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oondoggle 1s aword tntro-
duced Into Anstrallan
politics by Kim Eeazley. In
Movember 2000 the Coall-
tlon government sald it
would allocate $1.6 billlon tolocal
councilstoupgrade local roads.
Beazleythundered agalnst It as
“boondoggles in the bush”

A'boondoggle” Is anunnecessary
or wasteful project. If vou live neara
road that has beenupgraded then itls
not a boondoggle to vou - 1tls avery
sensible iInvestment in infrastructure.

Thetrouble is to declde whichroad
gets upgraded in which areas. Beazley
had little sympathy forrural roads but
he never took that attitnde to roads o
hisown electorate.

Thetraditional way of making sure
there 1ssome falrness In the process
of allocating money for iInfrastructure
Istolet local counclls allocate prior-
itles for local roads, state govern-
ments to do so for arterlal roads, and
the natlonal government to fund the
national highwav. Each level of
government shiould be accountable In
Its own area of responsibility

Since the national government has
decided to getinto Infrastructure in
traditional state government areas—
such asbullding school halls, prom-
Ising metropolitan rall lines and the
ltke -1thasestablished anatlonal body
called Infrastructure Australla to report

tostate and federal govermments onthe
natlon’s Infrastmicture needs and to
develop a priorty st “to pulde billlons
ofdollars” of taxpayers’ money, With an
Independent body assessing each
project, they should be assessed on
merlts and ban the boondoggle.

Sir Rod Eddington Is the chalrman
of Infrastnacture Australla, whose
members include public servants,
superannuation fund advisers and
theublgquitous Heather Ridout. [thas
beengoing acouple of years but none
of Its proposals are near completlon —
in fact they are not remotely near
commencement, such as Svdney's
south-west rall link to Leppington.

Which 15 not to savthat the Gillard
government does not have Infrastrue-
ture projects of its own. It's just that its
proposals scorn the recommenda-
tlonsof Infrastructure Australla.

Duringtheelectlon campalgn
Gillard promised to build a rail link
from Parramatta to Epplng in NSW.
Shels golngto spend $2.1 billlon on it.
Infrastructure Anstralia has lots of rail
priorities, But this s not one of them.

Andthe blggestproject of all has
never been to Infrastructure Australla
for priorty assessment. It has never
been assessed fior commerclalviability
of wider cost-benefit to the economy.

Commenting on the $43 billion
national broadband network in ts June
report to Australlan governments, it
sald It would observe developments on
the network and “continue to be Inter-
ested in whether Australian telecom-
munications networks provide astrong
basis for the continued growth and
productivity of the Australlan
economy”. That carrled all the enthu-
slasm of a warm lettuce leaf. [t1s as
close asagovernment-appolnted
body will ever goIn condemning a
project while trving tokeep 1ts job:
“For $43 billlon wewlll be Interested
tosee Ifthings work.”

You might think someone would
lookat whether it would work before
spending $42 billlon. You might even
wonder what else could work with
$42 billton. Youmight compare the
value of alternattve purchases as you
wouldinasupermarket. But our
government 1s not as careful about
542 billion as you would bewith $43.

Thehigh potnt of this farcleal
processcame after the electlon when
the government announced that
constructlon on the network would be
Jumpstarted in rural areas where there
are fewer customers rather than metro
areas where there are more. Guess
where the Installation {5 to commence?
Would it surprise you to know priority
willbeglven tothe electorates held by
the Independent MPs Rob Oakeshott
and TonvWindsor, whose votes are
critical to the government?

The Minister for Communications,
Senator Conroy, has figured outhow to
turnthenational broadband network
Imtothe natlonal boondoggle network.

What surprises me Is the stlence
from the board of MBEN Co. This 1s the
least commercial way of planning the
bulld-out. The point of having a board
15 to get Inde pendent and commerclal
oversight of operations, Ifthis board s
not up to that, then it might as well fold.

Thegovernment lsshowing as
much respect for the board as it does
for Infrastructure Australla- whichis
alotless than It shows for swinging
vioters in key reglonal electorates.
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