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policy. That policy includes requiring the installation of
water tanks when new homes are built and encouraging
existing homeowners to install tanks. This approach to
water saving isto be encouraged, and | look forward to
the state Labor Premier, Steve Bracks, also announcing
further water management and preservation initiatives.

However, these actions at a local level cannot be en-
tirely effective without an organised and structured
national vision and plan. We need a comprehensive
strategy to improve our water management across the
country. We need to continue to improve the productiv-
ity and efficiency of our water use, while maintaining
healthy rivers and groundwater systems. We need the
National Water Initiative. The National Water Initiative
addresses the vital importance of such questions to
Australia. It encompasses a wide range of water man-
agement issues and encourages the adoption of best
practice approaches to the management of water
throughout this country.

For too long we have had a piecemeal approach to
the issue of water management and conservation. His-
torically, we have had the states and territories making
decisions about the use and management of water but
only paying attention to the issues as they affect their
state. This is quite simply unacceptable. For example,
water policies developed by the Queendand govern-
ment have a direct impact on the water policies of New
South Wales which in turn impact on the farmers of the
Murray-Darling Basin, impacting in turn on the towns
and communities around them, eventually making their
way down to the large cities, even as far as Melbourne
and suburbs such as Blackburn.

The science of water treatment and recycling grey
water and effluent has progressed substantially, yet the
negative mindset is a difficult thing to break, whichisa
pity. We saw recently how the City of Toowoomba be-
came clearly divided when a referendum was held on
the possibility of recycling treated effluent back into
the water supply. The fact that the recycled water was
treated and would be diluted into the general water
supply was not enough for some, and that was enough
to defeat the proposition. A fear campaign destroyed
the opportunity for that city to have a consumable wa-
ter recycling solution.

In the short time left to me, | would like to say that
the states do need to take a long-term, collaborative
approach to this issue. They must place the infrastruc-
ture needed to ensure water security and availability at
the centre of their infrastructure planning. (Time ex-
pired)

Opinion Polls

Mr McMULLAN (Fraser) (5.01 pm)—The issue |
wish to raise in today’s grievance debate is the manner
in which the media in Australia cover opinion polls on
voting intentions and related issues. | raiseit not for its
short-term significance to the Labor Party at a federal

level—it may or may not have some; that is not clear
and it is not something on which there would be
unanimous views—but for the long-term perspective,
as one of a number of issues raising concerns for me
and others about the nature and health of our democ-
ratic processes. We find ourselves in September 2006
in a position where objective evidence and public per-
ception are miles apart. On a sustained basis, this can-
not be a healthy thing.

Many Australians, probably most, would be sur-
prised to know that the unequivocal evidence from the
published opinion pollsisthat the Labor Party has been
clearly and consistently ahead in federal voting inten-
tion surveys for the last six months, and not just a little
bit—between two and four per cent ahead on either
trend or average analysis of both Newspoll and the
Nielsen Sydney Morning Herald or Age polls. Over the
last six months—which is in reality the short term, al-
though for much political analysis it can pass for the
long term—there have been 15 polls by those two ma-
jor reputable polling organisations in this country, pub-
lished by the Australian, the Sydney Morning Herald
and the Age. Of those 15 polls, the AL P has been ahead
in 12: six out of six by ACNidsen, nine out of 12 by
Newspoll. The trend line analysis suggests the normal
statistical variation around a pretty stable trend, which
has the ALP on between 51 and 52 per cent two-party
preferred. Yet this is a million miles away from public
perception. Why isthat?

It clearly has something to do with the way the polls
are reported. It is not the polls themselves; | believe
Australia is well served by competent and ethical ma-
jor polling organisations in this country, although | do
think—and | will try to find time to make a com-
ment—that some could make the statistical validity and
circumstances of their polling a little clearer on their
websites. But | do think they are first-class organisa-
tions. | think there are three possible explanations for
the distance between the reporting of the polls and the
polls themselves: biased reporting, incompetent report-
ing or a mindset which influences perceptions and
flows through to the coverage of the palls. It is always
very easy to complain about media bias—that is not
what | am doing, and | do not think the individuals
who write the stories are incompetent. In my view, the
principal problem is in the third category. Commenta-
tors believe that the incumbent government is likely to
win and therefore they interpret the material which
comes before themin that light.

