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Group, Treasury 

JEREMENKO, Mr Robert, Division Head, Retirement Income Policy Division, Fiscal Group, Treasury 

KELLEY, Ms Roxanne, Deputy Secretary, Foreign Investment Division, Corporate and Foreign 

Investment Group, Treasury 

KELLY, Mr James, Acting Deputy Secretary, Markets Group, Treasury 

KENNEDY, Dr Steven, Secretary, Treasury 
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THOMPSON, Mr Hector, Acting Division Head, Individuals and Indirect Tax Division, Revenue Group, 
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WILKINSON, Ms Jenny, Deputy Secretary, Fiscal Group, Treasury 

Committee met at 10:00 

CHAIR (Senator Gallagher):  I declare open this hearing of the Senate Select Committee on COVID-19. 

Eighty-four Australians have lost their lives to this virus, hundreds have been critically ill and thousands have 

been infected across every state and territory. To protect lives, significant restrictions have been placed on every 

member of our community. The economic impact of the health response has been devastating for millions of 

Australians and is still unfolding. The government and Reserve Bank's economic response to the pandemic has to 

date totalled more than $300 billion. 

This committee is a key mechanism to provide accountability, transparency and scrutiny of the government's 

response to the pandemic, and we will work hard to shine a light on every aspect of the national response. 

Considering the significant challenges facing the nation and the high level of public interest in the matters we are 

inquiring into, the committee expects that public servants at the table will be in a position to answer the questions 

put to them by committee members. The committee also expects witnesses to be absolutely frank with us and 

provide as much information as possible. This is what the Australian people would expect of their Public Service. 

Taking questions on notice will not be encouraged, but, if questions are taken on notice, the committee expects 

the answers to be provided within five working days. 

This is a public hearing, and a Hansard transcript of the proceedings is being made. The hearing is also being 

broadcast via the Australian Parliament House website. Before the committee starts taking evidence, I remind all 

witnesses that in giving evidence to the committee they are protected by parliamentary privilege. It is unlawful for 

anyone to threaten or disadvantage a witness on account of evidence given to a committee, and such action may 

be treated by the Senate as a contempt. It is also a contempt to give false or misleading evidence to a committee. 

The committee generally prefers evidence to be given in public, but under Senate resolutions witnesses have 

the right to request to be heard in private session. If a witness objects to answering a question, the witness should 

state the ground upon which the objection is taken, and the committee will determine whether it will insist on an 

answer having regard to the ground on which it is claimed. If the committee determines to insist on an answer, a 

witness may request that that answer be given in camera. Such a request may, of course, also be made at any other 

time. 

I now welcome Dr Steven Kennedy, Secretary of the Treasury, and other representatives of the Treasury. I 

understand that information on parliamentary privilege and protection of witnesses and evidence has been 

provided to you. I remind senators that the Senate has resolved that an officer of a department of the 

Commonwealth or of a state shall not be asked to give opinions on matters of policy and shall be given reasonable 

opportunity to refer questions asked of the officer to superior officers or to a minister. This resolution prohibits 

only questions asking for opinions on matters of policy and does not preclude questions asking for explanations of 

policies or factual questions about when and how policies were adopted. Officers of the department are also 

reminded that any claim that it would be contrary to the public interest to answer a question must be made by a 

minister and should be accompanied by a statement setting out the basis for the claim. 

Secretary, I note that you have provided the committee with an opening statement. Just prior to me handing 

over to you, could I have agreement from the committee that this opening statement be accepted so that it can be 

circulated? That silence is agreement. That's what we're working with, anyway! Dr Kennedy, I now invite you to 

make your short opening statement, and at the conclusion of your remarks I'll invite the committee members to 

ask some questions. 
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Dr Kennedy:  Thank you, Chair. I note you'll be calling us in the future, so I plan just to make this one 

opening statement. I'm mindful of your time constraints. 

The COVID-19 pandemic is having an unprecedented impact on economies worldwide. Chinese GDP fell by 

9.8 per cent in the March quarter, a record fall by a wide margin. US jobless claims have risen by 26 million 

people over the past few weeks. In April, the eurozone experienced its sharpest monthly fall in surveyed business 

activity and employment on record. To put these outcomes in context, GDP in advanced economies fell by around 

four per cent in 2009, during the global financial crisis. 

In Australia, new real-time ABS data show that, in accommodation and food services and arts and recreation 

services, the number of jobs fell by 25.6 per cent and 18.7 per cent respectively over the three weeks between 14 

March and 4 April. In the June quarter, we expect to see the unemployment rate rise to around 10 per cent. 

Unemployment rose to higher levels in the Great Depression, but it did that over the course of a couple of years. 

These movements are happening in just a couple of months. We have never seen an economic shock of this speed, 

magnitude and shape, reflecting that this is a significant shock to both supply and demand. The supply of goods 

and services has been badly disrupted by the necessary social-distancing measures. Demand, in turn, is being 

reduced by the associated loss in income and profits and loss of confidence. 

Australian governments have substantially lessened the economic impact of the social-distancing measures by 

acting decisively and early. They have collectively taken a balanced approach to preventing activities likely to 

spread the virus while allowing other activities to continue where possible. This has meant that in Australia we 

have been able to continue a wider range of economic activities, such as construction, manufacturing and mining. 

Some countries have had no choice but to act more aggressively. 

In addition, Australia has benefited from a strong starting point, including highly effective federal and state 

public services and institutions, a well-capitalised banking sector and a sound fiscal position. The government has 

announced $320 billion in fiscal and balance sheet support designed to: support the community through an 

enhanced safety net; preserve the relationship between employers and employees; support employment; maintain 

organisational capital through support for cash flow and the availability of credit; enhance firm survival by 

modifying business and labour regulations; unblock disrupted supply chains; and, importantly, enhance business 

and consumer confidence. The direct fiscal measures are equivalent to around 10 per cent of GDP and are larger 

than any support package provided by government in the past 50 years. Around $10 billion of support has been 

distributed over the past three weeks, with around three times that amount expected over the next month. This 

support has already had a material impact on confidence, and it has significantly improved our prospects of 

recovering well from this pandemic. 

The final shape of this shock remains hard to predict because it depends on how the virus's transmission 

unfolds in the face of efforts to suppress it both in Australia and overseas. Over time, the uncertainty around the 

progression of the virus will diminish and more economic activity will return, but new challenges will have 

emerged. Some jobs and businesses will have been lost permanently. The Treasury will increasingly turn to these 

challenges, continuing to advise on policy settings and reforms that will enable our country to prosper in a world 

that in many ways will look largely the same but may have also changed in some important and sustained ways. 

Thank you, Chair, for the opportunity to provide this update. 

CHAIR:  Thanks very much, Dr Kennedy. We have a speakers list which we will rotate on 15-minute 

allocations considering how spread out the committee is, and I get the first opportunity. Secretary, can I start at 

the very beginning: when did you first become aware of the outbreak of COVID-19 and, in particular, when did 

you first start becoming concerned about the economic impacts? 

Dr Kennedy:  In January, Treasury was aware and I was aware personally of the impacts. There were briefings 

on the coronavirus through cabinet processes that I was a part of, and as soon as we were aware we began 

developing advice around how the virus might impact the economy. We spoke about it in the Senate estimates. 

CHAIR:  Yes, you took a question on notice—and it hasn't been answered yet—about when you first started 

working on the first economic response. 

Dr Kennedy:  The first pieces of advice were conveyed in late January. I'm quite certain of that. I'll double-

check it. But do you mean in terms of a fiscal response, or do you mean in terms of understanding the shock and 

what it might mean for the Australian economy? 

CHAIR:  I think both of those things, because surely one led to the other. 

Dr Kennedy:  In terms of understanding what it meant for the Australian economy, it was in January. In terms 

of developing a fiscal response, that occurred as we came to understand what the nature of the shock might look 

like. Initially the focus around the virus was on what it might do to the Chinese economy and how that might spill 
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more widely. There was probably less focus initially on the worldwide transmission of the disease. As that 

became clearer, more work took place. I may have a quick timing here for you. The preparations for the first 

economic package—to answer your second question—started on 1 March. 

CHAIR:  Do you have information on when the second and third packages started? 

Dr Kennedy:  I'll give you some dates. To be honest, we never stopped working on the response from the day 

we started, because, as it was unfolding, it was clear that a response would be needed, that this was not a set-and-

forget type of episode. So preparations for the first economic package commenced on 1 March. The package was 

announced on 12 March. We continued to think about the economic response. Shortly after the first package, I 

briefed the national cabinet with Phil Lowe, the governor. It was in that national cabinet that AHPPC advised 

around the mass gatherings, for example. It was very apparent to me immediately that we were moving, perhaps 

even more quickly than I anticipated, towards changes that would affect the Australian economy over and above 

even what we anticipated in that first response. 

CHAIR:  When was it that you briefed the AHPPC? 

Dr Kennedy:  I haven't got that precise date, but, if the package was announced on the 12th, it would have 

been the day after, probably. I'll double-check for you. Preparations for the second package effectively began after 

the first package was announced. The second package was announced on 22 March, 12 days later. In the release 

of that package, the Prime Minister and the Treasurer made clear that it was not the end of the work. We had 

already begun, through that period, thinking about the pattern of responses. What was apparent to me for the 

second package response was how important it was for the government to consider the type of enhanced safety 

net it put in place, so it announced a jobseeker package in that second package. 

We certainly understood at that time that there was going to be a need for support for business and this issue 

around preserving employer-employee relationships. So in the second package the government chose to enhance 

the cash flow measure. The cash flow measure is, in effect, a wage subsidy scheme. It's tied to the payrolls of 

firms. It's a wage subsidy scheme that operates differently to the JobKeeper program, because it's not tied to 

individuals, but it effectively operates like 20 to 30 per cent—depending on the average tax paid in that firm—of 

the wage bill, because it's basically the income tax withholding, for businesses under $50 million up to a cap of 

$100,000 and a lower minimum of $20,000. That package was increased in size from around $6.7 billion up to 

about $32 billion in the second package. 

Then, immediately after the second package was announced, we began work on the package that finally came, 

the JobKeeper package, where we were trying to bring to bear a few issues. With the enhanced safety net in place, 

we were advising government about the design of a package that would preserve that employee-employer 

relationship, take pressure off the welfare system—because there were going to be a lot of employees stood down; 

that was very clear—but also provide the classic wage subsidy incentive or production incentive for a firm to 

produce, within the administrative bounds of what we felt could be delivered through the ATO. We began work 

on that basically straight after, and that was announced on 30 March. 

From 1 March to 30 March we worked continuously on packages and we continue to work and advise the 

government on adjustments to those packages. I might also say that that's a rapid period of development for 

policy, so the policies have to be continually looked at and refined. Most of them are in place for six months, but 

they are by no means perfect. They involve trade-offs against the administration of the arrangements at the speed 

at which they need to hit the ground, for example. I wouldn't want to leave the committee with the sense that you 

develop these things and they don't require continuous work or that the work is just stopped at that point. 

CHAIR:  Sure. In terms of the decisions that were taken around the stricter lockdowns which were, I think, 

publicised on 22 March, the same day the second stimulus package announced, were you aware that those stricter 

lockdowns were coming on that day? Had you been involved in NSC discussions? Was the second package 

informed by those tougher restrictions? 

Dr Kennedy:  The short answer is yes. I'll have to confirm the days that I was in meetings and that the 

restrictions were coming forward. The short answer is, yes, I was aware, but we were building up to the sequence 

of activities, if you like. But I don't want to pretend that at 1 March we perfectly predicted how the rest of the 

month would unfold and then sequenced the delivery. We were responding to things in time and the need to 

suppress activities. But it wasn't a complete surprise. Let me put it that way. 

CHAIR:  I guess my question is: knowing that there were going to be stricter lockdowns which would result in 

mass job losses, which occurred during that time from 22 March, and it being captured as you say by the ABS-

ATO real-time data, why was JobKeeper not part of that second package? 
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Dr Kennedy:  As I said, we did have a wage subsidy scheme in the second package. It was $32 billion. There 

is a sense in which one loses a little sense of proportion at the moment, just because of the scale of things that are 

in play. In my view, it was important—as much as it is appropriate for me to say; it was certainly my advice—to 

get the safety net in place first, the COVID-19 supplement that the government announced in the enhanced safety 

net, because, in this type of disturbance, with this type of shock, it's not just a question of the economic stabiliser; 

there's a stabiliser that, in my view, needs to go underneath the community for it to have confidence through a 

period of really very significant disruption. It's an open question about whether we should have advised on a more 

extensive wage subsidy arrangement of the model that the government decided to implement under the 

JobKeeper. 

We were also looking, frankly, at what other countries were doing. There were some features that we were 

trying to avoid in any scheme that we brought forward. There is sometimes a little bit of advantage in going a 

little bit behind someone else. To give you an example: if you try and design a scheme that simply addresses the 

workers that are stood down, you have to be really careful not to give an incentive to firms to stand workers 

down. That's why we took elements, for example, of the New Zealand scheme, which encourages you to keep the 

employee working in a classic wage subsidy sense, but then married it with the aim to keep people attached to the 

firm. A classic wage subsidy really gives firms an incentive to employ more people and produce more and this 

has classic wage subsidy features to it. But we also needed, given the size of the shock that was unfolding, to take 

pressure off the rest of our institutional structures—the welfare system—and deal with this issue that a large 

number of employees were going to be stood down. In our view, it would be more effective, on balance, to keep 

them paid a broadly similar amount to what was going to be paid now through the jobseeker program, hence the 

flat payment of $1,500. They were the considerations that we were taking through that period. Whether it should 

have been done the other way around, I guess the people— 

CHAIR:  Or at the same time— 

Dr Kennedy:  will make their judgement on that over time. As I said, there was a job—but that was how we 

worked through it. 

CHAIR:  In your opening statement you said there were $10 billion of support out the door in the last three 

weeks, which is only a very small percentage of the overall package from the government of $320 billion. I think 

my maths is that it's about three per cent of the total economic response. Why is it taking so long to get money out 

the door when we're seeing people in such difficult financial circumstances? Part of that is the design of the 

program isn't it? For example, JobKeeper doesn't flow until 1 May. 

Dr Kennedy:  From my perspective—and this is of no benefit to those people who are in the circumstances 

you're talking about—these moneys are running out remarkably quickly. They're running out quickly because 

we've got a high quality ATO and ATO system and a very capable social security system that's managing to 

already make, for example, the $750 payments faster than it has made those types of payments at any period in 

the past. As I said, we have not seen a shock hit this fast in any period. Making literally billions of dollars of 

payments within four weeks of their announcement, which I appreciate is of no comfort to the broader community 

that's been hit by these shutdowns, I would regard as a rapid payment of money. I really can't see what the 

alternative would be. 

CHAIR:  So you don't think it could've been done any faster in terms of people having access to these funds? 

Dr Kennedy:  I can't tell you that Treasury's advised in this in a perfect way. But I think, from an 

administrative perspective, I'm incredibly impressed by the what ATO and Services Australia have been able to 

achieve. The ATO has begun paying the cash flow payments—the moneys out of the $32 billion. They had told 

us they would pay them from 28 April and they began last week. They've paid more than $4½ billion of those 

payments a week early. From my perspective, those parts of the public service have done exceptionally well. 

