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Executive Summary

Part 1 Labor’s Legacy

Labor displayed its disdain for rural and regional issues by allowing
crucial economic and social infrastructure to run down.

Labor’s neglect left many areas in regional Australia with poor
services, rising unemployment and declining confidence.

Labor’s appalling mis-management of the economy left a legacy of
high interest rates and a $10 billion black hole in the Budget, a legacy
which damaged regional economies and regional businesses.



Part 2 Highlights of the Government’s
Achievements

The Coalition’s integrated Regional Australia Strategy is ensuring that
the full resources of government are focussed on the needs of regional
communities. Under this strategy the Coalition has committed well
over $3.5 billion on specific programmes to benefit regional Australia.

The Regional Australia Strategy is delivering improvements to
regional communities through initiatives which:

- promote economic growth and generate new jobs;

- renew and extend regional infrastructure;

- advance Australia’s agricultural industries;

- ensure equitable access to services for people living in regional
areas; and

- ensure environmental sustainability.

Part 3 The Coalition’s Tax Plan: Significant
Benefits for Regional Australia

The Coalition’s plan for a new tax system will provide significant
benefits for farmers and regional Australia – increasing the
competitiveness of regional businesses, leading to more jobs and
better standards of living.

The Tax Plan will produce stronger regional economies because:

- regional businesses will share in more than $10 billion of reduced
costs to Australian businesses;

- the costs for agricultural industries will be reduced by $1.1 billion
per year;

- the cost of producing goods and services for export will fall by $4.5
billion;

- fuel costs for rural and regional businesses will fall by $3.5 billion;
and



- tax compliance will be simpler and fairer.

Part 4 Regional Australia: Investing in Our Future

The Coalition’s Regional Australia Strategy will continue to respond
to the needs of regional communities with much needed investments
in the future prosperity of regional Australia.

The Coalition will build on this investment with new initiatives aimed
at:

- helping regional communities protect themselves from the
devastating effects of serious flooding, with an additional $20 million
to fund flood prevention measures in rural and regional Australia;

- helping agricultural exporters take advantage of the enormous
opportunities for international trade;

- improving transport links in regional Australia;

- improving regional communication networks and services;

- restoring Australia’s land and water resources, protecting endangered
wildlife and preserving high-value environmental areas; and

- improving access to health services, face-to-face transaction
services, and education and training opportunities in regional
Australia.

Labor’s Record

A Labor Ignored regional Australia

Labor ignored the needs of regional Australia during its 13 years in
office.

It was only at the end of their 13 years in office that Labor cobbled
together a regional development programme. It was a programme
designed to buy votes rather than a plan to meet the real needs of
regional communities.

Labor’s belated regional development programme was fundamentally



flawed.

Under Labor’s programme, the great bulk of funding was directed to
projects in cities, not in regional Australia.

Under Labor’s programme, money was wasted on establishing
regional bureaucracies which duplicated many of the activities being
undertaken by State, Territory and local government authorities.

Labor’s programme was based on centrally dictated regional
boundaries, boundaries which often did not recognise communities of
interest and which assumed that the needs of all regions were the
same.

Despite claiming to have a $150 million programme, Labor actually
spent only $60 million over three years on regional Australia.

Labor treated regional communities with contempt, attempting to
deceive people into believing that a single programme could fix all the
problems facing regional Australia.

B Labor’s Legacy

Labor displayed its disdain for rural and regional issues by allowing
crucial economic and social infrastructure to run down.

Labor’s neglect left many areas in regional Australia ill-prepared to
deal with the challenges arising from economic change and the
globalisation of markets.

Highlights of the Government’s Achievements

A The Coalition’s Regional Australia Strategy

The Coalition Government’s integrated Regional Australia Strategy is
ensuring that the full resources of government are focussed on the
needs of regional communities. Under this strategy the Coalition has
committed well over $3.5 billion on specific programmes to benefit
regional Australia.

