee, having invested a substantial sum to acquire the lease of the port, will continue to invest in its future growth and development. I have stated this consistently when talking to the community and employees. Access to additional capital means that they have the means to achieve growth; they are not constrained by the State's balance sheet. 
 
They have additional capital to put into developments needed in a shorter time frame—a time frame obviously determined by them and one that can be determined without the constraints of the State Government's balance sheet. There will be more jobs and a boost to the local economy, and at the same time the legislation contains appropriate protection measures for employees. If ever there was a win-win for a community, this is it. Members opposite have failed to acknowledge that this is complemented by an additional $100 million infrastructure spend in the Illawarra as part of the transaction. In response to a question raised by the member for Cessnock, I advise the House that the Government has no plans for the transfer of the Port of Newcastle.

The Government has embarked on a sensible program of releasing capital from the State's balance sheet, ensuring that new capital comes into the new ports to drive the efficiencies of the ports and the overall economy. The proceeds generated from the transaction program will provide the much-needed funds to get this State moving. The O'Farrell-Stoner Government is proud to say that this bill, should it be passed by the Parliament, will enable the State to invest in the WestConnex, to continue the funding of the Pacific Highway and Princes Highway and to fund the Bridges for the Bush program. It is worth repeating—and I will say this again and again over the days and months ahead—that if members opposite oppose this bill and in so doing put forward no alternatives for funding these projects, and it is clear that they oppose every single transaction, they will do so at their peril. We are getting on with the job of getting this State moving. We are getting on with the job of releasing capital to build infrastructure. I commend the bill to the House.