CHAIR:  Thank you, Dr Kennedy. We'll come back. I've just got to hand now to Senator Paterson. Senator 

Paterson, you've got no sound there. Senator Davey, do you want to step in for a short time while we resolve some 

of those issues with Senator Paterson? 

Senator DAVEY:  I will take Senator Paterson's time and we can come back—sorry about that. I'm just 

looking a bit forward. I note that the International Monetary Fund has forecast that the Australian economy may 

rebound quicker than other economies such as the US, Germany and Japan. In your opinion is this a reflection of 

our successful health response and economic response, or is it based on the fact that we may have had stronger 

economic foundations going into this? 

Dr Kennedy:  I think it would be both. We need not to get too far ahead of ourselves. No doubt the Chief 

Medical Officer has briefed you on the uncertainties that are still to unfold on the transmission of the virus. In 
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trying to predict how the economy will unfold we very much have to take into account how much social 

distancing or health measures in the broad will be continuing to restrict the economy. But, yes, in my view, it's 

been both. Fortunately, to date, states and the Commonwealth government have been quite successful in 

suppressing the virus, which gives us the opportunity, according to the health advice, to begin to release 

restrictions and that will be very important for our recovery. 

I mentioned one thing in my opening statement which was, through this period, our capacity to have left more 

economic activity running than other countries. For example, Western Australia, I think, deemed mining an 

essential service in the sense in which they were imposing their restrictions. These were important, carefully 

calibrated decisions. Mining represents 10 per cent of gross value added of the Australian economy and three per 

cent of employment. As long as the health risks are well managed in what's a reasonably low employment 

environment that's a very important economic flow. Agriculture is important, manufacturing is important—they're 

all important of course. There's no sector that doesn't give us considerable value, but our capacity for the national 

cabinet to allow those activities to continue while putting in place the social-distancing arrangements has been 

very helpful in putting a floor under what would otherwise be a much larger fall. 

The OECD has provided analysis that the committee may be interested in about the extent to which full 

lockdowns reduce output in any given period. It's a very interesting note. It's anywhere between 25 to 35 per cent 

falls in output for what one would call a full lockdown. For example, if you were locked down for a quarter, that's 

how much output you would use. That type of shock is unparalleled. There's just no precedent for that. I feel quite 

confident we've avoided anything of that order. As you said, there's quite a way to go but we're well placed. 

Senator DAVEY:  You mentioned the mining sector. Very early on in this piece we had calls from our 

agricultural industries asking to also be recognised as essential services. Given where we are today, would I be 

right to say that with the decline in tourism and international education the Australian economy right now, at this 

point in time, has become significantly more reliant on primary industries—agriculture, forestry and mining—to 

keep the economy churning during the period of shutdown that we're in? 

Dr Kennedy:  It's a really good point, Senator. It's interesting how we're benefiting from having diverse export 

markets from services, which we've obviously lost in education and tourism, but also, very importantly, having 

core goods like agriculture exports—so not only food for ourselves but food for other countries—and mining. 

Often it's put that Australia is a narrow or not a particularly diverse economy but what we've seen in some of 

these shocks, and we're seeing it in this shock, is that we do benefit enormously from having both service and 

goods, such as agriculture, mining and other types of exports, and a reasonably diverse economy. And, yes, they 

are very important in this period. 

Senator DAVEY:  I want to bring you to the potential, as we're coming out of this, for growth in secondary 

industries. I don't necessarily see us bringing car manufacturing back onshore but certainly some manufacturing 

sectors. I've been very pleased to see some small manufacturing opportunities arise out of this. Do you see that 

ongoing post COVID, such as small manufacturing companies now making ventilators and those sorts of 

opportunities? 

Dr Kennedy:  I do see that opportunity. I think firms have been forced to divert, to find alternative inputs. In 

some cases we've had to look at that from an Australian perspective. What you often find coming out of these 

crises is the entrepreneurship and creativeness that you encourage in responding will stick and then those firms 

will have a virtual cycle of continuing and finding their niche, perhaps in a global market and even exporting in 

the longer term. So I do think out of crises come some benefits. Of course, there are a very large number of firms 

that are just sitting there with their doors closed at the moment because of the social-distancing arrangements and 

they're benefiting in no way, but there are some—and perhaps it will be in manufacturing—where we'll see the 

opportunity arising from disrupted supply chains. 

Senator DAVEY:  In the last major economic downturn, there was a massive debt crisis exposed in the 

eurozone. Have we been doing much modelling and much thinking about, with the major European economies 

already at high levels of debt coming into this crisis and being hit really hard, what the impact of that debt or a 

similar debt to post GFC may be on the Australian economy? How is Treasury preparing for that?  

Dr Kennedy:  The main watchpoint on the eurozone is, if you like, the broader strength of their economy and 

what this type of debt would mean predominantly through their demand for our goods and services in the future. 

There is quite a bit of variation in Europe. There is a lot of variation between Italy and Germany, for example, or 

Spain and Germany and, frankly, a very strong debate in Europe itself about how to manage the debt and fiscal 

circumstances of different places. There is no doubt in my mind it is an area to watch in terms of the risks to 

recovery. Europe has very significant challenges in front of it, and some countries will have significant debt. The 

main watchpoint for us on the impact on Australia is that, if there is a part of the globe that is weak, that of course 
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is of no help to us. So that is the main watchpoint from our perspective. I don't expect it to spill into broader 

financial instability in Australia, for example. 

Senator DAVEY:  Coming into this crisis, there was a lot of commentary in the early days about our 

overreliance on our economic and trade relationship with China. Do you see that changing post COVID? I note 

that this month our exports have climbed a bit due to the reopening of trade with China. Do you see more 

diversity on the other side of this or do you fear that we may revert to type, so to speak? 

Dr Kennedy:  As I said earlier, I think there will be a diversification of supply chains that naturally happens 

when you see this type of shock. Quite some time ago—Megan might be able to help me here—even in the way 

Australia responded to the Asian financial crisis, which was the late 1990s, we saw Australia diversify its export 

sources to North America and to other countries. Businesses, when they get shocked, quickly move and quickly 

take opportunities to diversify their arrangements, so I suspect we will see some of that. But we also shouldn't 

forget that it is valuable to Australia to be complementary to Chinese growth. For example, the iron ore price has 

stayed high through this period as has the price for metallurgical coal, and our exports have continued, and we 

had a very strong flash estimate or a real-time estimate from the ABS on our trade position for April. So I suspect 

we will see both of those things but, as I said, there is great economic return to Australia in continuing to support 

Chinese development and growth through our trade relations. 

Senator DAVEY:  I have one final question, if I may. Last month it was decided that all investments into 

Australia, regardless of value, would be screened by the Foreign Investment Review Board. I know at the time 

this allayed many concerns from the community, including my own, about exposing a large amount of Australian 

equity to foreign ownership. Has there been any work done to assess what impact that decision has had to date? 

Also, when we think about recovery post COVID, is there any chance that this measure would stay in place or 

amend the criteria for FIRB review? 

Dr Kennedy:  The government has had under consideration its foreign investment review arrangements, so it 

may choose to make further arrangements beyond the temporary arrangements that have been put in place. A 

number of countries have put in this type of arrangement and it is, I think, to give the community confidence in a 

very disrupted period, where people are basically worried about the circumstances around them. Of course, 

Australia welcomes foreign capital. It has developed significant parts of our industries. I was talking earlier about 

mining, but foreign capital is a very productive part of many of our industries in Australia. But it is important to 

make sure the community is comfortable with the foreign investment arrangements; hence the Treasurer moved to 

put it in, in part for the reasons you outlined. There is always the importance that the government takes into 

account national security/national interest concerns as part of that regime as well. I can't foreshadow exactly 

where the government would go there, but it will want to keep the community confident that we are open for 

business in the sense of encouraging foreign capital but that the risks that come with that setting are appropriately 

managed. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Is Treasury working on any special industry assistance packages, for example, 

for the arts industry, for the small brewers or for the wine industry? Is Treasury actually using the minister's 

discretion with the money that was given to him by both houses of parliament to work on any industry assistance 

packages? 

Dr Kennedy:  Typically, the arts industry type packages have been coming forward from the line agencies, so 

from comms and arts and infrastructure in that example. In other examples, it would be the education department. 

We are not today working on a specific package, but the concerns in those industries are well known. There has 

been some assistance announced, but I don't think I will go through it because I think you are aware of it. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  And is there nothing for small brewers, for example, or for the wine industry? 

Dr Kennedy:  I cannot tell you whether or not the line agency is, but we are not working on something for 

small brewers at this stage. I will just pass to Deputy Secretary Wilkinson. She might be able to clarify things I 

don't know about. 

Ms Wilkinson:  The government announced in the first package the relief and recovery fund. This is a billion-

dollar fund—applications are coming through—which is being managed by the Department of Infrastructure, 

Transport, Regional Development and Communications, and there are a range of different supports being 

provided through that fund. The other thing I would note is that every small business that employs people is 

getting a direct benefit through the cash flow boost. Similarly, any business that meets the turnover threshold 

under the JobKeeper program, obviously, is receiving assistance through that channel as well. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  But, just to be clear, no specific work is occurring on a tailored package?  

Dr Kennedy:  That is in Treasury; I will have to take on notice whether it is going on in the department. 
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Senator WHISH-WILSON:  If you could. Has Treasury provided any briefing or any advice to government 

in relation to Virgin going into receivership? 

Dr Kennedy:  Yes, we have. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Is that currently active, providing advice on a potential government role? 

Ms Wilkinson:  We continue to provide advice to government around Virgin's circumstance. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Are you able to elaborate on that at all? 

Dr Kennedy:  You may be aware that Mr Nicholas Moore was engaged by us but through a government 

appointment. We have a team set up in Treasury comprised of individuals from the infrastructure department, the 

Attorney-General's Department, the finance department that works with Nicholas Moore and we have also 

engaged other companies to assist us and we are engaged in the Virgin administration process. We're not a party 

to it, but, of course, the Commonwealth has a strong interest in maintaining a competitive two-airline, full-service 

airline industry. The government I think has made that clear. I think Rod Sims made that point yesterday. That 

would be my perspective as well. So we're strongly engaged in that process. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Have you been asked to provide any advice on, for example, what a government 

equity position or shareholding in Virgin might look like and how that could be constructed and potentially exited 

from in the future? 

Dr Kennedy:  I won't go to the detail, but I can assure you we've provided a full range of advice around all 

aspects of Virgin's current situation. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Thank you. I'm not going to ask any detailed questions on JobKeeper today, but 

I did want to ask a couple of bigger picture questions. Is Treasury in contact with the banks and monitoring 

lending data to small business to get them through the first six weeks before JobKeeper payments start? 

Dr Kennedy:  Yes, it is, Senator. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  You are speaking to the banks about how much they are lending to small 

businesses? 

Dr Kennedy:  Yes, we have been. Would you like us to go into that now? 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  If you could provide a very brief update, that would be great. 

Dr Kennedy:  I'll just ask Deputy Secretary Wilkinson. 

Ms Wilkinson:  We've had ongoing discussions with the banks around the support that they can provide to 

businesses in order to support these first payments for the JobKeeper program. The last conversation that I was 

involved in with the banks would have been I think last Wednesday. Around that time was when the banks 

announced a range of initiatives that they were going to put in place—for example, establishing a hotline for 

businesses that were having trouble accessing finance or getting traction with their own individual bank branches 

and also improving their triaging processes around applications for loans. So there are a range of different ways in 

which the banks are providing assistance to businesses, all of which help their cash flow and help them, therefore, 

manage these payments. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Indeed. Sorry to interrupt and appear to be rude, but I've got limited time. I'm 

interested in whether you've had any feedback from the banks as to the uptake by small business of short-term 

loans or overdrafts to get them through that period. Is it actually being used? 

Ms Wilkinson:  It's certainly the case that we've had information provided from the banks around the uptake of 

the SME guaranteed loans. We've also had feedback from the banks about the uptake in overdraft facilities which 

could be used. There are a range of different mechanisms through which the banks can provide this sort of 

liquidity support to businesses.  

Dr Kennedy:  I imagine, Senator, you're seeking some numbers. I'm not sure we have those in front of us, but 

we can certainly get them for you if that's helpful. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  If you could take it on notice. Clearly we identified that a key risk with 

JobKeeper was a number of businesses saying they didn't have the cash flow to make those first payments 

themselves. In relation to that, during the very brief committee stage we had in the Senate on this legislation, 

Senator Cormann made us aware that the government just wasn't able to get this package in place to pay in April, 

but I've heard the Treasurer since say that businesses were required to pay the first month of JobKeeper 

themselves because it is an integrity measure. Which one was it, or was it both? 

Dr Kennedy:  It's both, Senator. 
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Senator WHISH-WILSON:  In relation to registration for JobKeeper, has Treasury got any indication in 

terms of your budget of what you need to pay out? How many businesses registered will actually be taking up the 

scheme? 

Ms Wilkinson:  We do have some early data. The scheme was only open for applications from last Monday 

and thus far 511,000 businesses have formally enrolled, rather than just expressing interest. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  How many expressed interest on top of that? 

Ms Wilkinson:  Sorry, expressions of interest were undertaken in the previous two weeks and my recollection 

was that there were of the order of— 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  750,000? 

Ms Wilkinson:  Around 800,000 expressions of interest. 

Dr Kennedy:  It's gone up a bit since then. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  At this stage, if 800,000 expressed an interest and only 511,000 have enrolled, 

does that suggest around 300,000 haven't formally enrolled for various reasons? 

Dr Kennedy:  As we said, enrolments only opened last week. They remain open this week. The government 

has also announced it has extended the deadline for application by two weeks. Jenny, is it to 8 May? 

Ms Wilkinson:  They have extended the time by which you have to have made the first two payments to 8 

May and you'll still be eligible for payments for the month of April. 

Dr Kennedy:  But I would say that, it having been open for four days and having that many applicants in, at 

least at this stage we're broadly on track for the number of applicants that we expect to get and the number of 

employees that would be attached to those. But, yes, we will wait and see, Senator. 

Ms Wilkinson:  Senator, I have some updated data for you. As of 2 pm yesterday, 540,000 businesses had 

enrolled. Our early estimates—and these are just indicative estimates—are that those enrolments would cover 

around 3.3 million employees. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  And the two-week extension—which, by the way I'm glad you've provided—

was that because you're still getting feedback from a number of small businesses about the difficulty of meeting 

Treasury turnover thresholds? 

Ms Wilkinson:  That extension was provided because it has taken perhaps a few extra days than we had 

expected in order to land the detailed alternative turnover tests, which are the alternative ways in which 

businesses can demonstrate their eligibility for the scheme. As the Treasurer announced on Friday night, there are 

some administrative changes to the rules in order to address some issues which have arisen over the course of the 

last two weeks. So with the new rules and the new legislative instrument having been put in place either late last 

week or early this week, our view was that it was reasonable to give those businesses who had felt that it wasn't 

clear whether they were going to be eligible extra time to assess their eligibility and then to participate in the 

scheme. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Thank you. I'll go to some more detailed questions when we have a hearing 

further down the track on this. In relation to larger businesses that have the 50 per cent turnover threshold that 

needs to be met, has Treasury looked at the models being adopted in France, Denmark, Poland and other 

countries, where businesses who are using tax havens, are domiciled in tax havens, are going to be able to receive 

the JobKeeper payments and businesses who buy back shares or pay dividends to their shareholders will also not 

be eligible for receiving JobKeeper payments? 