The Regional Australia Strategy is delivering real and lasting benefits



to regional communities with a coordinated range of initiatives which:

promote economic growth and generating new jobs;

renew and extend regional infrastructure;

advance Australia’s agricultural industries;

ensure equitable access to services for people living in regional areas;
and

ensure environmental sustainability.

The Coalition’s sound economic management over the last two years
has created conditions conducive to sustained business and
employment growth. Interest rates and inflation are the lowest for
around 30 years. This means more money in the till for regional
businesses and a greater capacity for business and jobs growth.

The Coalition is continuing to reduce red tape for small business and
has introduced significant labour market reforms.

The Work for the Dole initiative, now with increased funding of $360
million over four years, is successfully targeting areas of high youth
unemployment in regional Australia and providing young people with
a chance to work on projects of community value.

Under the banner of the $1.2 billion Investing for Growth strategy the
Coalition has established Invest Australia, which is working closely
with economic development agencies and local governments in
regional Australia to stimulate investment opportunities.

Through its trade policies, including the $14.5 million Supermarket to
Asia programme, the $7.4 million Export Access Programme and the
TradeStart initiative, the Coalition has secured new or improved
access to key markets for Australian exporters.

The Coalition’s regional network of Area Consultative Committees is
helping develop strategies for local employment growth and skills
enhancement. Business and employment projects arising from these
strategies are being implemented through the $33 million Regional
Assistance Programme.

Regional communities have undergone a period of unprecedented



change in recent years, as the Australian economy has adjusted to
increased domestic and international competition. In recognition of
the social and economic impact of these reforms, the Coalition has
asked the Productivity Commission to examine these impacts and
identify ways of ensuring that the benefits of increased competition
flow to all Australians, including those in regional communities.

The Coalition recognises that quality infrastructure is essential to the
competitiveness of regional businesses and to the quality of life for
people living in regional Australia.

Through the $1 billion Federation Fund the Coalition is making a
substantial contribution to renewing and extending our national
infrastructure. To date, projects such as the Alice-Springs to Darwin
railway ($100 million), Jervoise Bay Infrastructure Enhancement ($80
million), the Abt railway ($20.5 million) and the Corowa Bridge
upgrade ($12 million) have been announced.

The Coalition’s new Infrastructure Borrowings Tax Offset Scheme is
paving the way for a massive injection of private capital into public
infrastructure projects throughout Australia. To date applications have
been received for 30 major infrastructure projects valued at $17
billion. Many of these projects are of particular importance to regional
Australia.

The Coalition is networking the nation through the $250 million
Regional Telecommunications Infrastructure Fund. The Fund is
sponsoring projects which enhance telecommunications infrastructure
and services in regional Australia, and reduce the disparity in access
to services between regional and urban areas.

The Coalition has increased global road funding from $1.597 billion
in 1995-96 to $1.612 billion in the current budget, with much of this
expenditure occurring in regional Australia. As well as addressing the
commercial and social needs of regional communities this expenditure
will create or sustain around 16 000 jobs in the current year.

The Coalition has also allocated $250 million to upgrade Australia’s
inefficient mainline railway tracks. This initiative will enable rail to
compete more effectively with road transport in the vital inter-capital
transport sector, providing significant benefits to regional industry.

The Coalition’s continuing support for the development of a more
dynamic and efficient rail network in Australia is demonstrated by the



announcement of the successful bidder for the construction of the
Very High Speed Train connection between Sydney and Canberra.

In recognition of the central role of rural industries in regional
communities, the Coalition has developed the $525 million
Agriculture: Advancing Australia package to enhance the
sustainability of rural industries.

The Government has also provided more than $300 million since 1996
to assist farmers suffering as a result of drought.

The Action Plan for Australian Agriculture has underscored the
Coalition’s commitment to the farm business sector by describing a
vision for Australian agriculture and a plan for achieving that vision.

The Coalition is committed to the fair and equitable delivery of
services in regional Australia.

In relation to health services, the Coalition has spent an additional $13
million to increase the number of doctors in rural and remote areas
and has established 600 Medicare Easyclaim facilities in local
pharmacies in regional communities.

