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MURRAY WATT, SHADOW MINISTER FOR NORTHERN AUSTRALIA, 
SHADOW MINISTER FOR NATURAL DISASTER AND EMERGENCY 
MANAGEMENT, SENATOR FOR QUEENSLAND: Thanks everyone for 

coming today, from a personal perspective it’s great to be back in Rockhampton 

as you know I spend a lot of time here over the last three years, and it's great to 

be back here so soon after the election and I'm certainly going to be back here 

a lot over the next three years. I'm particularly pleased to be joined today by 

Labor's new federal Deputy Leader Richard Marles, a good friend of mine and a 

good friend of regional Australia, coming from a regional electorate himself. You 

probably saw soon after the election where we had an extremely disappointing 



result, particularly here in central Queensland, that our new leader Anthony 

Albanese and Richard committed to have federal Labor out on the road 

conducting a listening tour to better understand why it was that regions like 

Central Queensland turned so much against the Labor Party at the last federal 

election. And that's really the purpose of our visit here today and the meetings 

that we've been having, so I might hand over to Richard to just tell you a bit 

more about what we've been learning and where we're going from here. Thanks 

Richard. 

  

RICHARD MARLES, DEPUTY LEADER OF THE AUSTRALIAN LABOR 
PARTY: Thank you and it's great to be here with Senator Murray Watt who has 

been a great friend of this region but also post the election has become Labor's 

Shadow Minister for Northern Australia and so will play an even larger role in 

representing this part of the country in Canberra, but it is fantastic to be here in 

Rockhampton today and we've had some really good meetings with a range of 

people last night and with Capricorn Enterprise this morning. In May we had a 

very disappointing result, across the country, and here in Rockhampton in the 

seat of Capricornia. 

  

Anthony Albanese and I have been keen to get across the country in the 

aftermath of this election to understand what went wrong, why people didn't 

vote for us and to better understand exactly what occurred on May 18 and 

being here last night, today is part of that process. We need to make sure that 

as a party, Labor is talking to the broadest range of Australians that we can - 

and that includes people in central Queensland who work in coal mines, who 

put on overalls every day, who go to work, get dirty who come home. They are 

people who we want to identify the Labor Party as their party of choice and 

there is a job in speaking to them. 

  

The most ardent supporter of renewable energy and moving down that path 

would acknowledge that coal will play a part in our economy for decades to 

come. So it's really important that we are celebrating coal miners, the coal 

industry and acknowledging it as a central part of the Australian economy for a 

long time to come. 



Now we've been guilty in not doing that, I have been guilty in not doing that, I 

made comments earlier this year which were really tone deaf in terms of 

celebrating the role of the mining industry and coal miners and the important 

role they play within our national economy. I'm very keen to meet with as many 

miners and people from this region as possible so I guess make that point clear 

but to also hear from them about how they see Labor going forward. But let me 

be clear, we will be reaching out and we seek to be a party which absolutely 

speaks to the coal mining industry as clearly and directly as possible. 

  

Mining is not the only part of the Rockhampton regional economy - we spoke 

with Capricorn Enterprise this morning, there is a lot of really exciting projects 

which are on the books here in coming up in Rockhampton. Two weeks ago, in 

the Federal Parliament we made clear that the economy around the nation is 

sluggish, it needs stimulus and one of the ways that we can do that is to bring 

forward infrastructure projects around Australia, and a good example of one of 

them would be for example the duplication of the Rockhampton to Yeppoon 

Highway. That is a road project which at the moment is not due until 2021/22. 

We should be doing that now, getting the jobs up and running now and so we're 

calling on the Government, on Matt Canavan on Michelle Landry to use their 

voice to advocate for critical infrastructure projects like that to happen straight 

away. 

  

Finally, yesterday Murray and I visited exercise Talisman Sabre, this is one of 

the really biggest military exercises in the world - it's the most significant 

exercise that the Australian Defence Force engages in every two years. It was 

fantastic to see our servicemen and women in action and we should all feel very 

proud of them. But this is a huge economic opportunity for Rockhampton, 

indeed the whole Shoalwater Bay training area - is an enormous opportunity for 

this region, and it's really important that we do everything we can to leverage 

that opportunity to create local jobs - Murray. 

  

WATT: I might just reinforce the local infrastructure point before we take 

questions - as Richard said, it's not just Federal Labor who's calling on the 

Government to get moving with some of the infrastructure projects it's 



committed to, as high up as the Reserve Bank is saying that to get regional 

economies like Central Queensland moving we need the Federal Government 

to bring forward the kind of infrastructure projects that they've already 

committed to. Let's face it, Matt Canavan and Michelle Landry won the election 

in this region by basically promising that every person in Rockhampton would 

have a job - now it's about time they joined with Federal Labor and joined with 

the Reserve Bank to bring forward their own infrastructure projects. 