Ms Wilkinson:  No, we haven't looked at those. In designing this program we thought it was really important 

to as much as possible stick with existing arrangements, existing systems within the tax system. So this 

JobKeeper payment has been very heavily anchored within the GST system, which established things like how 

you measure turnover and your turnover test. It provides as much certainty as possible to businesses about how 

they would be eligible. But the 50 per cent threshold for large businesses certainly means they would have to 

suffer a larger fall in turnover in order to be eligible under the scheme. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  So you think it would be intuitive that they wouldn't be buying back shares or 

paying dividends if their turnover is down 50 per cent. I want to know if that is something Treasury or the 

government might consider in the future. 

Dr Kennedy:  Certainly, Senator, this has been a scheme that has been rapidly put together and we will be 

watching all elements of it on an ongoing basis. The government has indicated that it would do a three-month 
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review of this scheme. It announced it for six months. In order to feed into that review we will be looking at all 

elements, including the types of elements you just raised. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Fantastic. Just quickly, are you able to give us an idea of how many big 

businesses have registered or enrolled for this? 

Dr Kennedy:  I don't think we have that split in front of us here today, Senator, but we're very happy to take it 

on notice. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  If you can take that on notice, that'd be great. Just a few quick questions 

about debt—I notice some questions have already been asked about this. Can you give us an update on 

your net-debt-to-GDP forecasts both pre- and post-coronavirus—federal, state and local debt combined. 

Are you able to provide that—or even on notice? 

Dr Kennedy:  I'm happy to take it on notice. We haven't done a run of the revenue implications of the 

turndown, because, frankly, we've been very much in scenario mode: how long will these restrictions stay in 

place? Is it three months, is it six months or is it longer? They make huge differences to the size of the economy. 

We often appear in front of you, and you give us a hard time for missing growth by half a per cent or a per cent. 

These five and 10 percentage point differences that we're talking about in this world—as I said earlier, it's a world 

none of us have seen. The measures that have been announced, and their costings, in the time they've been done, 

have been done rapidly. We will monitor how much they cost, but they clearly add directly to debt. So we haven't 

done a full update on the debt position. My understanding is—I hope this is right—that the government have 

indicated that the finance minister and the Treasurer will provide economic statements when the parliament 

resumes— 

CHAIR:  Yes, they have. 

Dr Kennedy:  and that we will prepare an updated economic and fiscal statement— 

CHAIR:  In June. 

Dr Kennedy:  after the March quarter is released in June. We're working towards that basis. The next couple 

of weeks will be very important as we become clearer about the pattern of social-distancing measures and how 

they unfold. They will make a very large difference to how things then subsequently flow through the economy. 

The RBA will give us the first official estimates—I think Phil referred to scenarios; I haven't spoken to him in the 

last few days—about how they will talk about that in the Statement on monetary policy. We have been working 

very closely with them, and we will continue to build on that for the June update. I know you're all very 

enthusiastic for us to provide those numbers, but, frankly, the department has been at a reasonable clip just trying 

to keep the place going, with these packages and other things. But we are clearly turning our minds to those 

implications, and we've had them in mind as we've gone through these circumstances. 

CHAIR:  Senator Whish-Wilson, I'm handing over to Senator Keneally now. I will come back to you. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  I just want to thank the Treasury secretary for all his hard work and his 

department's hard work; that's all. 

CHAIR:  Thank you. 

Senator KENEALLY:  I would also like to thank Dr Kennedy, Ms Quinn and Ms Wilkinson for joining us 

today. I have some questions about early access to superannuation. Who verifies that an individual is eligible for 

early access to superannuation before the ATO gives approval? Does the ATO make that verification, or does the 

individual make a self-verification? 

Dr Kennedy:  I'll pass to Ms Wilkinson on that one. 

Ms Wilkinson:  The individual has to make an application to the ATO to indicate that they wish to access the 

early-release scheme. There are a number of categories that they can use in order to indicate why they consider 

that they're eligible for the early-release scheme; for example, they could indicate that they are unemployed, that 

they are in receipt of the jobseeker payment or that they're eligible for another government benefit, like youth 

allowance—that sort of information. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Who makes the verification of the information that they're providing? That's my 

question: does the ATO verify it or does the individual self-verify it? 

Ms Wilkinson:  The individual self-verifies it. They make their application to the ATO and indicate why 

they're eligible, and then the ATO use their standard audit and assurance processes in order to check whether the 

eligibility is consistent. If someone claims that they are eligible because they, for example, are accessing the 

jobseeker payment, the ATO would be able to assess that that is the case. 
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Senator KENEALLY:  They would be able to, but do they? 

Ms Wilkinson:  They don't ahead of providing the indication that the funds should be released. Like in lots of 

these programs, the intention has been to provide streamlined and rapid access to assistance, whether through 

government programs or early access to superannuation. The ATO have their integrity measures and their 

assurance process, and I think it would be absolutely appropriate if you would like to discuss with the ATO 

exactly what processes they will be undertaking in order to assure themselves that applications are being made 

with integrity. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Do individuals need to attach evidence to support their applications? 

Ms Wilkinson:  That goes to a matter of detail which I'm not across. My understanding is that they have to 

indicate the grounds on which they are eligible. That's what they have to do in their application to the ATO. 

Senator KENEALLY:  So it is a self-verification process, but the ATO don't actively do any verification. 

They take the application from the individual, and the individual describes their own circumstances. 

Dr Kennedy:  Not for each individual application; you're right. They'll run a usual risk based integrity 

approach across the top of it, but not for each individual application. 

Senator KENEALLY:  So people apply to the ATO for early access. How many days do the ATO then take to 

assess the application? 

Ms Wilkinson:  They're trying to assess it in less than four or five days. 

Senator KENEALLY:  My understanding is it then goes to APRA, once the approval is given. 

Ms Wilkinson:  It then goes directly to the superannuation funds themselves. APRA has indicated to the 

superannuation funds that they should endeavour to release those funds within five working days. 

Senator KENEALLY:  So what are the risks? Did Treasury identify any risks in this process, and has it given 

advice to government about the risks of this self-identification and rather quick turnaround process? 

Ms Wilkinson:  Across all of the programs, Treasury has provided advice to government about not only the 

risks but also the risks of having a more elaborate, more intensive application process. Inevitably, there's been a 

balance that's had to be struck between providing streamlined processes that enable people to get access to funds 

as efficiently as possible, taking into account the pressures on the delivery agencies, on both the ATO and 

Services Australia—so using their existing auditing and assurance systems as much as possible while maintaining 

a process which enables decisions to be made as quickly as possible, in order to support the community through 

this time. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Do you have any figures on how many people have applied for early access to 

superannuation to date, how many have been approved, how many have been rejected and the quantum of money 

that has been released through early access? 

Ms Wilkinson:  The latest data that I have is that the total number of applications is 762,000, and 757,000 

have been approved. The total amount that's been approved for release is $6.3 billion. 

Senator KENEALLY:  On that 757,000 versus the 762,000: have the others been rejected or are they still 

being assessed? 

Ms Wilkinson:  I'm afraid I don't have that data with me at the moment. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Do you have any data on whether any have been rejected? 

Ms Wilkinson:  No, I don't have data on rejections. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Did APRA model the scheme as has been announced by the government or did it 

model a different scheme—so did APRA model the scheme, and, if it did, is it the scheme that is as has been 

announced by the government? 

Ms Wilkinson:  I'm not sure what you mean by 'model the scheme'. We had discussions with APRA ahead of 

the government announcing this scheme about what was proposed, and we sought their advice on the proposal 

and on issues like the streamlining of application processes and any impacts this could have on liquidity. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Presumably, they had to somehow model something to be able to give you that advice. 

So I'm asking: when you sought their advice, was it based on this scheme with the quick turnaround, self-

verification and some of the other aspects of it, or was it some other scheme? 

Ms Wilkinson:  No, these arrangements were the arrangements that we discussed with APRA, absolutely. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Are you aware the Australian Federal Police have put in place an antifraud task force 

in relation to the stimulus measures announced by the government? 
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Ms Wilkinson:  Yes, I am aware of a number of different committees to do with fraud. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Is Treasury participating in that? 

Ms Wilkinson:  Treasury has participated in those discussions and they're having discussions with both the 

ATO and Services Australia around the stimulus measures. 

Senator KENEALLY:  What about the Australian Federal Police? 

Ms Wilkinson:  Sorry, I'm saying the ATO and Services Australia are having direct discussions with the fraud 

task force which has been established. I don't want to be misleading. I'm aware there is a fraud task force which is 

sitting within the Department of Home Affairs and I know that the Australian Federal Police are involved in that 

task force. I presume this is the same one that you're talking about, but it's also the case that the ATO and Services 

Australia are involved in all of those discussions. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Thank you. With the early access to super, I note that the ATO's advice does warn of 

risks around protecting your information in your myGov account and bank account, and not responding to people 

who might seek to charge you for what is essentially a free service from the government. I just wonder, if there is 

a case of identity fraud—and this has happened in the past where the payout has gone to the wrong bank account; 

that is, the bank account that is not attached to the individual who holds the super fund. That might occur because 

people have deliberately tried to commit fraud or identity theft. In that case with this program, who holds the 

liability if an incorrect payout is made to a wrong bank account? Does that sit with the fund or does it sit with the 

government? 

Ms Wilkinson:  I'll have to take that question on notice; I don't know the answer to that specific question. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Thank you. 

CHAIR:  Senator Keneally, can I just jump in there. I just note the Treasury secretary has to leave at 11. We 

might relieve him so he can go to his other duties and come back to you. You still have four minutes left, so I'll 

come back after a short adjournment of maybe five minutes, if people need to do anything. Sorry to interrupt. 

You're free to leave, Dr Kennedy. 

Proceedings suspended from 11:03 to 11:08 

CHAIR:  Thank you, everyone. I'll throw back to Senator Keneally. 

Senator KENEALLY:  I've only got a few minutes left. I'd like to go to the cash flow boost measure. It was 

announced by the government on 12 March and then boosted, or increased, again on 30 March. Can businesses 

still get a cash flow boost even if they lay off workers and don't pay them JobKeeper? 

Ms Wilkinson:  I'll just get Mr Thompson to come in from the anteroom. I can describe at a high level that 

your eligibility for the cash flow boost depends upon what you are paying your employees and, in particular, the 

pay-as-you-go withholding that you're making on behalf of your employees in the March, April, May and June 

months. If you lay off your staff, no longer pay them anything and don't have any PAYG withholding, the amount 

of cash flow boost that you will get will go down. But your PAYG as reported in your March BAS, if you're a 

monthly reporter, or your March quarter BAS and then in your BASs over the subsequent three months is the 

information that's used to calculate the cash flow boost that you, as a small business, would receive. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Sure, but the cash flow boost does have an upper limit, and I think it's now $100,000. 

So a relatively small business with not a huge payroll might only be eligible to get a $10,000 cash flow boost 

payment. They would have no incentive to keep their whole workforce on under cash flow boost. As I understand 

the design of it, they could let workers go and not pay them JobKeeper but still claim a cash flow boost payment. 

Is that a correct understanding of the scheme? 

Mr Thompson:  I think in between rooms I missed some of the explanation, but the cash flow boost is based 

on previous data that a business will have lodged either in a monthly or quarterly BAS or an instalment activity 

statement. Eligibility will flow from that. For example, the payments that you've seen in the last week 

predominantly would have flowed from the monthly lodgers for March, so those payments would be going out 

with respect to those amounts. As you indicated, there's a maximum and a minimum payment. If you're eligible 

for the minimum, then obviously you hit that and that's the minimum—similarly, the maximum—and then there's 

a mechanism for a second set of payments, essentially, in the next financial year. So there's actually a $10,000 

minimum and a $50,000 maximum, but there's a second set of payments in the next financial year. 

Senator KENEALLY:  I don't mean to be pedantic, but I'm trying to understand how this scheme relates to 

JobKeeper. My understanding of cash flow boost—and, indeed, Dr Kennedy referenced this earlier today—is that 

it was designed to encourage business to keep staff on by linking it to the withholding. But the design of it does 

seem to allow for businesses not to keep on their whole workforce but in fact still be able to claim the cash flow 
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boost. That's what I'm trying to understand. There would be scenarios where a business could let some of their 

workers go and not pay them JobKeeper but still retain the cash flow boost payment? 

Mr Thompson:  I think it would depend on the circumstances of the business. I think the high-level figure of 

around $4½ billion was spoken about earlier in the hearing in terms of payments that have been made under the 

cash flow boost to date. Some of those have been the maximum amount, some of those have been the minimum 

amount and some have been somewhere in between. Obviously, once you hit the maximum amount, then there's 

no further incentive around the link to the pay-as-you-go withholding. But, for the companies that are continuing 

to get payments through the next three-month period, that will be on the basis of, for example, their April 

lodgement, their May lodgement or their June quarterly lodgement, if they're quarterly lodgers. 

Senator KENEALLY:  The chair is about to indicate to me that I'm out of time, but I do appreciate that 

information. Thank you. 

Senator LAMBIE:  I want to go back to what Senator Keneally was asking about. What procedures have you 

put in place to stop the risk of employers rorting the JobKeeper payment itself? 

Ms Wilkinson:  There are a number of integrity measures which have been announced as part of the 

JobKeeper program. If you just give me a moment— 

Senator LAMBIE:  Are the integrity measures optional? 

Ms Wilkinson:  No. By having the Australian Taxation Office roll out the JobKeeper program, we've been 

able to use all of the existing integrity measures that they already use as part of the tax system. As Dr Kennedy 

said at the beginning of his presentation, one of the integrity measures in the JobKeeper program was absolutely 

to require employers to pay employees before they receive the reimbursement from the government for those 

payments. That was an integrity measure to ensure that payments were being made to employers who were, 

indeed, providing the $1,500 minimum payment to their employees. That was a key feature of the scheme. But, 

more broadly, there are a range of different integrity measures which go from the broader measures that the tax 

commissioner has in order to deal with things like contrived schemes. If the commissioner is of the view that an 

employer is operating a contrived scheme in order to get access to the JobKeeper payment, then he can declare 

that that business is not eligible for the scheme and can either withhold payment or actually require the employer 

to refund the money that's been paid to them. 

One of the advantages of setting up this scheme and using, for example, the information that's generally 

provided by businesses to the ATO under their GST arrangements—the GST measure of turnover is a critical 

element of this program, and using that element has been important because it then means that the ATO has 

historic data from businesses on their turnover and can use that to verify the information that's being provided to 

the ATO in order to demonstrate their eligibility for the scheme. The ATO will be using their normal risk based 

auditing and assurance processes to look at the applications that are being made under this scheme. And, in the 

bill, there were explicit provisions that were introduced that allow the ATO to get money back from employers in 

the event that there's an overpayment. 