The Coalition has funded the establishment of 29 multi-purpose health
and family service centres in small regional communities to improve
the quality of aged care and community health services. An additional
31 centres will be established by the end of the year.

In relation to telecommunications services, the Coalition has acted to
safeguard mobile phone access in regional areas, to ensure that
regional communities share in the benefits of digital television and to
guarantee that Telstra fulfils its universal service obligations.

In relation to postal services, the Coalition has reversed Labor’s policy
of closing Australia Post retail outlets in rural and regional Australia,
with the number of outlets increasing by 151 in just two years. The
Coalition has also required Australia Post to develop a service charter
specifying that at least 2,500 postal outlets must be maintained in rural
or remote areas.

In relation to financial services, the highly successful CreditCare
service is helping establish credit unions in communities where
banking and other financial services have been withdrawn.



The $1.25 billion Natural Heritage Trust is the most integrated and
far-reaching package of conservation and natural resource
management initiatives ever introduced in Australia. The Government
is committed to achieving a sustainable balance between providing
certainty for industry and protecting the environment.

The negotiation of Regional Forest Agreements around the country is
an excellent example of the balance being achieved by the Coalition
between conservation and resource use. Agreements will provide for
the long-term protection of environmental and heritage values in
native forests at the same time as ensuring access to sustainably
managed forest resources. The agreements are promoting investment
and providing secure employment in many regional areas. The
Coalition is working to finalise Regional Forest Agreements in 12
regions by the end of 1999.

The Coalition’s $41.6 million Green Corps initiative is successfully
harnessing the enthusiasm and commitment of young Australians,
providing them with an opportunity to work on small community
based projects to preserve and restore our natural environment.

B Special Assistance for Particular Regions and
Industries

The Coalition’s Regional Australia Strategy recognises that conditions
in regional areas vary dramatically. Each region is unique in terms of
geography, history and economic opportunity.

While many regions are growing rapidly, taking full advantage of
expanding domestic and international markets, some regions are
facing difficulties caused by relative isolation, declining populations
or a depressed industry base.

The Coalition’s approach in such situations has been to work with
local communities to address these challenges.

The Coalition’s $10 million structural adjustment package for
Newcastle (established following the announcement by BHP Pty Ltd
of plans to close its Newcastle steelworks by the end of 1999, with a
loss of 2,500 jobs) has provided valuable assistance to the Newcastle
community, supporting long-term employment generation projects.



The Coalition has developed a $772 million package of measures to
assist the textile, clothing and footwear industries to assist the industry
as it adjusts to a lower tariff regime, including:

a five year $700 million Strategic Investment Programme, to
encourage investment in the wool, cotton, leather and fashion
industries;

a special regional adjustment package to help firms in regional areas
become more competitive ; and

a $12.5 million market development programme to increase export
capacity.

The Coalition’s initiative to negotiate Regional Forest Agreements
with the State governments is producing positive outcomes for many
regional communities. It is a process that has been supported by a
number of complementary programmes:

the $100 million Forest Industry Structural Adjustment Programme to
facilitate the long-term restructuring of the native forest industry and
to provide assistance to those communities adversely affected by the
implementation of Agreements; and

the implementation of a Wood and Paper Industry Strategy, which will
provide $6 million in the current year to encourage plantation and
farm forestry, to accelerate research into value added products and to
assist with the development of indicators for sustainable forest
management.

The Coalition has provided $20 million in structural adjustment
assistance to those areas most affected by the sale of the formerly
Commonwealth owned railway company Australian National.

The funds have been spent on job generating projects in South



Australia ($18.2 million), Tasmania ($1.36 million), Northern
Territory ($200,000) and Western Australia ($200,000).

Regional Australia: Investing in Our Future

A Key to Our Past and Our Future

Australia derives much of its cultural heritage, national character and
economic wealth from its regional areas.

The Coalition’s policy for regional Australia is founded upon an
awareness of the debt we as a nation owe to our regional communities
and the importance of regional Australia to our future.

The Coalition’s priority is to develop partnerships with regional
communities: partnerships that recognise the uncertainty that many in
regional communities feel about the impact of economic changes and
that enable us to work together to build secure and sustainable futures.