Rockhampton needs jobs now it doesn't need them in 2021 or 2022 when the 

Federal Government is talking about funding these kinds of projects. They 

should bring forward that funding now, get jobs happening in Rockhampton now 

and get the local roads improved in the way that locals want. We're happy to 

take any questions. 

 

 

JOURNALIST: Mr Marles what do you make of Adani facing prosecution from 

the State Government on what they're calling an administration error? 

  

MARLES: Look ultimately this is a matter between Adani and the Queensland 

Government but it stands to reason that anyone engaging in projects of this 

kind need to be ensuring that they comply with the law. 

  

JOURNALIST: And you referenced comments you made about the coal 

industry earlier. What would you like say to locals here that were hurt by those 

comments? 

  

MARLES: Look those comments were tone deaf. They were tone deaf because 

they failed to acknowledge the really critical role that mineworkers play within 

our economy. Coal mining is a really critical part of the Australian economy and 

it will be for decades to come - thermal coal but also metallurgical coal - a 

scalpel in an operating theatre made of steel has coal as a component to it, coal 

miners contribute to that and we need to celebrate that. 

  

I come from Geelong which is a city which has experienced its own job losses 

over the last few years, the closing of the Ford Motor plant in terms of 



manufacturing of cars, the closure of the Alcoa aluminium smelter. I get the 

significance of jobs to a community and I really get the significance of coal 

mining jobs to this community and I guess what I'd want to say to them is I 

really understand how central they are to this local economy, how important 

they are to this community and Labor will celebrate the role of coal miners and 

coal mining and this region going forward. 

  

JOURNALIST: Mr Marles, the Gladstone health area has been redesignated as 

not a priority area for doctors even though recently one of its hospitals is going 

to shut down and even though a few of the doctors there say they can't actually 

get doctors to come in there. What would you make of that Federal Government 

decision? 

  

MARLES: Well ultimately the Federal Government needs to think very carefully 

about this program and the way in which it operates in each region and I've 

seen this coming from a regional city myself and where this program has been 

very important to our economy in the past to make sure that it gets it right. At 

the end of the day, there has been a disparity between the level of health 

service provided in regional Australia compared to people living in Melbourne, 

Sydney, Brisbane. That's not fair. It's not how it should be in this country and it's 

really important that the level of health service available in a place like 

Rockhampton is the same as the level of health service available in Sydney, 

and this program is really important. 

  

JOURNALIST: Mr Marles on infrastructure again, was there other projects 

you'd like to see push forward besides the Yeppoon road? 

  

MARLES: I think it's a very good example of the kind of local infrastructure 

project that can be brought forward and we need to be seeing that occur so that 

we get local jobs going. I might see if Murray wants to add to that? 

  

WATT: Sure, I mean obviously the Rocky Yeppoon duplication is the most 

immediate one. The funding is already in the Federal Government Budget albeit 

years down the track. But there are other federal projects that have already 



been committed to as well, things like the Rocky Ring Road, things like 

Rookwood Weir. My understanding is that the State Government has already 

put up its money for the Rookwood Weir and is waiting on the Federal 

Government to come through. I mean the Rookwood Weir has been such a 

political football in this region for so long. How about the Federal Government 

actually do the right thing and put up its own money that it's already promised? 

  

You know again, the LNP won this seat and won the election by going around 

making all sorts of promises that they'd build this and they would build that. 

What they didn't tell people was that it was years down the track and that the 

jobs wouldn't materialise in this region for a long time to come. You know when 

the local economy needs a bit of a pick up as it does here, the best thing the 

Federal Government can do is bring forward projects that it's already committed 

to. We're not asking them to come up with new money for new projects that 

they haven't committed to. These are things that they've promised the people of 

Central Queensland and it's time they came through on their promises. 

  

JOURNALIST: Just on last night. With the branch members meeting, what was 

a general consensus of the people who were there? Was there anything that 

stood out with what they were raising with you guys? 