Senator LAMBIE:  Could you please explain the rationale for only paying JobKeeper to one person in a 

business partnership? What's the sticking point there? 

Ms Wilkinson:  The government was very keen to make sure that the JobKeeper payment was available to 

sole traders, and there are a range of different sole trading arrangements which exist in the tax law. There are 

partnerships and there are trust arrangements. And there are some of these arrangements where a large number of 

different people can be identified as being a member of a trust or a partnership. At its heart, the objective of the 

program was to use the JobKeeper payment to provide assistance to an individual who is operating a sole trading 

business as if that was their source of income. So the government just made a decision that, given the range of 

different ways in which these sorts of arrangements can be put in place, as an important integrity measure, it was 

important that those arrangements enabled only one payment of a JobKeeper payment per person, rather than it 

being whatever the particular configuration of a trust or a partnership arrangement has been. 

Senator LAMBIE:  I'll just go back a step. In relation to employers, we are hearing things coming through our 

offices, obviously. We are hearing that employers are holding it over employees' heads—for example, requiring a 

cut of the employee's JobKeeper payment. How do you stop that? 

Ms Wilkinson:  Employers have to pay $1,500 per eligible employee in order to be eligible under the scheme. 

There is an ATO hotline that employees can call if they're concerned that they're not being paid. First of all, 

employers have to notify all eligible employees that they're participating in the scheme because the eligible 

employees, in turn, also have to notify the employer that they are the employer with whom this employee wishes 

to actually claim the JobKeeper payment. So there's a communication that has to take place between employers 
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and employees about eligibility for the scheme. Employers then have to advise the tax office that they have paid a 

minimum of $1,500 for every eligible employee. In the event that the ATO uncovered that employers were not 

providing that funding to employees then they would be able to use their overpayment provisions and they would 

be able to come back to the employer and require the employer to either rectify the situation or otherwise 

ameliorate it. 

Senator LAMBIE:  Do you know whether there are many employers out there at the moment that are taking 

advantage of this to get rid of their employees? 

Ms Wilkinson:  As I'm sure you're aware, there were a set of changes to industrial relations arrangements 

which were introduced at the same time that the JobKeeper program was introduced. What I should have said 

before is that, as well as the ATO having a hotline that individuals can call if they are concerned about these 

arrangements, the Fair Work Ombudsman is also taking lots of inquiries around the intersection between the 

JobKeeper program and the changes in industrial relations. The changes in industrial relations made it clear that 

an employer's participating in the JobKeeper program does not remove the need for it to continue to follow unfair 

dismissal laws. There are a number of flexibilities that have been introduced. If you want to talk about them in 

more detail, it would probably be most appropriate for you to discuss that with the Attorney-General's 

Department. There were a number of safeguards which were introduced in the bill to make sure that participation 

in the JobKeeper program and the use of what's called a JobKeeper enabling direction did not undermine the 

broader rights of individuals. 

Senator LAMBIE:  Really? So how does going from seven days to one day actually help the employees in all 

of this? If we already know the system can be rorted, how does it help them when they make their complaints that 

they don't have the seven-day leeway but now have only 24 hours? 

Ms Wilkinson:  There was a balancing of considerations in the changes to the industrial relations 

arrangements. I apologise, Senator Lambie, but I'm not in a position to talk through those details. I'm sure you'll 

be meeting with the Attorney-General's Department, who can talk through those amendments to the IR laws. 

CHAIR:  Senator Lambie, I'm going to have to come back to you at a later stage. I'll hand to Senator Patrick 

now. 

Senator PATRICK:  Following on from what Senator Lambie was saying, this is actually a situation where 

the fraud in some sense doesn't get to happen because the discussion about taking a cut takes place before a 

decision is made as to which employees will be retained by the business. I wonder how you'd capture that. Is that 

something the ATO hotline would deal with? 

Ms Wilkinson:  In terms of the industrial relations arrangements and how they have changed and what is 

appropriate or not appropriate for an employer to request of an employee, that's really a matter which sits squarely 

within the industrial relations arrangements, which would be dealt with by inquiries through the Fair Work 

Ombudsman. There are a number of provisions in those amendments which allowed employers not to direct but to 

request that employees could work with them. There were some elements which did allow an employer to direct 

an employee—for example— 

Senator PATRICK:  I want to confine this to the JobKeeper, because that's not a Fair Work related matter; it's 

a fraud. In some sense it's saying to someone: 'You can come back to work but only if we share the JobKeeper.' 

That's a fraud. 

Ms Wilkinson:  You don't share the JobKeeper— 

Senator PATRICK:  I know, but that's what's being offered. That's the deal. They say, 'Ms Wilkinson, you 

can come back, but only if you share the JobKeeper allowance with me.' That's the complaint that Ms Sharkie has 

received and, I think, Senator Lambie has received. 

Ms Wilkinson:  So the individuals then would not be receiving $1,500 a fortnight; is that the suggestion? 

Unidentified speaker:  That's right. 

Senator PATRICK:  That's correct. The employer wants to take a cut. 

Ms Wilkinson:  That would not be consistent with the JobKeeper arrangements and that would be a matter for 

the ATO to investigate. 

Senator PATRICK:  Is it just their normal fraud line or have you got a special line in relation to JobKeeper? 

Ms Wilkinson:  The ATO has set up a whole area that is responsible for the JobKeeper program; they're using 

their existing fraud resources. This is a very significant focus for the ATO. 
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Senator PATRICK:  Ms Quinn, noting the backdrop of SARS, MERS and H1N1, what involvement has 

Treasury had in pandemic planning prior to COVID-19? 

Ms Quinn:  I'm happy to take further information on notice but, in my knowledge, many people have referred 

to some work that Dr Kennedy and others did about 10 years ago. I'm aware that we've been involved since SARS 

in various pandemic planning exercises, including doing some quantitative analysis and things like that. As a 

department, we've also been part of whole-of-government exercises in crisis management arrangements, about 

how we would operate through that time. So we've been part of whole-of-government exercises since SARS. I'm 

not sure about before SARS, but certainly since SARS. 

Senator PATRICK:  Do you have models, for example, that take into consideration the trade aspects of 

something like coronavirus? The secretary mentioned that his first focus on advice was looking at the effect on 

China and other economies—for example, various social-distancing measures common for a pandemic response, 

such as the closing of the retail sector, social distancing and the closing of borders, both state and national. Have 

they ever been modelled? Do you have models in place that allow government to make decisions on the basis of 

modelling that's available to you? 

Ms Quinn:  We do have the capability to analyse those types of measures. We don't necessarily look at them 

very often, but we do have the capability to do that sort of analysis, through the information and data that we get 

on the Australian economy and the international economy through statistical agencies. Most of those questions 

can be answered using existing modelling capability. 

Senator PATRICK:  Have you been involved in modelling? For example, we ended up in a situation where 

we have closed our national borders. There was quite a large time difference between when we first closed our 

borders to people who had been in China for the previous 14 days and when we effectively sealed the borders. In 

the end, we got to the point of shutting all our borders. Were any modelling requests made in respect of what 

effect an earlier closure would have had on the economy to balance that against what effect that would have had 

on the spread of the virus? 

Ms Quinn:  We've done a range of analysis through time. We talked in March at the Senate estimates hearing 

about our estimate of the border closures at that point, including impact on students, and we have done a range of 

scenarios through this period in our advice to government. 

Senator PATRICK:  We had the Treasurer saying you were scrambling to model a range of scenarios, with 

some forecasts suggesting the economy would suffer a hit of up to $2.3 billion. That's clearly a gross 

underestimation of what we think now. Perhaps on notice you could lay out what modelling you have done to 

inform the national cabinet as to what measures should have been taken or what the effects would have been on 

particular measures that they were considering. Is that the sort of stuff you've been doing? 

Ms Quinn:  That's right. Initially, the impact was coming through tourists and supply constraints and students, 

related to China. Then, as it spread, we had implications through the financial system—in terms of exchange rate 

movements and commodity price movements, for example. We've had things like school closures, social 

distancing, the closure of particular industries and different variations of thinking about the measures that people 

may or may not take in terms of the degree of closure of the economy. There has been a range of different 

analysis we've done over time. As Dr Kennedy said, there's a great deal of uncertainty about these measures. So 

we have done a range of analysis of scenarios through this period. 

Senator PATRICK:  On notice, can you please provide what scenarios you've modelled since the start of this 

event and when you provided that advice to the Treasurer? 

Ms Quinn:  I'm happy to take those questions on notice. 

CHAIR:  Just before I hand to Senator Paterson, Ms Wilkinson or Ms Quinn, I note in the secretary's opening 

address and in his evidence earlier today that he said that he briefed the national cabinet, I think, on 12 or 13 

March and again on 16 April. I'm wondering if you could take on notice whether or not those similar briefings 

could be provided to the committee. 

Ms Quinn:  My understanding is that they were oral briefings. The first one was on 13 March. 

CHAIR:  So there wasn't any paper provided or any document? 

Ms Quinn:  Not for 13 March. I'm happy to take the other ones on notice. That was the first meeting of 

national cabinet. 

CHAIR:  Alright. You take that on notice—it builds on Senator Patrick's questioning. I think the committee is 

interested in getting their hands on whatever information you're prepared to provide us for us to understand how 
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decisions were made and what impact those decisions were going to have in terms of some of those scenarios that 

you talked about. 

Senator PATERSON:  I want to ask one clarifying question about JobKeeper before moving onto some other 

matters, because I think there's been a bit of confusion about this. Am I correct in saying that an organisation can 

apply and qualify for JobKeeper at any point between now and up until the legislated end of the scheme in 

September? 

Ms Quinn:  That's correct. 

Senator PATERSON:  Moving onto other matters, I'm also interested in the early access to super policy, and, 

in particular, some advice which has been given to super fund members about the impact of accessing their funds 

at this stage. You may or may not be familiar with a media release issued by Industry Super Australia on 24 

March. It's entitled 'Accessing super should be a last resort'. Attached to that media release was some analysis 

performed by the ISA about what the effect of withdrawing superannuation would be on their balance at 

retirement. It has a table and it has a number of different ages and assumptions about how much super they take 

out. To highlight one example, they say that if you're aged 30 and you take $20,000 out, the difference at 

retirement will be that you'll have 97,214 fewer dollars. I compared the figures offered by ISA in their advice to 

the MoneySmart website operated by ASIC, and there's a fairly significant discrepancy in the results that it gives. 

If you entered the exact same scenario into the MoneySmart website—age 30, withdraw $20,000—ASIC advises 

that you would only have $43,032 less at retirement. This is half of what ISA were forecasting. Ms Wilkinson, as 

a starting point, are you familiar with ISA's analysis? 

Ms Wilkinson:  I am broadly aware of ISA's analysis, but I think Mr Jeremenko, who has joined the table, has 

looked at it in more detail than I have. 

Senator PATERSON:  Okay, we'll go to him. Thank you. 

Mr Jeremenko:  I've certainly seen the headline take-outs from that ISA analysis. You're correct that the 

numbers used are very different from the ASIC MoneySmart calculator numbers for the same scenarios. The 

major reason for that is the use of nominal figures rather than real figures. Those figures that ISA quote do not use 

today's dollars, effectively. That is inconsistent with what ASIC has told super funds and what ASIC has told 

anyone who is making public statements about the effect on retirement balances of various withdrawals from 

super. So it makes intuitive sense to me that you use today's dollars when you're trying to estimate what effect a 

withdrawal will have at some point in the future, which is what the ASIC MoneySmart calculator does. As you 

say, that figure for the $20,000 withdrawal for a 30-year-old is $43,000 at age 67, not something significantly 

larger. 

Senator PATERSON:  Thank you for that answer. From an economics point of view, what are the advantages 

of using nominal figures? Why would you use a nominal figure instead of a real figure? 

Mr Jeremenko:  Certainly, in that example, the nominal figure gives a larger hit to retirement balances. Those 

who are using that are the only ones that can answer why they are doing that. But what I can point to is not only, 

as I've mentioned already, the guidance that ASIC has put out in the public domain—and the guidance has been 

out there since before the COVID situation—but also the Actuaries Institute. The general and respected 

methodology for predicting the time value of money is to take into account an inflation adjustment—so a CPI 

adjustment and a rising cost of community living standards adjustment. To do that using real numbers—as in 

today's dollars—is an appropriate way to give an indication of the time value of money. 

Senator PATERSON:  Thank you. It's probably not your role to speculate what ISA's motives might have 

been in seeking to dramatically inflate the impact of taking money out of a super fund. Perhaps I will pursue that 

further with ASIC at a later opportunity. But turning to some claims Dr Kennedy has made in his opening 

statement and throughout the hearing in response to questions about the cost of the restrictions—the health 

measures that have been put in place on the economy—I noticed in answer to Senator Patrick's question that 

Treasury seemed to be indicating that they don't have any modelling on the cost of those restrictions. Is my 

understanding right there? 

Ms Quinn:  We have looked at various scenarios over time and provided advice through this period on quite a 

few different matters, as I mentioned when I was talking to Senator Patrick. 

Senator PATERSON:  But are you able to put some kind of dollar figure or percentage figure on the impact 

on GDP under the restrictions that are in place or under different scenarios or stages of those restrictions? 

Ms Quinn:  We provide advice to the government, and, at this stage, the government has not provided a GDP 

estimate. The government has outlined an expected increase in the unemployment rate where we expect the 

unemployment rate to rise to 10 per cent in the June quarter, which is five basis points less than would have been 
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the case if JobKeeper policy hadn't been put in place. That's the information that's in the public domain at this 

time. 

Senator PATERSON:  Thank you. The reason why— 

Senator PATRICK:  But you have provided it to— 

Senator PATERSON:  To assist you to as to why I'm asking these questions is that, hopefully—touch wood—

we're now turning from a stage where national cabinet and state governments were increasing the restrictions to 

one where we are starting to relax those restrictions. In national cabinet making those decisions, and in the 

interests of all the people who depend on it, I think it would be helpful to know which of those restrictions are 

having the biggest economic impact and therefore which are the ones that, if you remove them, would have the 

biggest economic benefit. So is there anything in Treasury's analysis that can point to the sorts of restrictions that 

we could lift that would have the biggest economic boost? 

Ms Quinn:  The health restrictions are there for a reason—to reduce the spread of the virus. They are targeted 

at activities that have people-to-people connection. You can think about a trade-off, in some ways, between the 

health restrictions and the impact on the economy. It is the case that some of our largest industry sectors continue 

to remain open through this period. Dr Kennedy mentioned mining, which is around 10 per cent; manufacturing, 

which is about six per cent; and construction, which is about eight per cent. Some of our other large sectors are 

also open, such as our healthcare system. At high level, you can look at the industry sectors and their share of the 

economy, but there is analysis that the national cabinet is going through and thinking about, which include what 

the social-distancing measures that are required to maintain control of the virus are and matching them against the 

economic benefits of allowing different activities to resume, if they have been paused, and what confidence 

measures you can put in place in order for people to have confidence to go about activities once restrictions are 

lifted. So we are providing a range of analysis in that— 

Senator PATERSON:  Sorry to jump in. My time is very limited. I might give you some specific examples, 

and you can see if you can assist me. In the media today, for example, I've seen some business groups advocating 

lifting the domestic travel restrictions that we have between states as soon as possible. Does Treasury have any 

analysis of the cost of maintaining those domestic travel restrictions? 