By working to realise the economic and employment potential in
regional Australia we will expand opportunities and maintain social
cohesion at the same time as building our national competitiveness.

B The Coalition’s Tax Plan: Significant Benefits for
Regional Australia

The Coalition’s plan for a new tax system will provide significant
benefits for farmers and regional Australia – increasing the
competitiveness of the farm sector, producing more jobs and better
standards of living.

The reform of Australia’s outdated indirect tax regimes and the
introduction of a goods and services tax (GST) will reduce costs to
agriculture by around 2.8%, or a massive $1.1 billion per year. The
National Farmers’ Federation has estimated that this measure will
save an average farm business $7 500 per year.

Exports of goods and services will be GST-free. This treatment,
coupled with the removal of wholesale sales tax and the abolition of
various State taxes, will reduce costs to exporters by around $4.5
billion in the first year of operation of the GST.



The simplicity and efficiency of the tax plan, on top of the low interest
rate and low inflation environment built by the Coalition since 1986,
will help make the rural sector far more competitive in the
international markets.

Fuel excise arrangements will be reformed in conjunction with the
introduction of a GST. These reforms will cut fuel costs for the
transport sector by $3.5 billion, this will be of particular benefit to
people living in regional Australia – who bear the brunt of transport
costs in Australia.

The reduction of petrol and diesel excise at the time of the GST’s
introduction will ensure that no more tax is paid on fuel than at
present. Fuel costs for businesses are expected to fall by around 7
cents per litre, as they will be able to claim input tax credits for GST
paid on fuel purchases.

In addition to the input tax credit for diesel, the introduction of new
diesel fuel rebate arrangements will reduce the cost of road transport
by 6.7 per cent. Off-road business users of diesel will pay neither
excise nor GST on diesel fuel, reducing the tax on diesel from 43
cents per litre to zero.

The tax plan contains many other measures which will benefit people
living and working in regional communities, including:

The introduction of the ‘pay as you go’ system of tax payments, a
simpler and fairer system particularly for people currently required to
pay provisional tax;

Reductions in income tax for low and middle income earners;

Enhanced family payment arrangements and extra payments for
pensioners and self-funded retirees;

The designation of education as GST-free, which will be of particular
benefit for parents with children at boarding schools; and



A 30% tax rebate or cash payment on the cost of private health
insurance contributions

C Investing in Regional Australia

Through its Regional Australia Strategy the Coalition will continue to
deliver an integrated package of economic, environmental and social
programmes that are responsive to the needs of regional communities.

The Regional Australia Strategy represents an investment of more
than $3.5 billion in the future prosperity of regional Australia.

The Coalition will build on this investment with new initiatives aimed
at:

helping regional communities protect themselves from the devastating
effects of serious flooding;

helping agricultural exporters take advantage of the enormous
opportunities for international trade;

improving transport links in regional Australia;

improving regional communication networks and ensuring equitable
access to telecommunications services;

restoring Australia’s land and water resources, protecting endangered
wildlife and preserving high-value environmental areas; and

improving access to health services, face-to-face transaction services,
and education and training opportunities in regional Australia.

The Coalition will provide $10 million for a Rural and Regional
Floodplain Management Programme, providing support for integrated
floodplain management projects, with a focus on flood mitigation
works in rural towns and regional centres.



The Coalition has also amended the Natural Heritage Trust guidelines
to remove a restriction that limited flood mitigation assistance to
towns with populations of less than 40 000.

In addition, the Coalition will provide an extra $10 million over two
years for flood prevention works in major regional centres. These
funds will be available for the construction of new infrastructure, such
as levees, and for the repair of existing infrastructure. As with the
Rural and Regional Floodplain Management Programme, the States
and Territories will be expected to match Commonwealth funding,
while local government will also be expected to make a contribution.

The Coalition will establish a new $30 million programme to
rehabilitate the Great Artesian Basin, a vital national resource
covering 20% of Australia and providing an essential water source for
the mining and pastoral industries.