  

MARLES: Well firstly, it was a really good meeting that we had with branch 

members, there is obviously a whole lot of pain being felt by the party faithfuls 

who were very hopeful of a better result here. One thing that's clear is that you 

know we didn't lose in Rockhampton and Capricornia because of our values or 

because of a lack of effort. But clearly, and this was very much a feeling last 

night, we do need to be making sure that we are speaking to the widest range 

of people that we possibly can. And a point that was made repeatedly last night 

was that as members were standing on polling booths handing out how-to-vote 

cards, people that they had known for a long time in booths which had 

traditionally been voting Labor, didn't. So it's really important that we are making 

sure going forward that we are presenting ourselves to the widest range of 

people possible and making sure that the Labor Party is the party that people 

identify with in the way that they have in the past so that we can win this seat 



again, in the future. 

  

JOURNALIST: Is the Labor Party a broad church? 

  

MARLES: The Labor Party needs to be a broad church. The answer to that 

question is, it is. But it's not just about being a broad church in terms of our 

membership, but we are – it’s making sure that we are speaking to the broadest 

range of people possible. I talk about coal miners but it's also true that people of 

faith need to know that they can absolutely see in the Labor Party, a party that 

will support them. We need to be a party which is reaching out to the broadest 

range of Australians possible. At our best, that's who we’ve been and going 

forward I can assure you that's what we're going to be doing. 

  

JOURNALIST: Should the Federal Government contribute money towards 

cladding rectification works in Victoria? 

  

MARLES: Look this is a national issue and I understand the discussion that's 

happening between Premier Andrews and the Treasurer. The Federal 

Government cannot escape its responsibilities in this area. This does require 

their participation in dealing with this issue. 

  

JOURNALIST: What about other states? 

  

MARLES: It's a national issue, the Federal Government needs to be involved in 

the issue of cladding. 

  

JOURNALIST: Would you support a new nuclear power station being built? 

  

MARLES: Labor is not about having a nuclear power industry in this country, 

but I'm interested in the comments that Ken O'Dowd has made and I guess I 

would be saying to Ken where does he expect the nuclear power plant to be 

built? Is it going to be built in Gladstone? Is it going to be built in Yeppoon? Is 

Michelle Landry supporting a nuclear power station in places like that? I mean 

ultimately if Government MPs are going to come out and put that idea into the 



public domain, then it's incumbent upon them to explain to their communities 

where exactly they would imagine a nuclear power plant would actually be 

located. 

  

JOURNALIST: What about a coal fired power station in central Queensland? 

  

MARLES: Well look, ultimately coal fired power will remain a critical part of our 

economy for decades to come. That is the reality of where we're at, in terms of 

Australia's economy and in terms of Australia's power use. Exactly where power 

stations are based and the source of their power is a matter to be played out. 

But what is clear in the biggest sense is this, the most ardent supporter of 

renewable energy and I'm very much a supporter of seeing more renewable 

energy, still has to acknowledge that coal fired power will continue to be a 

critical part of Australia's energy mix for decades to come. 

  

JOURNALIST: A long one, are you concerned by the case of the Australian 

citizen who spoke out on Four Corners this week, whose wife and child are 

trapped in China’s Xinjiang province? 

  

MARLES: We are concerned about the Uyghur population in China. We 

support the Government in its efforts in raising this issue with the Chinese 

Government and we support the position that the Federal Government have 

taken in relation to this. 

It is obviously a matter of significant concern and we would join with the 

Government in saying to China that the question of human rights for the 

Uyghur population in western China is one which absolutely needs to be front 

and centre in terms of how the Chinese Government operates. 

  

JOURNALIST: The Foreign Minister says the Embassy in Beijing has formally 

requested that the Chinese authorities allow his wife and child to travel to 

Australia. Is that appropriate? 

  

MARLES: We support the Government in the representations it's made to the 

Chinese government on this issue. On specific Consular cases, effectively as 



 

this is, it is really best left to our professionals in the field who are our diplomats 

in our Embassy in Beijing, but we very much support what the Government has 

been doing in relation to these people. 

  

JOURNALIST: Finally, Should the Government relax restrictions on the 30,000 

people who came to Australia by boat before 2014 who are not eligible for 

permanent residence? 

  

MARLES: The Government needs to look at the way in which it is going to 

manage those people who have come to Australia by boat, the 30,000 people 

whom you’ve mentioned, these are people who have been living in limbo for a 

very long period of time now. People who are resident within our communities 

across the nation and the government actually need to come forward and 

explain how this is going to work with these people within our society. It is 

absolutely critical that we do not develop a significant underclass in Australia 

and that is why the Government needs to explain what its plans are for this 

group. It's got a lot of talk in relation to asylum seekers and people who come to 

Australia by boat, this group of the 30,000 is the forgotten group and it is 

absolutely time the Government comes clean and explains to the Australian 

people and of course the group of the 30,000 themselves about exactly how 

they see their the future moving forward. 

  

ENDS 
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