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RICHARD MARLES, DEPUTY LEADER OF THE AUSTRALIAN LABOR PARTY: Today we 

have a very important meeting of AUSMIN. It is important because COVID-19 has made what 

was already a very complex set of strategic circumstances for Australia even more complicated. 

It's really critical that we seek to engage the United States in our part of the world in the East 

Asian time zone from the point of view of promoting security in this region but also from a point of 

view while asserting the global rules based order. That is the fundamental we share that has 
underpinned our alliance with the United States for a very long time now. And it's critical that we 

are pursuing that within our region with measures such as the UN Convention on the Law of the 

Sea right now. It's also really important that this be happening in person. And it's important that it 

be happening during an election year in the United States. Our alliance with the United States is 

deep and it transcends politics on both sides of the Pacific. And so, it's very important that this be 

happening in an election year because AUSMIN has had a good record of meeting throughout 

periods of election, in the United States and here in Australia to make clear that this is a 

relationship which transcends the political environment and this will be a relationship which 

continues to be fundamental and strong, irrespective of what is the outcome of the US 

Presidential Election in November. 

  

I'd also like to make some brief comments about the aged care crisis which is playing out in 

Victoria right now. Today, we know that there are 683 people who have the coronavirus in the 

aged care system across 61 centres in Victoria. This is a catastrophe. This is a system which is 
in crisis. This is a matter of heartbreak for families who are having to farewell loved ones but not 

in person, in ICUs across the state. For all of us who have family and loved ones in the aged 



care system right now in Victoria, this is the single most terrifying moment since the pandemic 

broke out. It’s all well and good for the Federal Government to be in hiding in terms of the 
coronavirus crisis which is impacting Victoria right now. But the aged care system is the Federal 

Government's responsibility. We need to be hearing from our Prime Minister about this crisis 

right now. This is a system which has had problems that have been endemic for a very long time. 

That's why we've got a Royal Commission ongoing into the aged care system as we speak. This 

is a system which has been chronically underfunded by the Abbott-Turnbull-Morrison Coalition 

Government. This is a system which now has a high degree of casualisation amongst its 

workforce. But it's also a system where the government is not overseeing proper communication 

with the families of those who are in it. So there does need to be proper communication about 

the status of outbreaks in the various centres around Victoria. And there needs to be proper 

communication with the facilities themselves, so that they can properly implement programs- 

important programs- such as not allowing people to work in two system- in two aged care 

facilities at once. Now we need to hear from our Prime Minister today. We need to hear the 

Prime Minister taking responsibility and engaging in action. And it's fine to have the press 
conferences and the glib one-liners. But today, we need to see from the Prime Minister action. 

This is a fractured system which is letting down the most vulnerable Victorians. And we learned 

the lessons from Newmarch- or we should have. And it's critically important that today we hear 

from Scott Morrison about what he is actually going to do to stop this unfolding crisis from 

wreaking the havoc that we all so greatly fear. 

Any questions? 

  

JOURNALIST: Mr Marles. Jonathan Kearsley from Nine News. Thank you very much for your 

time this morning. Just in relation to AUSMIN forum which is taking place in the next 48 hours; 

we have seen China hit back over the statement provided to the United Nations on the South 

China Sea over the weekend. What is it that Labor would do differently in the relationship 

between Australia, China and the United States? Are you able to spell out how Labor would be 

different to the Government? 

  
MARLES: Well it's very important that the Australian Government speaks with a single clear 

voice. And we haven't heard that from the Australian Government right now in respect of its 

relationship with China. Let's be clear; Australia has a very significant national interest when it 

comes to the freedom of navigation on the high seas. As an island trading nation, we are 

invested in the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea. And there is no sea which is more 

important to us than the South China Sea; most of Australia's trade goes through that body of 

water. So, it is critically important that we are asserting the UN Convention on the Law of the 

Sea in the South China Sea, and that does mean as a matter of principle, everything should be 

on the table, including freedom of navigation operations. But it's also very important that the 

Government is properly managing its relationship with China. I mean, what we are seeing too 

often is a silent Foreign Minister, a silent Defence Minister, a quiet Prime Minister in respect 



of this relationship. And instead, the space is filled by fringe dwellers on the part of the 

Government. And we have a situation where there is not a single relationship of 
substance between a member of this Government and a senior figure in the 

Chinese government. This is our largest trading partner- 

  

JOURNALIST: Mr Marles. if I can just interrupt you there, what has the Government said that is 

actually wrong or harmful to the relationship? And again, I'll ask you, what would Labor do 

differently? 