Ms Quinn:  As I mentioned, we do a range of analysis and we provide that to government. I'm not in a position 

to provide that to the committee today.  

CHAIR:  Ms Quinn, the committee is asking for that information. I think that's the point.  

Senator PATRICK:  You have to advance a public interest immunity if you don't want to give it to us.  

Ms Quinn:  The accommodation and food services sector is 2.5 per cent of the Australian economy. The 

transport, postal and warehousing sector is five per cent of the Australian economy. But we have seen an awful lot 

of the transport, postal and warehousing sector continue. So somewhere in between the food services and 

accommodation and transport and warehousing is the rough size of those sectors for the Australian economy. It's 

not that complicated to think about what the share of the economy is and what activity is allowed. It's a fairly 

direct translation immediately, if everybody were confident to go back and travel. There will be an issue that, in 

raising some of the social-distancing measures, you still have to have confidence—consumer confidence and 

business confidence—to carry on activities once the restrictions are lifted. So there's partly a two-step process: (1) 

the restrictions being lifted and (2) activity being resumed by individuals or businesses.  

Senator PATERSON:  Moving on to another example, the advice from the AHPPC has been very clear that 

it's safe for schools to be open. What sort of economic impact does parents not being able to send their children to 

school have? If parents are able to send their children back to school again, what economic benefits could result? 

Ms Quinn:  To the extent that parents are required to stay home to look after their children if they don't have 

alternative arrangements in place, that's a withdrawal of labour supply from the Australian economy. How large 

or small that impact is depends on how much people can adjust their work arrangements to work from home. But 

there is a direct link between people withdrawing their labour supply and directing it towards home schooling, 

and that does have a negative impact on economic activity.  

Senator PATERSON:  Has there been any attempt to quantify that negative impact? 

Ms Quinn:  We have looked at a range of scenarios, yes. I'm very happy to take it on notice. We have some 

analysis from the HILDA survey information but also from the census about how many parents may be impacted 

by various measures. I'm very happy to take those details on notice.  
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Senator PATERSON:  That will be helpful. Thank you. Moving on to another topic, can the department share 

any red tape reduction measures that have been taken by government already during this crisis, and I include 

decisions of government as well as decisions by agencies like ASIC and APRA and other regulators? 

Mr Kelly:  I'll focus largely on the Treasury portfolio. You referred to changes made in the workplace relations 

space and where other relief is provided in other sectors by other parts of government. I think we can split the 

answer in terms of what the government itself has done directly and then what agencies—particularly in the 

Treasury portfolio—have done. If we look at the government, there have been a range of things done around 

insolvency issues and bankruptcy proceedings, including: increases in the thresholds at which creditors can make 

demands on debtors, longer times for debtors to respond to those demands, and temporary relief for directors 

trading while insolvent. Importantly, within the credit lending space, a number of steps have been taken. One of 

those was to relax or remove the responsible lending obligations for a six-month period in respect of loans made 

to a small business even where that loan was not predominantly to be used for business purposes. Previously, the 

relief was only provided where it was predominantly for use of business purposes. The AFCA authorisation 

conditions have also been adjusted so that decisions made by banks as to whether to provide repayment holidays 

or whether to provide loans under the SME guarantee scheme are also not subject to AFCA consideration, 

although AFCA consideration will continue to cover other aspects of those arrangements.  

They're some of the things the government itself has done. If we turn to the regulators within the Treasury 

portfolio, I think it's generally true to say that ASIC, APRA and the ACCC have taken a number of steps to push 

back inquiries or consultation processes or to defer the start of new guidelines or standards. ASIC have also taken 

a number of steps in relation to advice. It made a number of changes to allow better access to advice in respect of 

the early release of superannuation, whether by relaxing the statement of advice obligations on financial advisers 

or allowing tax agents under certain conditions to also provide advice without a licence—and all our intrafund 

advice to be provided in a greater range of circumstances. 

CHAIR:  Mr Kelly, is there much more detail? Perhaps it could be provided to the committee on notice. 

Mr Kelly:  I'll just focus on the highlights, if you like. 

CHAIR:  Okay. 

Mr Kelly:  Another important area where relief has been provided by ASIC and the ASX has been in respect 

of making it easier for equity raisings to take place—an important part of the response of the capital markets due 

to the crisis—and allowing companies to raise equity. APRA has made a number of important changes or 

announced some important guidance around the ability for the banks to draw on the capital buffers they created in 

becoming unquestionably strong following the financial crisis. So that's an important step to support bank lending 

to the economy. It has also provided guidance to the banks that allowed the repayment holidays to take place. On 

the ACCC—and this is the last example I'd give—an important function of the ACCC has been to provide very 

fast and effective authorisation to the various sectors and groups of firms to allow them to have some of the 

discussions they needed to have between themselves, and with the regulators and government, as to how to 

respond to issues arising from the crisis. 

CHAIR:  Thank you, Mr Kelly. I'm going to leave you there, Senator Paterson, and go to Senator Watt.  

Senator WATT:  I want to go back to JobKeeper to begin with. We heard this morning that the first package 

was announced around 12 March and the second package was announced around 22 March, and that was around 

the same time that the government introduced the tougher restrictions. Then JobKeeper was announced on, I 

think, 30 March. Does Treasury or the Bureau of Statistics or anyone have any figures about the number of jobs 

that were lost, say, from the beginning of March until that date on 30 March when JobKeeper was announced? 

Ms Wilkinson:  The ABS has recently released some information about job losses over that period. I think Ms 

Quinn can probably speak to those data.  

Senator WATT:  I'm not sure those ones are for that exact period I was asking about. 

Ms Quinn:  You're correct, Senator: the ABS has looked at the Single Touch Payroll data that the ATO 

collects and they did release information on the number of jobs and the wage bill by business between 14 March 

and 4 April. So that goes further into the period that you were talking about. That analysis suggests that the 

number of jobs fell around six per cent and the wage bill paid by business fell by 6.7 per cent over that three-week 

period. 

Senator WATT:  That was up until 4 April, you said? 

Ms Quinn:  That's right—14 March to 4 April—and the ABS will release further information about that data 

weekly from this point forward. 
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CHAIR:  Ms Quinn, do you know what six per cent translates to in jobs? 

Ms Quinn:  This is the number by which jobs have fallen. Do you mean the translation between that and, say, 

the unemployment measure? 

CHAIR:  Yes. 

Ms Quinn:  The issue is that one person might have two or three jobs—particularly if you're a casual, you 

might have three jobs—so it's likely that the number of unemployed is less than the number of jobs, given what 

we know about work patterns. But we'll get the labour force information in due course. 

Ms Wilkinson:  The other thing that's important to note— 

Senator WATT:  But it is reasonable to assume that hundreds of thousands of jobs were lost in that period 

between the first package and the announcement of the JobKeeper payment on 30 March? 

Ms Quinn:  We are aware of a large number of people applying for the jobseeker payment in that intervening 

period. There were a large number of applicants in that period, yes. 

Senator WATT:  So they applied for the jobseeker payment because they'd lost their job. At that point in time, 

JobKeeper wasn't available. 

Ms Quinn:  Correct. 

Senator WATT:  The decision was made to commence payments for JobKeeper on 1 May. Whose decision 

was that? Was it a Treasury decision or a decision of government? 

Ms Wilkinson:  In designing the program, the decision that was made and that was announced by government, 

when the program was announced on 30 March, was that it would take effect from that day, from the Monday of 

the announcement, and that payments would be made in arrears. The intention was always that there would be one 

monthly payment—so, if there are two fortnights in a month, two payments will be made, and those payments 

will go out from the beginning of May. As the secretary said, there were two things that contributed to that 

decision: an intent to ensure integrity around the program, to make sure that payments were made to employers 

who were indeed maintaining connections with their employees—but it was also the case that we were rolling out 

a very large program in a very short period of time—and it was important that the program was designed with the 

rules established and published so that employers and employees could understand what the rules of the game 

were. It's not unreasonable, I think, that it would take a couple of weeks to land on what those rules would be. 

Then there are two weeks allowed for businesses to formally enrol in the program, with the payments then taking 

place from the week of, I think, 4 May. 

Senator WATT:  I understand the thinking behind that. I want to focus on the decision to pick 1 May. Was 

that a decision of government or was that a decision of Treasury? 

Ms Wilkinson:  It's a decision of government, absolutely. 

Senator WATT:  So it was a decision of government to pick 1 May. Were other, can I term them, 

commencement dates canvassed as options with the government? 

Ms Wilkinson:  The discussions that we had were around how quickly a program like this could feasibly be 

rolled out. We were looking, for example, at the UK program, which was announced back in early March. I think 

their applications for eligibility for their program opened maybe two weeks ago. So we were looking at the ways 

in which we could use existing systems to allow for a rollout of a program of this magnitude with integrity and as 

quickly as possible. 

Senator WATT:  I understand that. Again, my question was: were other dates canvassed as options for the 

date that payments could begin? 

Ms Wilkinson:  I can't go to advice that was provided to government. As I say, the discussions that were had 

between Treasury, the ATO and the government in developing the program were around what would be the 

earliest time that a program like this could be rolled out. Four weeks—two weeks to land the rules and then two 

weeks to allow employers to apply—was, to our minds, the earliest time we could possibly roll out a program like 

this. 

Senator WATT:  Did Treasury undertake any modelling of the effect on unemployment, the effect on the 

economy and other economic effects had there been an earlier start date, if I can put it that way, than 1 May? Or 

was 1 May the only date around which that sort of modelling was undertaken? 

Ms Wilkinson:  The key date, from the perspective of thinking what is the economic impact of this program, is 

the date from which payments will be reimbursed—that is, 30 March. 
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Senator WATT:  With respect, Ms Wilkinson, I think a lot of businesses out there think the date that matters 

is 1 May, because that's the date they're going to receive money from the government. That's why I'm keen to 

establish whether other dates were considered and whether any modelling was undertaken on what the economic 

impact would have been if the payments could have begun sooner than 1 May. 

Ms Wilkinson:  The answer is: there was modelling that was conducted in order to understand what the total 

cost of this program would be, but, no, there wasn't modelling to try and discern whether there would be a 

different economic impact if the program commenced on a different date. 

Senator WATT:  I think Ms Quinn made the point in one of the earlier answers that there were a large number 

of people who applied for the jobseeker payment in the weeks leading up to the announcement of JobKeeper. 

Could we please get some figures on that. Do you have any figures for the number of jobseeker applicants in the 

month of March? 

Ms Quinn:  I'm happy to take that on notice to give you a precise number, because I have a chart in front of me 

rather than a table. A quick calculation is around 160,000 applicants between 21 March and somewhere towards 

the end of March, but I'm happy to take that on notice and provide you with a more precise figure. 

Senator WATT:  If you could, that'd be great. Working off that figure, what that tells us is that about 160,000 

people lost their jobs between the time the government announced much stricter restrictions—which led to the 

closure of pubs, bars and lots of other things—and the JobKeeper payment being announced; that's correct? 

Ms Quinn:  That's correct, yes. 

Senator WATT:  Thank you. 

Ms Quinn:  I just want to add something: it is very clear that the JobKeeper announcement, when it was made, 

had a significant impact on consumer and business confidence. We get weekly measures of confidence. While 

payments don't flow until later, it is still having an impact on the economy right now. 

Senator WATT:  I don't doubt that. I think that's the argument about whether it could have been announced 

even sooner. One other thing I want to ask you about: there have been a number of comments made in the media 

that Treasury recommended against adopting a wage subsidy. Is that true? 

Ms Wilkinson:  I find some of those comments a bit puzzling, because the cash flow boost measure that was 

announced by the government, the package of 22 March, is indeed a wage subsidy measure. It's different from the 

JobKeeper program and it's different from programs like the program that has been rolled out in the UK. As Dr 

Kennedy said, we did express concerns about the design of the program rolled out in the UK, particularly because 

of the incentive it seemed to provide to stand down employees rather than to keep as many employees as possible 

in operation. I don't think it's correct to say that Treasury was opposed to a wage subsidy scheme. Treasury 

provided a range of advice and certainly provided advice around the design of the cash flow boost measure, which 

is indeed a wage subsidy scheme. 

Senator WATT:  I agree that some of those comments are puzzling, but they come from as high up as the 

Prime Minister. On 23 March, in question time, the Prime Minister was essentially asked why the government 

wouldn't approve a wage subsidy, and the Prime Minister's response in question time was: 'Our Treasury actually 

recommended against us taking those measures.' Are you saying that that's not correct? 

Ms Wilkinson:  I don't recall that particular question time, but I think a lot of the questions around that time 

were around the design of the UK wage scheme; I can't quite remember what its name is. That was a scheme 

which provided payments only to individuals who were stood down. I think that that was the context of the Prime 

Minister's comments. 

Senator WATT:  There has been a lot of commentary and a lot of opinions about the exclusion of short-term 

casuals—people who have been employed as a casual for less than 12 months. I've got a few questions there. Was 

it a decision of government to draw the line and exclude casuals employed for less than 12 months? 

Ms Wilkinson:  All decisions around policy are a decision of government, so, yes, it was absolutely a decision 

of government to determine— 

Senator WATT:  Was it a recommendation of Treasury to draw the line there? 

Ms Wilkinson:  Treasury provided advice around the design of the scheme. We provided advice around a 

range of different parameters. That included how casuals could and couldn't be included and how part-timers 

could and couldn't be treated. There were a range of different parameters that Treasury provided advice on, but, at 

the end of the day, it was a decision for the government. 

Senator WATT:  So the decision to draw the line, as the Prime Minister has said, at the 12-month mark was 

only one of a number of options that were put up by Treasury? 
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Ms Wilkinson:  Absolutely. 

Senator WATT:  In preparing that advice to government, did Treasury undertake any modelling about the 

unemployment effect of drawing the line at that 12-month mark as opposed to a shorter period? 

Ms Wilkinson:  Treasury certainly looked at analysis. We did analysis of, broadly, what proportion of casuals 

would be included under different definitions of casuals. But in thinking about the design of the JobKeeper 

package there's no question that we were also thinking about that in conjunction with the jobseeker package. We 

were thinking about those two together providing a range of functions and together providing income support for 

individuals, be they completely unemployed or be they stood down and not getting a wage from their employer. 

Then there's another element, obviously, which is about maintaining connections between employers and 

employees. 

Senator WATT:  Would it be reasonable to expect that unemployment would be lower if that line were drawn 

at a different point? Say, for instance, that people who had worked as a casual for at least six months were 

included—would unemployment be lower if that decision had been made? 

Ms Wilkinson:  This goes to some technical questions around how unemployment is measured. A measure of 

unemployment is not the same as the number of people who are on the jobseeker payment. I might turn to Ms 

Quinn, who can give you an explanation of how unemployment is measured. Unemployment is measured very 

precisely by the ABS— 

Senator WATT:  I'm aware of the definitions. I'm about to run out of time. Maybe the way to short-circuit it is 

to ask: is it reasonable to expect that a higher number of people will have to apply for jobseeker unemployment 

benefits because of the decision to draw the line at 12 months compared to if it had been drawn at six months or 

three months—a shorter period of time? 