Let me give you an example. On 15 August, when
the coalition had one of its few reported leads of the
previous six months, the commentary in the Australian
of that day was:

THE Howard Government has opened an e ection-winning
lead ...
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In fact, the poll showed a 51 per cent to 49 per cent
lead to the coalition. Yet on 29 August when the result
was reversed, with a 51 per cent to 49 per cent lead to
the opposition, there was no similar report. There are
other aspects of the 29 August coverage of the poll re-
sult which | will come back to later. The point | am
trying to make here is that we had mirror-image polls
but significantly different reporting of them by the
same newspaper. The polling organisation accurately
reported the change, but the representation of it was
dramatically different.

My point is not that | believe that the ALP should
have been reported as having ‘opened an €election-
winning lead'. | do not think we do have such an elec-
tion-winning lead; | do not think anybody does. Prop-
erly reported, we would have a consensus that no-one
is significantly ahead. The opposition is, and has been
for at least six months, seriously competitive, and at
this stage the election istoo closeto call. | am not here
trying to make a partisan Labor Party point—it may
well not be in the Labor Party’s interests to have such a
perception abroad—but that is the accurate situation.
My real concern is along-term one: the credibility and
quality of public discourse around our major democ-
ratic ingtitutions is an important aspect of any attempt
to lift the standing of and respect for our palitical proc-
esses and governance in Australia. There are many
other aspects of this issue which need to be addressed
as we endeavour to review, reform and rehabilitate our
political processes. This is one which should be ad-
dressed.

Too often, the Australian media reports on opinion
palls as if the mathematical laws of probability had
been abolished and the inevitable margin of error in
sample based polling did not exist or did not matter. |
must acknowledge, particularly today, that there was
this morning a noteworthy and laudable exception to
this unsatisfactory approach, from Phillip Coorey in
the Sydney Morning Herald. He accurately reported
that a mere one-point movement over the past month in
the Nielsen poll on which he was commenting falls
into the margin of error of the best conducted of palls. |
congratulate Mr Coorey on that; it is a welcome excep-
tion to the pattern of coverage.

Thisisin stark contrast to the report of 29 August in
the Australian to which | referred before, which breath-
lessly said, ‘T3 row has ALP in front again,” and pur-
ported to analyse the fact that the poll had gone from
49-51 to 51-49. Everybody knows that is a statistically
meaningless situation and had they been reporting
properly they would have said that the stability around
the trend of a small lead for the Labor Party was sus-
tained. | might also say that that poll breathlessly re-
ported, as if it were a fact, that the polls suggested that
there had been a five per cent increase in the primary
vote for the Labor Party. That would mean that

600,000 people in Australia had changed their mindsin
a fortnight outside the election period. Nobody seri-
oudly thinks that that has ever happened. | certainly do
not think that happened in that fortnight. It would have
been nice because it would have been 600,000 chang-
ing in my direction had it been true. But | regret to say
| amsureitis not true.

Let me make a contrast to the way in which the polls
are reported elsewhere. The example that | am going to
use just happens to be the one that was most readily
available to me on the web today. It isa CNN USA To-
day gallup poll which was taken during the American
election. At the foot of that web poll there was a note
which said:

One can say with 95 percent confidence that the margin of
error is plus or minus 4 percent.

That is an absolutely proper point to put and, to be fair,
if you go the Sydney Morning Herald website you wil
find in the fine print not exactly the same, because the
poll is slightly different, but a proper reference to the
margin of error. You do not tend to find it in the news
coverage but it is properly reported there so | do not
wish to mislead with regard to that.

This is not something that the parliament should at-
tempt to fix by changing the law. Laws about how
things should be reported are dangerous. If you do it
once even for the best of purposes it can lead to some-
body doing it for not such good purposes next time,
even if the High Court were to allow such a law fol-
lowing its heroic interpretation of implied freedom of
speech in the Constitution. | think that we need some
sort of code between the major polling organisations
and their publishers to treat the public with more re-
spect and publish and report opinion polls within a
framework which reflects the reality of sample based
polling on a very frequent basis.

That is my essential thesis today. We have a danger-
ous disconnect between public perception and the real-
ity. It is being fed by distorted reporting—I| do not
claim bias—in our major media by otherwise very
reputable journalists in reputable newspapers. | hope
that they will take this in the manner in which it isin-
tended as the start of a process of a better debate about
politics, governance and our democracy, because in
this area and in many others over the months ahead |
intend in parliament and outside to raise a number of
issues about the state of our political system, our gov-
ernance and our democracy. This has been just the first
instance.

Narranga Public School

Mr HARTSUYKER (Cowper) (5.10 pm)—Mr
Speaker, | grieve for the children of Narranga Public
School in Coffs Harbour in my electorate who are the
victims of the bizarre priorities and financial manage-
ment—or more properly, mismanagement—of the New
South Wales state government. | had occasion to speak
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