Senator Glenn Lazarus

Senator for Queensland

10 September 2015

Mr Grant Hehir
Auditor-General for Australia
Australian National Audit Office
GPO Box 707

Canberra ACT 2600
AUSTRALIA

Dear Auditor-General,
RE: National Stronger Regions Fund

I write to ask that you investigate the Abbott Government’s decision-making process in
relation to the disbursement of funds under the National Stronger Regions Fund.

The Department of Infrastructure’s website outlines that the National Stronger Regions
Fund Programme was implemented to provide funding of $1 billion over five years from
2015 to fund priority infrastructure in regional communities. According to the Guidelines,
the desired outcome of the programme is to:

1. Increase productivity in the regions;

2. Increase employment and more skilled workforces in the regions;

3. Increase capacity and improve capability of regions to deliver major projects, and
to secure and manage investment funding;

4. Improve partnerships between local, state and territory governments, the private
sector and community groups; and

5. Create more stable and viable communities, where people choose to live.

Deputy Prime Minister Warren Truss announced to the Parliament in May 2015 that
round one of funding provided more than $212 million to 51 successful bidders. Of the
funding provided, the government committed $57 million to infrastructure projects
located in Melbourne, Adelaide, Perth, Brisbane and Darwin.

It is my view that the successful projects planned to take place in Australia’s capital
cities do not correctly or fairly form part of Australia’s regional communities. That being
the case, the awarding of funds to metropolitan projects has potentially detracted from
eligible regional projects with the capability to stimulate growth in Australia’s regional

areas.
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Further, contributing to my concern that Australia’s regional and rural areas have been
disadvantaged by the disbursement of funding to metropolitan areas, it appears almost
60 percent of the successful projects are located in Coalition-held seats. Accordingly, I
am concerned that successful projects may have been determined and/or partially
determined by way of political bias and that unsuccessful projects have not been
determined genuinely in light of the programme’s desired outcomes. I refer to the
attached list of successful round one projects and note my concern regarding the
disproportionate allocation of funding between the states and territories, specifically:

S LR A B =

Victoria at 19;

New South Wales at 12;
Queensland at 7;
Western Australia at 5;
South Australia at 4;
Tasmania at 3; and
Northern Territory at 1.

In summation, I request that you undertake an investigation in relation to the
awarding of funds issued pursuant to the National Stronger Regions Fund
Programme by the Abbott Government with a view to specifically determining:

1.

2.

Whether the awarding of funds to projects in metropolitan areas
correctly falls within the scope of the programme;

The procedure implemented by, and the considerations by the
Government in the awarding of, the successful projects, particularly
those in the metropolitan areas and in Victoria;

. The merit of the projects proposed in regional areas;

Whether funding provided by the Abbott Government under the
programme appropriately and fairly represents the needs and challenges
of all Australian states and territories; and

. Whether any political bias and/or influence contributed to the Abbott

Government’'s decision-making process.

I look forward to your response to my request. Should you have any concerns, please do
not hesitate to contact me directly.

Yours sincerely _]“

74
nétor Glenn Lazarus

Independent Senator for Queensland
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