  

MARLES: Well, we have seen Government MPs making significant claims in relation to China 

which are simply not helpful and not appropriate, and instead, what we've got is a Foreign 

Minister who is totally silent. The diplomacy at a political level is simply not happening. There is 

no ballast in this relationship and as a result, we're seeing it play out in the way that it does. The 

Government must speak with one single voice. And that needs to be the voice of its most senior 

people. Now, it is a voice which needs to give expression to Australia's national interest. And 
we need to have the space and the courage to express that national interest when it differs 

from Chinese action, and the South China Sea is an example of that. But we also need to have 

the ballast in the relationship, we need the personal relationships which should exist, which have 

existed with governments past between the senior figures in the Government, in the 

Chinese government, so that it can get past and through these difficult moments. But right now, 

we don't have any of that in relation to the way in which the Government is handling 

its relationship with China, and as a result, we're seeing that relationship languish. 

  

JOURNALIST: So how would Labor establish conversation and dialogue with the 

Chinese Communist Party? Again, what is it Labor would do differently to what the Government 

is doing right now? 

  

MARLES: What Labor would do is have one voice speaking in relation to our relationship with 

China. They would be and that would be the senior voice. The Prime Minister, the Foreign 
Minister and the Defence Minister. They'd be the people who determine what the relationship 

is and how Australia acts. It wouldn't be fringe dwellers on the Government ranks who are filling 

the space. And there would be proper diplomacy. And there would also be making sure that we 

do speak to Australia's national interest, even when that differs from Chinese action. We'd do all 

of that. But right now, that's not what we're seeing happen and it is very important that the 

Government starts doing that. And in the process, starts articulating the guiding principles which 

underline its view about its relationship with China. I mean, that's fundamentally important. 

  

JOURNALIST: Can I ask you in relation to the economy, Mr Marles. The Prime Minister is trying, 

said he is trying to create jobs, turnaround the unemployment rate which is expected to reach 

above 10 per cent by the end of the year. Realistically, how would you do that without borders 



being reopened? Is this not the major hindrance to the Australian economy at the moment, the 

fact that for the first time effectively, since a pandemic after the First World War, where we have 
the internal borders shut? 

  

MARLES: Well, the Government needs to actually have a consistent position in relation to this. I 

mean, the truth is that the Government has had a range of positions in relation to how to handle 

the coronavirus since the pandemic struck. We need to be, and the situation in Victoria is 

making plain, very cautious in the way in which we ease restrictions. The kind of situation that 

we're seeing play out in Victoria is critically important that we get on top of, but it's also really 

important that we don't see, play out in the rest of the country. The relief packages that are put in 

place need to be there, but they need to be targeted. Now, this is a Government which, at the 

outset, was not going to do a wage subsidy for those employed at all. When it ultimately did it, 

it provided a wage subsidy which was paying a whole lot of people, like hundreds of thousands of 

people, more money than what they earnt before the COVID crisis appeared. They were paying 

people- have overpaid people in that sense to the tune of $6 billion. That is an 
extraordinary amount of money whilst there are others who are in sections where they clearly will 

not have employment, who are missing out, such as the Dnata workers. So, we have got 

a scheme which is not properly targeted, where there are people who are not having their jobs 

sustained as they appropriately should, others who have been overpaid, and meanwhile, we are 

seeing debt and deficit go through the roof. This is a Government which has now racked 

up proportionately the same amount of debt in dealing with this as Australia did in fighting the 

First World War. That is an extraordinary statistic, and it's going to take generations to repay. So, 

we need to have a much better targeted relief package which makes sure that people who are 

deserving are not left out, but at the same time, is not paying people more than what they 

earned before this crisis actually started. 

  

JOURNALIST: Thank you very much. 

  

MARLES: Thank you. 
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