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KIERAN WEIR:
Speaking of 100 years, what will our political system look like in 100 years' time?  Will we still have a Legislative Council?  It's been part of our tradition, part of our democracy, and the Public Service Association says that we need to fight any moves to abolish the Legislative Council, and they're campaigning vigorously for its preservation.


Joining us is the chief industrial officer for the PSA, Peter Christopher.


A very good morning to you.

PETER CHRISTOPHER:
Good morning, Kieran.

KIERAN WEIR:
What is the history of the Legislative Council in Australia?  How long has it been part of our political system, Peter?

PETER CHRISTOPHER:
Australia has had a bicameral system of parliament since its inception, that is, two houses of parliament.  In the Federal Parliament, you have the House of Representatives and the Senate; in South Australia, you have the House of Assembly and the Legislative Council.


South Australia has had a Legislative Council for just over 150 years.  Originally, it was really made up of, you know, lords and landowners, but in 1973, the then Premier, Don Dunstan, introduced a series of reforms that gave [indistinct] franchise so that every electorate in the state became part of electing the upper house.  It was no longer the property of the landed gentry but it was a genuine people's house.  And it's played a really important role since that time as a house of review of the legislation introduced into the lower house.

KIERAN WEIR:
Peter, the Public Service Association is describing it as the people's house, which enables the voters of the state to control the power of the major parties and to elect smaller parties and independents.  


Why is that process so important, and furthermore, why is the PSA weighing into this argument?

PETER CHRISTOPHER:
Okay.  The [indistinct] answer the second question first; it might put it into context.  PSA deals with a lot of legislation by the nature of what we do.  Our members'  working conditions, employment arrangements are governed by legislation.  We have, over a period of years, been involved in seeking amendments to legislation.  


You might recall a few years ago when Premier Olsen wanted to sell off the Lotteries, there was a campaign we waged in the upper house to block that because of the money that went into state's hospitals from Lotteries.  So we've actually had a history of involvement in that and have an understanding of it.


At another level, our members' direct working conditions are directly affected by legislation.  So currently, the Government has a Public Sector Bill which it's looking to introduce.  In its present form, it's very, very unacceptable.  We would expect, given normal practice, to debate an amendment in the upper house for that legislation to be significantly improved through that.


If I can just go back to your first question then about the difference between the upper house and the lower house.  In the state's lower house, what we have is 47 individual seats which represent a geographical area, and invariably somebody gets up from either of the two major parties with occasionally somebody else representing a smaller group.  


In the upper house, it is one single electorate.  And so because of the - it being a single electorate and the way the quota system works about the numbers you need to get elected, you not only finish up with the major parties winning it, because in the lower house it's a winner-takes-all, every geographical seat is won by one person or another.  


In the upper house, because the whole state is the electorate, the outcome tends to more better represent the community.  So currently in the upper house, apart from Liberal and Labor, you actually have a number of others.  You have the Democrats, you have the Greens, you have the No Pokies, you have Family First, you have independents from time to time.  And that mix of people in the upper house is achieved by having the whole state as an electorate, and therefore, in many ways, the upper house is far more representative of the community's attitudes than an individual geographical seat such as those in the lower house.

KIERAN WEIR:
Why do you think this Government under Mike Rann is attempting to get these changes through in a referendum, Peter, because when I met the Premier recently, he said that he was a protégé of Don Dunstan's, and Don Dunstan mentored him in the world of politics as a young man. 


Why do you think now this Government's trying to change the situation?

PETER CHRISTOPHER:
Look, I think no government likes their legislation to be interfered with, and certainly Premier Rann, or the Liberals when they were in government, as a government, they want to get things through; as an opposition they have a different view.  And quite frankly, they find it inconvenient that an upper house somehow wants to have a say on that legislation.


I've got no doubt that Premier Rann is not particularly happy that an upper house wants to review and challenge his own legislation.


My, I suppose, underlying concern with what's going on is there is very little genuine understanding of how the parliamentary system operates, and we could actually see - it was very, very easy for the Premier or anybody else to actually simply get up and say, oh look, let's just reduce the number of people and therefore we'll save taxpayers' money, and at a superficial level, that might seem attractive.  


But it's really, I think, manipulating a system because what the end result would mean is if you have less people in the upper house - the way the quota system works is it would require a higher percentage of the vote to get elected to the upper house, which would basically see the end of, you know, the Greens and the other minor parties in the upper house, unless you get an exceptional person like Nick Xenophon, who picked up such a large quota in his own right.


The process being proposed, if it wasn't to abolish but to reduce the numbers, would basically be a means of the Government removing the inconvenience of minor parties, as we saw in the recent WorkCover debate.  The Government passed legislation which the union was horrified with; it was quite appalling in terms of what it does to injured workers.  But the only people who challenged what the Government was doing were the minor parties in the upper house.  And instead of being lauded for the good work they did in highlighting genuine community concerns, the Government and media and others generally attacked them for the, you know, the hours they spent discussing important issues.  But in reality, that was the very thing they were elected to do.


So the Government really does find minor parties inconvenient, and there is a concern that what they are about to do is - currently the Government proposal is for a referendum to abolish the upper house.  It's quite likely the Government will read the writing on the wall and say, oh look, they may not be successful in that, so they'll then look at what they would euphemistically call reform.  


And so what we're looking to do through this educational video is to better explain to people how the system works so that over the next year, there is a far better understanding and politicians - government or otherwise - just can't simply manipulate an outcome to suit their political needs.

KIERAN WEIR:
You've mentioned the video.  It is in fact obviously a digital product of 10 minutes, so it's a DVD/video.  And you've said, the PSA have said that it's important that people are really fully informed about the role of the Legislative Council, and you mentioned Senator Nick Xenophon; he actually contributes to the DVD.


Who will see this DVD, and can the general public access over the next 12 months?

PETER CHRISTOPHER:
Certainly.  The process we're undergoing is this: we formally released it yesterday; as of today, we will have it up on our website, which is cpsu.asn.au.  There's an icon there marked videos.  So it'll go up there.


We're currently in the process of it being converted from a high-quality, high-resolution DVD into a lower-resolution format that will be viewable on the website.  We expect that to be finalised and up on the website by this morning.


By the end of this week, we should have received about 1000 copies of the DVD, which at that point, we will distribute out to 1000 work sites.


So we've started the process of getting it out.  So by this afternoon, people will be able to view it on the website.  By the end of the week, by next week, we'll have about 1000 copies out into work sites.  Beyond that, we will either run more copies off or simply authorise people to put links in their own websites and generally get the word around.


But it's a really important community debate, and I mean, certainly in Port Pirie, you've just had your own election there, so people are sensitive to the electoral process.  


This is something far more fundamental.  It really is going to the question of what our structure of government is, what we expect of our politicians in government, the general distrust most of the community have for major parties and their need to actually support local smaller parties or particular interest groups so that community interests can be better represented.  And that's a really important debate to occur over the next 12 months, and PSA believes that through the release of this very professionally prepared DVD that the information will be got out.

KIERAN WEIR:
Can't wait to see it.  Chief industrial officer for the Public Service Association, Peter Christopher, thanks for joining our program this morning.  And we'll obviously continue this debate as we head into 2009 and over the next 12 months.  But we appreciate your time with us on the program.

PETER CHRISTOPHER:
Thank you.

*          *          End          *          *
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