Ms Wilkinson:  Yes, that's correct. 

Senator WATT:  Do you have a figure for that? A number? 

Ms Wilkinson:  No, I don't have a number for that. Just to be clear, there is an existing definition of a 

permanent casual. It is used by employers. It's someone who has this systematic relationship who has been in 

employment for more than 12 months. Those individuals get a range of different benefits under the existing 

system. One of the other considerations in determining who would be eligible or ineligible employees was trying 

to think about this from the perspective of employers who have to provide information about eligible employees. 

It was trying to draw upon what some existing definitions and structures are that they can draw upon, rather than 

creating a whole new set of rules for the JobKeeper program. 

CHAIR:  Thank you, Senator Watt. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  In relation to the government's COVID-19 manufacturing task force, which I 

believe was touched on very briefly earlier, how does it, in terms of recommending post COVID-19 

reconstruction of the economy, interface with Treasury and other departments? Could you give us a brief 

explanation of how that's going to work? 

Ms Wilkinson:  I'm a little bit puzzled. I'm not sure what you're talking about as the manufacturing task force. 

Are you talking about the national coordination— 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Correct. 

Ms Quinn:  National COVID-19 Coordination Commission. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Correct. Part of that includes a manufacturing task force. It has been reported 

that it's led by former Dow Chemical boss and current Trump adviser Andrew Liveris. I'm not as concerned about 

the detail; I'm wondering whether Treasury are working with this task force or running things by you or other 

departments before they give them to the government. 

Ms Wilkinson:  Treasury is certainly working closely with the NCCC. Treasury has a business liaison unit, 

which was established on 16 March. The business liaison unit is engaging with a wide range of businesses and 

peak bodies and feeding information up to the NCCC. Similarly, the NCCC has a range of eminent people who 

have their own connections, and they're providing information back to the whole Public Service but particularly to 

Treasury. You probably recall that in Treasury there's the deregulation task force that was put in place some time 

ago. We decided in the new phase that we should redirect the resources in that task force. We've now termed it the 

Regulation Resolution Unit. It works with the business liaison unit and the NCCC and has been focusing on 

trying to urgently resolve regulatory and administrative blockages that were impeding supply chains in particular. 

They have fed through to a range of decisions that have been made at the Commonwealth level and at state and 

territory level to try to resolve some of these blockages, like— 
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Senator WHISH-WILSON:  When will we be able to find out about those recommendations, especially in 

relation to regulations for red tape or green tape? When will we be able to examine those? 

Ms Wilkinson:  The things I'm talking about are things that have already been rolled out. There was a waiver 

of local government curfews in order to enable 24-hour delivery to stock supermarket shelves. It's those sorts of 

things that they've been working through. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  We noticed that last week the environment minister, Sussan Ley, made 

comments about reducing approval times, for example, for mining projects. Has that come from the commission 

headed by former Fortescue Metals chief executive Nev Power? 

Ms Wilkinson:  I think there's a distinction between decisions that have already been made—red tape that has 

already been reduced in order to facilitate activity during this period—and decisions that may be taken down the 

track. I think that that one in particular is feeding into a set of discussions around what sorts of policy changes or 

reforms the government may like to consider down the track. To my knowledge there haven't been any changes to 

environmental approval processes through this period. But there have been changes—for example, the department 

of agriculture has, on a temporary basis, agreed to accept electronic certificates for produce and plant based goods 

rather than requiring paper based certificates. It's things like that which the NCCC has been trying to resolve to 

date. 

Ms Quinn:  Just to be clear: the NCCC is an advisory body. It's not a decision-making body; it advises 

government. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  I know. I'm interested in how that interfaces with people such as you. 

Ms Quinn:  We do have regular conversations with them and they are part of the internal government 

processes. For all intents and purposes they are part of the discussion process we'd normally have. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Will we be able to scrutinise interactions and advice through the normal 

estimates process? 

Ms Quinn:  That's a question we'd have to take on notice. They've been set up as part of Prime Minister and 

Cabinet processes. I imagine that they're very similar to other task forces and commissions set up, but I'm happy 

to take that on notice and get our PM&C colleagues to provide advice. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  I asked about debt a little bit earlier. Obviously the government has begun 

unprecedented quantitative easing by buying government bonds off the banks. Has any discussion or advice been 

provided in relation to monetary financing—for example, the Reserve Bank buying bonds directly off Treasury 

rather than going through intermediaries and financial markets? 

Ms Wilkinson:  No. The current arrangements that we have for both raising debt, which is raised by the 

AOFM through primary markets—the RBA has made a separate set of decisions around how they are both 

improving the functioning of markets, and they've been engaging in the markets to do that, and targeting the yield 

curve. Those decisions have been made and announced and given effect to by the RBA. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Has Treasury given any advice on other corporates to the government? Are you 

working directly with the business community in relation to potential failures or corporate collapses from the 

current COVID-19 restrictions and economic environment? Do you have a task force or anything specific set up 

to prevent corporate failures? We talked about Virgin earlier. Are there any other examples that are urgent on 

your list? 

Dr Kennedy:  We are aware of other examples where businesses have requested the assistance of government. 

We are assisting government in response to those requests. Clearly, Virgin is our primary focus at this stage. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Did you say you are aware? 

Mr Kelly:  Yes. Other companies have made requests to government for assistance, and we're aware of other 

companies that have been in distress. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Are you able to share that information with us? Will there be a process where 

we can review those processes and decisions around preventing corporate collapses? 

Mr Kelly:  I suspect some of the requests made to government are already public. I'd have to take on notice 

whether we can provide a complete list. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Can you provide just one other example that has already been made public? 

Presumably, through continuous disclosure laws, they've let stock markets know. Can you give us another 

example? 
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Mr Kelly:  I'm hesitating because I need certainty about the individual company, but clearly companies in the 

travel space and some in the entertainment space fall into that category. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Thank you. I think I'm out of time. 

Senator SIEWERT:  I want to go to the announcements that were made on Friday about changes to the 

JobKeeper payment and specifically the changes made for charities. Is it just charities, or are not-for-profits 

included as well? 

Ms Wilkinson:  It's charities and not-for-profits. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Thank you for that clarification. My understanding now is that, as you articulated earlier, 

the deadline has been extended to 8 May. Do you think that is enough time for charities and not-for-profits to get 

their applications in? 

Ms Wilkinson:  We've had a lot of discussions with entities across the spectrum, including charities and not-

for-profits, and that's helped inform some of the amendments that the government announced on Friday. 

Certainly, our understanding is that all of these entities are getting across the issues that they need to understand 

in order to apply for the program. We haven't been given any indication by any of them that, with the extension to 

8 May, they won't be able to apply. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Have you done any modelling on the number of charities and not-for-profits that you 

expect will be applying? 

Ms Wilkinson:  In costing the program we did include estimates of the charities that would be in the strongly 

affected sectors that would be eligible to apply. Look, I don't have those figures with me here at the table; but 

broadly, when looking at the eligible charities and then the 15 per cent turnover test, our assessment was that 

there would be a very significant proportion that—well, obviously, those who face a fall of 15 per cent in their 

turnover would be eligible. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Yes. 

Ms Wilkinson:  Our assessment was that that was going to be a reasonably high proportion of charities. It 

obviously depends. There are some charities who are funded in a completely different way and who are not being 

affected by the downturn. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Sorry; I probably should have been a little bit more specific. The changes you 

announced on Friday around excluding grants will obviously, importantly, bring a whole lot more charities and 

not-for-profits within scope. Sorry if I wasn't clear enough, but that's what I'm specifically interested in. It sounds 

like you're going to need to take it on notice. 

Ms Wilkinson:  I'll take that on notice and I'll come back to you. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Thank you. In terms of the extension of the deadline, it sounds like the time for the 

payment starting is still going to be 3 May. Is that correct? 

Ms Wilkinson:  Again, just to be really clear: businesses and not-for-profits will be eligible for refunds for any 

of these payments that were made from 30 March. The ATO will be refunding money to businesses, or paying 

businesses, once they have clarified that they're eligible for the scheme and they have then advised the ATO as to 

how many eligible employees they have and who they have paid the $1,500 per fortnight to. Those payments will 

start from 4 March. But, obviously, if someone does not apply for the scheme until closer to 8 March, then they 

wouldn't be paid until they'd actually applied and provided the relevant detail. 

Ms Quinn:  May. 

Ms Wilkinson:  Sorry, I mean May not March. 

Senator SIEWERT:  That's what I took it to mean. I did take it as that. Thank you. I know I'm going to run 

out of time, so I want to quickly go to the jobseeker payment. Did you do any modelling around the jobseeker 

payment when you were developing the policy? 

Ms Wilkinson:  Yes; we had to cost the jobseeker payment for the government. We looked at the estimated 

impact of the changes to the assets test, the changes to eligibility, the removal of the waiting periods and the 

payment of the coronavirus supplement, and that's how we estimated the total cost of that program. 

Senator SIEWERT:  And that's the $66 billion that was announced when the jobseeker payment was 

announced—the supplement? 

Ms Wilkinson:  That's correct. That was included in the $66 billion. I don't recall off the top of my head what 

the costs of those particular amendments were, but I probably have them. 
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Senator SIEWERT:  Could you take on notice the actual breakdown of the figures of each of those items that 

you just articulated: the supplement, the waiting period and the increase in the threshold for the partner payment? 

Ms Wilkinson:  I'm very happy to take that on notice. I don't know whether, for that particular costing, it was 

costed at that level of granular detail, but we certainly have the overarching costing for the program. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Okay, if you could take it on notice that would be great. Can you tell me when you 

started doing that one? 

Ms Wilkinson:  When we started doing the work to do that costing? 

Senator SIEWERT:  Yes. 

Ms Wilkinson:  That goes back to the question that we really started the whole hearing on this morning. We 

were continuously working on elements of support packages from the time at which it was really clear that there 

was a significant risk that this was going to be a pandemic and we were going to have to go beyond the initial 

travel restrictions, which were actually announced in early February. We were working on the second stimulus 

package—look, my recollection is that we were working on all of the elements or a range of different elements 

that could have been included in it, and then the ones that were included in the stimulus package, from the day we 

put the first stimulus package to bed. It was very much a continuous process, and that was the same between the 

second and the third stimulus package. I don't recall precisely when individual pieces of advice were sent to the 

Treasurer. It was a continuous process over that period, and a little bit of a blur to be completely frank with you. 

CHAIR:  Senator Siewert, last question. You're breaking up. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Sorry, can you hear me now? 

CHAIR:  Yes. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Have you done any modelling or were you asked to do any modelling for an increase in 

payments to people on the disability support pension and carers payment? 

Ms Wilkinson:  No, we didn't do any analysis of that. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Were you asked? 

Ms Wilkinson:  We provide analysis on anything that we're asked to do. We haven't been asked to do that 

analysis, no. 

Senator SIEWERT:  Okay. 

Senator KENEALLY:  I have a couple of quick questions and then I might cede the rest of my time back to 

Senator Gallagher. My question is in relation to net overseas migration. Does Treasury have a view yet on what 

the impact of border closures will be on net overseas migration? 

Ms Quinn:  It will depend on how long the restrictions are in place, and what type of restrictions are 

considered over time. But, clearly, if there is a reduction in immigration through this period, there will be an 

impact on net overseas migration. But it will very much depend on how long those restrictions are in place. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Right. From memory, net overseas migration in the 2019-20 budget was projected at, I 

think, 271,000. There has been a great deal of speculation about net overseas migration or, indeed, our population 

growth going into negative territory. I suppose what I'm asking is this: when the Treasurer provides this update to 

parliament on 12 May or, indeed, a new set of economic forecasts in June, can we expect that there will be new 

projections around overseas migration figures? 

Ms Quinn:  Certainly, when we do the broad update on the economy, we do need to make assumptions about 

population growth, and that does include net overseas migration assumptions, yes. 

Senator KENEALLY:  Thank you. I have just one last question. I believe that the 2019-20 budget also 

predicted that there would be a record increase—really, a natural increase—in population growth. It forecast a 

record high fertility rate of 1.9, up from the current 1.74. Again, has Treasury done any work yet to consider 

whether that projection might change? 

Ms Quinn:  We do update our assumptions ahead of budgets and we do look at a range of assumptions, and 

also, in particular, in the consideration of the Intergenerational Report, which we would normally be producing at 

this time as well. We have been looking at different assumptions, and we've been engaging with experts, 

academics and others to bring together some information for those assumptions. So we have already started work 

on that information, and those assumptions would normally be updated at this point, going forward. So we'll have 

that information available for the June update. 
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Senator KENEALLY:  Great. I'm really interested in this because it was a particularly significant baby boom 

that was being projected, combined with the ageing of the population. So I'm curious what the effect of COVID 

will be on that fertility rate. I look forward to that. I'm going to now cede the rest of my time to Senator Gallagher.  

CHAIR:  Thank you, Senator Keneally. I've just got a few questions before again handing over. Is the 

Treasury working on any further economic packages at the moment? 

Ms Quinn:  No, we're not. 

CHAIR:  So you haven't been asked to develop up a fourth economic package? 

Ms Quinn:  We have a recovery task force that we've established in the Treasury and we are obviously 

continuing to analyse developments. We are monitoring and examining how the existing set of payments and 

other support packages are rolling out and, as the secretary said, at the same time thinking about what sort of 

support would be required during the recovery and at the other end of this. But, no, there are no specific packages 

that we're working on. 

CHAIR:  I might come back to the recovery task force. In terms of JobKeeper, I note the changes that were 

made last Friday. Are there any other imminent changes being looked at by Treasury for the JobKeeper program? 

Ms Wilkinson:  We're continuing to receive information from entities, bits and pieces about how the program 

is rolling out, but there's nothing in particular that we're working on at this stage. Those changes to the rules that 

the Treasurer announced on Friday will be made this week. So we're working on defining those rules and getting 

them published this week to provide clarity to people. 

CHAIR:  In a sense, you're saying you'll be taking an ongoing look at the edges— 

Ms Wilkinson:  Absolutely. 

CHAIR:  but not looking at any significant changes—to eligibility, for example? 

Ms Wilkinson:  No. 

CHAIR:  In terms of the recovery task force—this is a question I asked Health too—can you provide to the 

committee all of the various working groups, internal and across government, that Treasury has been involved in 

on the COVID response? I know that there are a range of them. I don't want it down to the really low level—the 

major committees or task forces that Treasury's participating in at the moment. We've asked the same of Health 

and we'll ask each department, I think, just to get a picture of how you're managing it. 

Ms Wilkinson:  Yes. Would you like us to come back to the committee with that? We could describe all the 

committees, but it might be useful to have it on paper. 

CHAIR:  Yes, I think so. In terms of the recovery task force, I presume that is the committee that's going to 

start enabling some of the statements that the Prime Minister and Treasurer have made around economic reform, 

going forward. They've been making quite a number of substantial comments on this in the last two weeks or so. 

Is it through that vehicle that that work's being done? 

Ms Wilkinson:  I'll let Ms Quinn talk about it. But—more generally—within Treasury, if you think about the 

recovery task force, it is quite small. Its role, if you like, is to pull together a lot of the thinking, which will 

actually take place, and the development work will take place, in the individual parts of Treasury that have line 

responsibilities in those areas. So not all of the work is taking place within the recovery task force. 