The Coalition’s highly successful Supermarket to Asia Strategy will
receive a $9 million boost to build stronger links along supply chains
into Asian markets for the food and fibre industries.

To guard against quarantine risks in northern Australia, the Coalition
will fund a $12 million expansion of the Northern Australia
Quarantine Strategy – a surveillance strategy providing early warning
of exotic pest and disease incursions.

The Coalition will extend and maintain essential transport
infrastructure with initiatives such as:

the $676 million per year National Highway programme;

a $195 million expansion of the $450 million Roads of National
Importance programme;

an $80 million extension of the $149 million Road Safety Blackspots
programme;

a new $20 million programme of bridge restoration and repair; and



the $250 million programme to upgrade mainline railway corridors.

The Coalition will establish a $120 million Television Fund to:

extend SBS-TV coverage to transmission areas of more than 10,000
people – allowing hundreds of thousands of people in regional
Australia to enjoy the SBS-TV service; and

eradicate television reception ‘black spots’ around the country -
improving television services to many thousands of people in regional
communities.

Regional communities will also benefit from:

a $36 million programme to ensure Internet access at local call rates
for all Australians, regardless of where they live;

a $25 million programme to provide 100% continuous digital mobile
phone coverage on our major highways; and

the provision of an additional $20 million through the Regional
Telecommunications Infrastructure Fund to improve communications
services on remote and isolated Australian islands (including the
external territories).

The Coalition will commit an additional $250 million to the $1.25
billion Natural Heritage Trust to enable continuing and expanded
support for programmes such as Bushcare, Rivercare, Landcare,
Coastcare and Murray-Darling 2001.

The Coalition will double the size of the Medicare Easyclaim
network, with a $30 million initiative to install a further 600
easyclaim facilities in local pharmacies in rural and regional Australia.
This initiative will be of particular assistance to the elderly and



families, who often experience difficulties in travelling large distances
to claim Medicare rebates.

The Coalition will commit up to $70 million to arrest the decline in
traditional face-face services in regional communities by establishing
500 locally operated Rural Transaction Centres in small country towns
(ensuring that these communities have access to banking, postal,
Medicare Easyclaim and telephone and fax facilities).

Transaction centres will be established in a way that complements,
rather than competes with, existing service providers.

The Coalition will also expand the network of Community Legal
Services in regional Australia by spending $3.6 million to establish 6
new legal service centres, bringing to 12 the number of regional
centres established since May last year and redressing the imbalance
in the provision of services between metropolitan and regional areas.

The Coalition will invest an additional $41.6 million to establish 30
new multi-purpose Rural Health Service Centres. These centres,
which are in addition to the network of 60 centres already established
or in development, will provide regional and rural communities with
access to a number of health services at one location, including
General Practitioner services, aged care, child care, immunisation and
other preventative health services.

The Coalition will also reward General Practitioners living and
working in rural and remote communities with a new $50 million
programme of GP retention payments. This scheme will recognise
those doctors who have provided their communities with long and
dedicated service through the payment of a cash reward.

The Coalition will sponsor two medical education initiatives for
doctors wanting a career in regional Australia. A $10 million capital
injection will be provided to the James Cook University Medical
School in Townsville and $13.2 million will be provided to the
University of NSW to establish a clinical school at Wagga Wagga.

To boost job prospects for young people in regional Australia and
improve the supply of skilled workers in regional communities, the
Coalition will establish a $91.5 million Regional Skill Shortages



Incentive Scheme. The scheme will involve incentive payments to
employers of apprentices in designated trades and occupations. The
scheme will provide apprenticeships for up to 30 000 young people in
regional communities.

The Coalition will improve access to education for people in isolated
communities by:

increasing the basic boarding allowance component of the Assistance
for Isolated Children Scheme; and

increasing the maximum level of the Additional Boarding Allowance
to support students from low income families.

To boost university participation rates in regional areas the Coalition
will continue to focus infrastructure spending on campuses outside the
major metropolitan centres. The Coalition is also focussing 30% of
funding from its higher Education Equity Programme on students
from isolated communities.
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