CHAIR:  It's facilitating? It's got sort of an umbrella view of pulling that together. 

Ms Wilkinson:  Exactly. 

Ms Quinn:  If I can expand on that a little bit, it is not just Treasury; we are working with colleagues across 

different departments, and to coordinate.  

CHAIR:  Yes, sure. 

Ms Quinn:  It starts with an analysis of what's happening now, what we think might be different, going 

forward, and then thinking about the policy implications of that. 

CHAIR:  Can you just quickly outline the areas that you're working on in terms of the reform agenda? 

Ms Wilkinson:  The way I would characterise it—and the recovery task force has been in place for two weeks, 

three weeks?—is that they're looking at the whole of the next set of phases. There's work around the easing of 

restrictions. There's work around what would then be the sorts of arrangements that might be important to 

facilitate the recovery of the economy. That includes thinking about how a range of the different support measures 

that have been in place will transition. As the secretary said earlier, there's a review of the JobKeeper program. As 
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we said, we're looking at it in an ongoing sense, but there's also a review at around the three-month mark to look 

at how that program is working and whether any changes to that program are required. 

CHAIR:  I guess I'm talking about the longer term. The Prime Minister and Treasurer have been talking about 

tax reform; industrial relations reform; red-tape reduction, or deregulation; and infrastructure. I think they're the 

four areas. Is Treasury involved in work on all those areas? 

Ms Wilkinson:  Absolutely. All those areas cover a range of areas we're directly responsible for. And, more 

broadly, we're trying to think about the sorts of reforms but also the policy advice to provide at the end of this, 

and how we come out of this with a well-functioning economy with strong employment growth, with strong 

productivity growth and with a sound set of fiscal and other institutions to enable us to continue to grow the 

economy as well as we can. 

CHAIR:  Is Treasury leading that work? How is that working across government—because it's the Treasurer 

that's talking about it. Is he the lead minister for that work? 

Ms Wilkinson:  The Treasurer typically has the lead in terms of thinking about economic reform. But we work 

closely with our colleagues in other departments. Certainly, because of the Prime Minister's responsibility within 

the national cabinet, there's the Prime Minister and the work within Prime Minister and Cabinet in looking again 

at all the different aspects of policy changes that one might want to consider, going forward. There's work that's 

being done in Treasury, but there's absolutely work being done in other portfolios as well. 

Ms Quinn:  I just want to add that, prior to the pandemic, there was work happening between the 

Commonwealth and the states through the Heads of Treasuries process, with the Council of Federal Financial 

Relations looking at different policies as well, and that work is ongoing. 

CHAIR:  The advice to the Prime Minister from Treasury, in the briefing the secretary gave the national 

cabinet, was that business as usual—that is, what was happening before—isn't going to cut it, going forward. So I 

got the sense that there was a new reform agenda. 

Ms Quinn:  We're certainly looking at what is happening within the economy and what might be a permanent 

shift either in consumer or business behaviour or in the structure of the economy as a result of other policy 

changes, going forward. So, in that sense, as the secretary mentioned in his opening statement, quite a lot will be 

the same, but there will be important elements that will probably be permanently different and it's important to get 

an understanding of those differences when thinking about policy implications. 

CHAIR:  My time's up. I'll have to go to Senator Paterson. 

Ms Wilkinson:  Can I come back to an earlier question from Senator Siewert. I think she was asking about 

analysis we've done of assistance to people on disability support pension and carers allowance. I forgot to mention 

at the time that, of course, we did do the analysis around the $750 payments to individuals who were on a range of 

different payments, certainly including age pension, disability support pension, carer payments and all of those. 

So obviously we were involved in that analysis. 

CHAIR:  But not for jobseeker? 

Ms Wilkinson:  Not for the coronavirus supplement. 

Senator PATERSON:  I have some questions about some international comparisons in the way that Australia 

has responded to the economic crisis induced by the coronavirus, and then I will offer the call to my coalition 

colleague Senator Davey. The camera is on you, Ms Wilkinson, so I'll direct questions to you, but please direct 

me elsewhere if that's not correct. What work has Treasury done comparing Australia's response to this economic 

crisis to the responses of other like nations? 

Ms Wilkinson:  I might hand over to Ms Quinn, who is involved of all the G20 work which has looked at this. 

Ms Quinn:  We have done quite a bit of analysis. We've been tracking what other countries have done both 

from a health measures perspective and from an economic policy perspective and also impacts in terms of 

statistical implications on their economies. We've been tracking that very closely. We also participate in a lot of 

working groups with our colleagues from across the G20 nations and through the IMF processes, and the 

Treasurer has been discussing quite intensively with his colleagues what different policy measures have been 

taken in different countries. That's included more than six direct conversations, through various mechanisms, with 

his colleagues at the G20 or the IMF. So it is something we've been keeping a close eye on and something that we 

need to continue to keep a close eye on given the importance of trade and the financial markets for the Australian 

economy. 

Senator PATERSON:  How would you characterise Australia's economic policy response compared to other 

similar countries? 
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Ms Quinn:  Broadly we have managed to keep more of our economy open than some of our colleagues, partly 

through early action but also just the spread of the virus in Australia. That has certainly helped, as Dr Kennedy 

mentioned. 

Senator PATERSON:  Before you move on to fiscal, can you give me some examples of countries that 

haven't managed to keep as much of their economy open? 

Ms Quinn:  The UK, for example, closed construction and large parts of their manufacturing, which we've 

managed to keep open. Similarly, different states in the United States have closed construction and 

manufacturing. Those are two examples. Parts of Canada as well as have had larger shutdowns, and— 

Senator PATERSON:  What about New Zealand? 

Ms Quinn:  obviously New Zealand. New Zealand went to a version where they kept only listed essential 

sectors open, and that closed more of their economy. 

Senator PATERSON:  Before we move on to the fiscal response, are there any countries that you compared 

us to that have less strict controls than Australia, where more of the economy is open? 

Ms Quinn:  There are some developing countries that have taken longer to impose restrictions. 

Senator PATERSON:  Let's restrict it to developed countries as a point of comparison. 

Ms Quinn:  I'm happy to take it on notice. We've got pages and pages of details on this. I'm happy to provide 

information on notice. I think we've managed to keep more of our economies open than comparable countries— 

Senator PATERSON:  That's great. 

Ms Quinn:  but I'm happy to take that on notice. 

Senator PATERSON:  If you could take that on notice, that would be helpful. In particular, I'd be interested in 

any analysis Treasury has done of the situation in Taiwan. As I understand it from media reporting, they have had 

even less strict controls than Australia has, although, as you say, there are many countries with much more strict 

controls. 

Ms Quinn:  They've managed to keep their manufacturing sector open, but so have we. But they've had less 

strict controls on social mobility, as I understand it. 

Senator PATERSON:  Moving to the second part of that, which is the fiscal measures, could you characterise 

Australia's fiscal response in contrast to our— 

Ms Quinn:  Our direct fiscal measures, at 10 per cent of GDP, are larger than those of a lot of our compatriots. 

Some countries, such as European countries, have made greater use of balance sheet measures, which we have in 

Australia as well, but the balance between our direct fiscal measures, at around 10 per cent of GDP, and our 

balance sheet measures, which are an additional six per cent of GDP—we've weighted more to direct measures, 

whereas countries such as Germany and France have weighted more to balance sheet measures. 

The other issue is that we moved quite quickly in some of our fiscal responses. As we've had three packages, so 

have our colleagues in the G20. Some countries, such as Japan, for example, only made their last package fairly 

recently, and that was their largest package by a long way. Some of ours was faster and more directly targeted on 

fiscal measures, although we have had very similar off balance sheet, but just less of those. 

Ms Wilkinson:  The other thing I'd add is that there are some other countries, like the UK, for example, where 

they announced their wage subsidy scheme, but, because they hadn't designed it at that time, they didn't announce 

any cost for that scheme whatsoever. They just said, 'This is going to be a demand-driven program.' They didn't 

put a cost on it. To my knowledge, they haven't yet put a cost on that program. All of the programs that the 

government here has announced have been fully costed and transparently presented. Some of these country-to-

country comparisons are a bit tricky because of exactly these issues that Meghan has raised. 

Senator PATERSON:  That's an appropriate clarification, thank you. I have a final question on this, perhaps 

back to you, Ms Quinn. I know it's very early days, but is there any assessment of the comparative economic 

impact taking into account the economic policies that countries have put in place, any assessment of where 

Australia sits and how much we're being hit compared to like countries? 

Ms Quinn:  It's clear that, because we were able to keep more of our economy operating through this period of 

social restrictions, the impact will be less. Dr Kennedy referred to OECD analysis where the lockdown 

restrictions that were put in place in countries like Italy, the UK and Spain were taking anywhere between 25 and 

35 percentage points off their GDP while those restrictions were in place. We have not had that degree of 

lockdown, so we're not anywhere near that impact. So we have managed to keep more of our economy open, and 

that has benefited our income and employment prospects in this phase. 
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The other thing I want to mention is that it's not just fiscal policy that's responded. Monetary policy has also 

responded, and the Reserve Bank has moved quickly and has provided quite a lot of support to the financial 

system to keep the flow of credit going through the economy through this period. That's also very important. 

Senator PATERSON:  That's a good point. Perhaps on notice you could also provide to the committee a 

comparative analysis of the monetary policy responses of similar countries. 

Ms Quinn:  Yes. We've certainly got that detail. 

Senator DAVEY:  I want to quickly cover off the issue of bridging finance. I've certainly had inquiries to my 

office—and I'm sure some of my colleagues are getting the same feedback—from small businesses. Because the 

JobKeeper payment comes in arrears and won't be paid until May, my understanding was that the expectation of 

government was that banks would be willing to provide bridging finance, on the proviso that they knew this 

JobKeeper money was coming to the business. I note that, on 22 April, the Treasurer actually came out calling for 

that specifically. What is Treasury's assessment of the situation and how the banks, in particular, have conducted 

themselves to provide such finance? Do you think that they could have been a bit more proactive? What sort of 

feedback are Treasury and the ATO getting on this issue? 

Ms Wilkinson:  As I mentioned earlier, we have had a series of discussions with the banks about this question 

of providing bridging finance or assistance to businesses in order to enable them to participate in the JobKeeper 

program. Just last week the banks announced a number of ways in which they're going to redouble their efforts to 

try and make sure that they are providing that assistance. I guess more broadly the banks have made a series of 

decisions over the course of the last couple of months to do things like defer interest payments. I think Mr Kelly 

can probably give you more detail on a range of different ways in which the banks have come to the party to help 

small businesses, in particular, with the wide range of cash flow matters that they are likely to be facing at the 

moment. Mr Kelly, would you like to walk through a few of those? 

Mr Kelly:  Yes. I think, as Ms Wilkinson says, there are a number of ways banks have supported firms, 

including firms eligible for JobKeeper. A really obvious way is that often firms would have had an existing credit 

facility or line of credit that they could draw down on. So firms have been drawing down on those facilities, and 

generally those facilities have been kept open. Sometimes they've drawn down on them and just put the cash in a 

bank deposit. In some cases, banks—and I think ANZ is one example—have just automatically increased a large 

number of the facilities with their business customers. In those cases, in some ways they've already got the 

bridging finance provided to them indirectly. From discussions with the banks over the March quarter, for 

example, they were very large increases, relative to what would be normal, in loan approvals given to their bank 

customers. Many of these would have been on the more institutional, large-corporate side; it's not always in the 

SME space. Then, importantly, a ready source of cash flow assistance for firms has just been the repayment 

holidays that have been offered to small businesses with facilities up to $10 million available. That's been one of 

the key ones. I think your question, 'Have they been proactive enough?' gets to the nub of the issue. I think there's 

a lot they have done, but there were obviously a lot of people who were falling through the gaps, and that's why 

things such as the hotline were set up over the weekend. It's already started taking a number of calls. 

Senator DAVEY:  A lot of the media coverage on these issues is very much looking at the big four banks and 

the behaviour of the majors. Is Treasury having the same conversations across the whole breadth of the financial 

sector, including the community owned banking sector? 

Mr Kelly:  Some of them, at times, have been speaking to COBA. We are currently working primarily with the 

ABA to get a better sense of what the banks in general are doing across these different lines. We're setting up a 

process to gather that information on a weekly basis. 

Ms Wilkinson:  The other thing I just want to add is that on Friday the Treasurer made a new rule. One of the 

things that the banks are understandably concerned about, obviously, is the credit risk that they might be taking 

on—not so much from an employer who legitimately applies for it and needs, effectively, two weeks of bridging 

finance in order to pay their staff; they're more concerned about the risk of fraud, for example. The way in which 

the JobKeeper program is operating is that an employer receives a registration from the ATO to say, 'Yes, you 

have validly registered for the program and you have a registration number and everything.' The amendment to 

the rule —or the new rule that was made last Friday—allows banks to come to the ATO and allows the ATO to 

verify that that is a correct and legitimate employer who they have provided approval for. Normally, it's very 

difficult for the ATO to share that sort of information, but that's one of the things that the government introduced 

in order to facilitate banks providing that sort assistance to small businesses. 

Senator DAVEY:  I note the ABS data reveals that workers under 20 appear to be the most affected so far, and 

in response the government has announced access to a significant amount of free online training, particularly in 
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the vocational education and training sector. Has Treasury done any analysis to look at both the short-term and 

long-term benefits of that training for our economy? 

Ms Quinn:  Not directly in relation to the measures, but, clearly, improving the skills of workers has a 

productivity benefit to the individuals, to the firms that will subsequently employ them and to the broader 

economy. So there is analysis about the benefit of training at different points. I'm happy to take on notice that 

there might be some estimates of that in some work done by the Productivity Commission when they looked at 

training opportunities as part of the Shifting the dial report. I'm happy to take on notice if there are some 

estimates, not necessarily about this specifically but about training of our young people in particular. 

Senator DAVEY:  Yes, I'd appreciate that. On infrastructure spending, we know and we've seen that 

infrastructure programs are a good way to stimulate our economy. Indeed, last year there were calls for the 

government to bring forward infrastructure spending to do such a thing, and the Prime Minister announced in 

November the bringing forward of infrastructure spending. I note that the construction industry right now has 

been hit hard by COVID-19, particularly in the residential sector. Is there any scope for us to further accelerate 

some infrastructure spending—my bias is in the regions—to further get some of this money out the door? Noting 

that we've got the $100 million infrastructure pipeline already set aside, is there capacity for us to further bring 

forward that spending, and has Treasury put any thought to that? 

Ms Wilkinson:  At this stage, when thinking about things like accelerating infrastructure spending, you do 

need to think about how that fits with the broader social distancing and other rules that are around. The 

infrastructure department would be best placed for you to have a discussion about what would be some of the 

infrastructure spending that has been planned by government but would be easily brought forward: what are those 

elements of infrastructure spending which are more shovel-ready, if you like, than others? That's the sort of 

spending that can be useful at the early stages of recovery, because, as you say, it does boost employment and it 

does help stimulate the areas where that activity takes place. But there's no light that we can shed on that at this 

point. 

Senator DAVEY:  It's potentially a question for further down in the process when we're coming to the 

recovery. 

Senator LAMBIE:  Yesterday, Hobart council declared a $6 million COVID-19 hole in their budget. They are 

the biggest council in Tasmania. I'm sure they're not the only council wondering how they are going to keep 

paying for the bins to be emptied and our services delivered. Do you know if there is any federal financial 

assistance to support councils to smooth over this financial shortfall into the future? My concern is that, if you're 

not going to pay for it now, you're going to pay for it in the long run. Has anyone put that discussion on the table 

about what's happening out there with our councils? I repeat that they're not getting the JobKeeper program either. 

Can you tell me if anything's been done or said on any of this with councils? 

Ms Wilkinson:  I may have to take that question on notice, but my broad understanding is that it's the 

responsibility of state governments to work with their councils and to ensure that their councils can operate 

effectively. I'm not aware of any Commonwealth assistance that's been brought forward as part of this program or 

of any of the packages that have been announced which would be directly funding council programs. 

Senator LAMBIE:  I'm concerned that Tasmania—especially Tasmania—only has a very small economy to 

start with. With the 29 councils we have down here, it's going to have a significant negative impact on them. I'm 

quite sure they're very concerned about it as well. That's why I was wondering whether or not anything had been 

put on the whiteboard about councils. We wouldn't be the only ones; those ones in the rural and regional areas 

will be paying for that. So could you check and see whether there's anything in the future or whether there's any 

discussion about maybe giving them some sort of assistance. I realise there are grants out there, but I just don't 

think it's going to cut the biscuit, to be honest with you. 

Ms Wilkinson:  The other thing that we can come back to you on is that there are a large number of individual 

programs that have been announced by state governments, and we're keeping track of those. I don't have them 

here with me today, but we can certainly give a sense of how many of those programs are providing assistance to 

councils.  

Senator LAMBIE:  Could you tell me about the north-west of Tasmania, since we are in actual lockdown 

down here in Tasmania. I heard you talking about New Zealand and the UK and other countries before. We are 

going to have significant dire straits and impacts on our economy down here on the north-west coast of Tasmania. 

Is anybody putting extra assistance for us on the table, either today or in the future?  

Ms Wilkinson:  We can take that on notice. I don't have anything in particular to talk about today.  
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Senator LAMBIE:  That'd be great, because small businesses are paying for it. We locked down pretty early, 

and we're still in lockdown. We don't know how long this is going to go on for. These small businesses are 

struggling to get anything out of the banks. That's the problem we have down here: the banks can't loan if the 

business isn't open. That seems to be a significant issue down here, on the north-west coast of Tasmania. That will 

continue into the future, I have no doubt. They are going to need something to help them get back on their feet. 

I want to quickly speak to you about the government's scheme for free child care, which pays providers half 

their normal operating revenue on the assumption that childcare workers will automatically be eligible for 

JobKeeper. Many family day carers, the private ones from their own homes, have fallen through the cracks either 

because they're sole traders without an ABN or because they work for councils. Is there any reason why childcare 

providers can't be automatically paid the JobKeeper payment? They've obviously had a significant hit. These 

family day care providers, from their home, seem to have fallen through the cracks. If we ever get back to some 

sort of normality, we're going to need them in place for after-school care and before-school care, and they do take 

a number of our kids through the day. Has anyone brought this issue of family day carers to the table yet? 

Ms Wilkinson:  This issue has been raised. There are a few cohorts of people who are sole traders but don't 

have ABNs and therefore are not eligible under the JobKeeper program. It is the case that, under the JobKeeper 

program, it has been an important integrity measure to require that entities who are going to apply for this 

assistance have an ABN, and that that ABN is in place on, I think, 12 March. There was too great a risk that, if 

you didn't use a historic date for when people had an ABN, there would be a very strong incentive for a large 

number of people to create an ABN and then request support under this program. So it is an integrity measure 

under the JobKeeper program that you have to have had an ABN in place. 

If a family day care worker was operating within an employee relationship, then they would be eligible as an 

employee for the JobKeeper program. There are quite a large number of family day care workers who are actually 

employed as employees, and they are going to be eligible for assistance under the program. For those who are not 

employed as employees and who do not have ABNs, that's problematic because it means that—well, it's not clear 

why people in that circumstance would not have an ABN. If you don't have an ABN, then the person to whom 

you're providing the services should be withholding roughly 50 per cent of the income that you would otherwise 

receive. So there's a strong incentive within the tax system for sole traders who are supplying services to have an 

ABN. That arrangement was set in place in the tax system in order to try and improve the integrity around the 

provision of a range of these services. So it is a matter that's been raised. It is a matter that we have looked at. It is 

tricky because, if you were to allow one group to get access without an ABN, it opens a wide range of integrity 

issues under the program and it opens questions around why others in a similar situation wouldn't be able to have 

a postdated ABN to make them eligible for the program. So, yes, it's something that we're still working through, 

but it's quite a difficult problem. 

Senator LAMBIE:  I just want to clear this matter up; I think we all want to know. Can you tell me, first of 

all, what counts as revenue for a political party? We hear that parties' headquarters are now going to be putting 

their people on JobKeeper packages. We know that, when we went into an election last year, the floodgates were 

open for all those political donations. Are you assessing the loss of revenue from last year or from the year 

before? If you're going to give money to the people who work for these political parties, in their headquarters, 

what are you assessing that JobKeeper package on? Is it on last year's political donations that came through the 

floodgates, when they were getting a lot of money, or are you averaging it out over the last two or three years or 

something—about their 50 per cent reduction? 

Ms Wilkinson:  I can't speak to that particular example. I'm very happy to take it on notice and come back to 

you. 

Senator LAMBIE:  That'd be great. Thank you. 

CHAIR:  That's probably a matter for the ATO. 

Ms Wilkinson:  Chair, I have another minor clarification. 

CHAIR:  Okay; it's better we do it quickly. 

Ms Wilkinson:  Senator Siewert asked a question about the amendments made for charities, which were 

announced last Friday. I think Senator Siewert asked whether the changes were applying both to charities and not-

for-profits. The answer is no; they are only applying to charities, not to schools and universities who are charities. 

So it's the charities that have already been identified in the program as being eligible under the program, not 

schools and universities and not broader not-for-profits. 

CHAIR:  That is an important clarification. Thank you. 
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Senator PATRICK:  I foreshadow that I have some questions on superannuation. Just going to the FIRB: at 

the previous estimates we had an indicative number of somewhere around 11,000 approvals per annum, of which 

I think about 10,000 were related to residential properties. What's happening with the numbers now? Do you have 

any indication of that, now that the thresholds have all been reduced? Are we still processing the same number but 

there's a bigger queue? What's happening? 

Ms Wilkinson:  I will hand over to Ms Kelley, who is responsible for foreign investment within the Treasury 

portfolio. 

Ms Kelley:  As of this week, and from when the changes were made on 30 March, we've received about 50 

cases. We would say that we haven't received an inundation of new matters as yet. 

Senator PATRICK:  So these are not the residential ones, then? These are the others, because the numbers are 

about a thousand— 

Ms Kelley:  Yes. The numbers at the moment are not indicating that there has been an influx. I don't know 

whether Roger wants to clarify that. 

Senator PATRICK:  But the processing is still running the same? 

Ms Kelley:  The processing is generally running the same. What we've done is introduced new triaging 

methodology, so that we're focused on risk and criticality. We're prioritising matters that are urgent and high risk 

as well as having a streamlining process for those matters which are not complex and are simple to deal with, so 

that we can just get them through. We've demonstrated over the last couple of weeks that we've been able to deal 

efficiently with matters in both those instances. 

Senator PATRICK:  Have the thresholds changed in respect of what needs to go to the Treasurer? 

Ms Kelley:  The Treasurer is still dealing with all sensitive matters. 

Senator PATRICK:  Obviously Treasury can deal with these applications without going to the Treasurer. But 

there's been no change, effectively, in that regime? 

Ms Kelley:  I'll just check. 

Mr Brake:  In terms of the delegations, there are those which go to the Treasurer, those which go to the 

Minister for Housing and Assistant Treasurer and those which are being dealt with by Treasury. There have been 

some revised delegations—as Ms Kelley says, all the sensitive ones continue to go to the Treasurer—which 

provides more capacity for low-value, non-sensitive transactions to be approved by Treasury itself. 

Senator PATRICK:  Just to save time, can you table those changed delegations, if possible, on notice? 

Mr Brake:  Sure. 

Senator PATRICK:  In relation to superannuation, I'm just trying to get an understanding. If someone had a 

superannuation fund—let's keep it very simple—of $100,000 with 100,000 units, three or four months ago, with 

the market in the state that it was, it would have taken 10,000 units to withdraw $10,000. Now, with the collapse 

of the market, getting access to $10,000 would involve selling probably 20,000 units. Is that a reasonable 

assumption to make? For the purposes of describing the picture, we have a situation where people may be asking 

to take money from their super fund but they're doing so in a depressed market. I'm just wondering how that 

factors in that depressed market, because it's clearly going to have an effect on the number of units taken out. 

Mr Jeremenko:  It depends on the particular holdings of the super fund in question. It's dangerous to make 

sweeping suggestions that that is how each super fund would be dealing with it. There are a number of super 

funds who went into this pandemic with significantly greater cash holdings and more liquid holdings than others, 

and they would be in a much better position to handle the number of requests they're getting for earlier release 

than some others. 

Senator PATRICK:  Isn't it the case that if I select a growth fund or a more secure fund I'm allocated units, 

and it's those units that get sold? 

Ms Wilkinson:  A way to think about it is that it's not that you have a different number of units; it's that the 

price of those units has changed. 

Senator PATRICK:  Sure. 

Ms Wilkinson:  So the price of those units has changed. Therefore, if you're withdrawing $10,000 worth then 

it would be a larger number of units, because the price of an individual unit is lower. Does that help? 

Senator PATRICK:  That's exactly right, but the suggestion was being made that somehow, if the super fund 

had cash reserves, they wouldn't treat those units as belonging to me in my growth fund or my more secure fund. 
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The point I'm making is that, in actual fact, we're asking people to withdraw money from their super funds at a 

time when the unit value is much lower because the market has collapsed. 

Mr Jeremenko:  The government has enabled this extra mechanism for early release for super. No-one is 

requiring or asking people to take their super out, just to be clear. 

Senator PATRICK:  Where I'm going to is whether, rather than asking a super fund to sell out at those rates, 

there has been any consideration given to perhaps having the Reserve Bank provide loan funding, which is not 

possible at this point in time but could be made possible, so that we don't end up with people who are in distress 

going to their super fund and taking the money out with a unit price that is substantially less than it would have 

been three or four months ago. 

Mr Jeremenko:  The whole design of the early release measures that have been in existence for 20 or 30 

years—and this is an extension of it in this COVID-19 case—is an exception to the general rule that 

superannuation is there for retirement. 

Senator PATRICK:  Sure, but if I have an accident and I need to get access to my super fund I do so in 

normal market conditions. Everyone is suffering from a depressed market. It is an exceptional circumstance, and 

I'm wondering what consideration Treasury is giving to working out how not to have people selling out their 

super at the lowest, or a very low, point in the market. It has a huge effect on them. 

Mr Jeremenko:  It's a trade-off the government had to balance. In addition to the JobKeeper payment and 

jobseeker, this is another limb that individuals may choose to access. Yes, it will have an effect on their retirement 

balance—there is no question about that—and, yes, we are in a severe economic shock, but that was considered 

by government in making the change to the early release mechanism. 

Senator PATRICK:  I did ask a question in there about whether Treasury has considered allowing the Reserve 

Bank to lend money to the super funds so that they can in some way protect those people. We will expect the 

market to return over time to values prior to COVID-19. 

Mr Jeremenko:  I have heard that suggestion from industry, and the government has decided not to do that. 

CHAIR:  Thank you, Senator Patrick. Ms Wilkinson, I have a couple of questions before we let you go, and I 

appreciate your staying just a few minutes beyond one o'clock. In terms of the $10 billion that the Treasury 

secretary said has already been distributed over the past three weeks, do you have a breakdown by program of 

how that $10 billion has been allocated? Maybe just the big, headline ones. 

Ms Wilkinson:  He was talking in broad terms. There's about $4.3 billion worth of payments that have been 

made to households—those are the $750 payments that have already been made. There's about $4.5 billion worth 

of cash flow boost which has already flowed. That together adds up to a bit over $9 billion. Then there's 

additional assistance that has been provided through additional payments, jobseeker payments, but I don't have 

the specific number there. 

CHAIR:  Going back to the last line of questioning I had on reform, has the government sought Treasury 

advice on changes to company tax rates and industrial relations changes? 

Ms Wilkinson:  The government always seeks advice around those sorts of matters of Treasury— 

CHAIR:  So they have. 

Ms Wilkinson:  We've provided that sort of advice over a run of years. At the moment— 

CHAIR:  Specifically in relation to the reform agenda going ahead. That's what my line of questioning was 

about. 

Ms Wilkinson:  I think if Dr Kennedy were here he'd say, 'Let's not get ahead of ourselves.' We're in the 

process of designing these packages and looking at what the next phase is. There will be a whole range of pieces 

of advice that would be provided around what are the sorts of priorities of reform going forward, but we're at the 

beginning of that process. 

CHAIR:  Company tax rates, or changes, are part of it, as is industrial relations. 

Ms Wilkinson:  I don't think I would go to the specifics. I would say the way in which Treasury would think 

about this is what are the characteristics of the economy that we want to have looking forward. There are a range 

of different reforms that you can pursue in order to deliver you an economy which has close to full employment, 

is resilient and has high productivity. 

CHAIR:  The Treasurer nominated those, so I presumed that the Treasury was working on them. 
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Ms Wilkinson:  There are a range of different reforms across almost all policy areas. If you look at the sorts of 

suggestions that have come through from a range of business groups, almost every area of the economy has been 

proposed as an area for reform. All of those are matters that we look at, consider and provide advice on. 

CHAIR:  Are there any areas of reform that you can think of that are off the table? 

Ms Wilkinson:  As I say, from Treasury's perspective, we're in the process of trying to think about what are 

the different reform paths that you can follow in order to deliver an economy which is functioning well and 

flexibly, has resilience and has full employment. 

CHAIR:  But the government hasn't specifically ruled out any specific area of policy development. 

Ms Wilkinson:  No. 

CHAIR:  Ms Wilkinson, I thank you very much for attending. To Dr Kennedy, Ms Quinn and all officials 

who've been here today: thank you very much. We do appreciate how busy you are and how unprecedented this 

time is, so your giving your time to the committee is appreciated. I thank participants for behaving very well on 

video presence today! I thank you for cooperating with the chair. Senator Patrick will be doing the next hearing 

from Adelaide, I'm hoping! 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:  Chair, could we just reiterate our thanks to all the public servants who've been 

working around the clock on this stuff for the last two months. 

CHAIR:  Yes, thank you. I think you have every committee member wanting to pass that on. That concludes 

today's proceedings in the committee's inquiry into the Australian government's response to the COVID-19 

pandemic. I thank all the witnesses who have given evidence. 

Committee adjourned at 13:08 
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