
   

 

THE GOVERNMENT OF NORFOLK ISLAND 

 
 

 

Ministers answer radio listeners' questions 
 

Norfolk Island Chief Minister André Nobbs and Minister for Finance Neville Christian 

spent around an hour on Radio Norfolk on Friday 22 January, answering questions phoned 

or emailed to the station. Following are some of the questions and answers. 

GEORGE SMITH (Radio Norfolk): Are there sufficient funds for the Island to operate normally 

whilst there are low passenger numbers from Australia? 

 

NEVILLE CHRISTIAN: At the moment, we can hold our head above water, but I wouldn’t 

like passenger numbers from either Australia or New Zealand to fall any lower. Some 

people might not understand why the Government has used the policies that it has to get 

through the Global Financial Crisis. We’ve done it largely on our own and I’ve got to say 

that as far as the Administration is concerned, other than for people leaving we have kept 

everyone employed in a full-time job. If you look at the public sector, whilst no doubt they 

have suffered some hurt as a result of the downturn, I’m not aware that there have been any 

bankruptcies or that there have been any homes repossessed. Andre may be able to assist 

me here - if we look at the number of TEPs on the island over the past year, I think that 

number has remained reasonably healthy as well. 

 

ANDRE NOBBS: It has – many people listening will know that the TEP system for Norfolk 

Island acts as an economic buffer for us in terms of the available employment, the economic 

activity on the Island and to ensure that the resident population has access to employment. 

Neville is quite correct, the TEP numbers have stayed fairly consistent, even through the 

difficult times. Additionally, because employment comes under my portfolios, I have kept a 

close eye on what has been happening in employment matters as well. That has also stayed 

fairly consistent, and I notice recently that there has been a fair upswing in The Norfolk 

Islander as well to show that we are up around 20-27 vacancies advertised in the newspaper 

in the last couple of weeks, so they are promising signs as well. 

 

There may be some people who query the actions that we have had to take as a result of the 

impacts on the Norfolk Island economy through Global Financial Crisis. There are also those 

who think that there hasn’t been a crisis, but there obviously has. There have obviously been 

things we have had to do to mitigate that. What we saw as the only real private sector 

stimulus that we were able to provide in a packaged form was really the airline, and by 

subsidising the airline in the way we have and the deep discounting and other mechanisms 

that have been used to keep people coming to Norfolk Island in those slightly challenging 

times has been the best that we’ve able to do. In amongst that, we’ve also looked at our fees 

and charges, we’ve looked at GST, we’ve looked at efficiencies in the public service and in 

our delivery of services and programmes. There are a number of things that we’ve done to 

tighten that up and also to refine the way that we operate through the Administration and 
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Government. We use the Budget Review Committee in that capacity as well, so that on an 

ongoing basis we know exactly what is happening in business terms through the 

Administration in purchasing, changes to assets and the like. 

 

In that process, we are well aware that we have had to make some decisions that certainly 

aren’t popular decisions. However we’ve had to bite the bullet, not merely because of a 

global financial crisis, but there has been an ongoing issue on Norfolk whereby we haven’t 

necessarily charged to cover the cost of delivering services and so we’ve cross-subsidised in 

many areas. In some of those areas, that is a good thing – the fact that we subsidise 

education, and that incurs no charges to the students and the parents, is something that 

everyone is comfortable with.  

 

In other areas, we obviously subsidise the tourist bureau and the hospital and other areas 

throughout Norfolk Island’s provision of services. So what we have tried to do is to bring a 

lot of those things so that they actually have an alignment with their budget, so they have an 

alignment with the fees and charges we have put in place, and as much as we definitely 

don’t enjoy doing it, it has been something that is a little overdue and it is something we 

decided that someone would have to bite the bullet on, otherwise it would forever be 

getting almost impossible for future Assemblies. Those decisions have been hard and we do 

fully empathise in the private sector and in the public sector that the changes and the 

mechanisms we have had to put in place to ensure that Norfolk is an ongoing economy, 

given that we have had to operate through this in isolation largely.  

 

NEVILLE CHRISTIAN: If I could jut add a little bit to that, it once again reinforces the 

Norfolk Island Government’s decision to continue to underwrite Norfolk Air. If we go back 

prior to GST and we look at the days when Customs Duty was our largest single source of 

revenue for the Revenue Fund, basically what was happening there is that the importers of 

the Island were taking a bet that sufficient visitors would come to the Island to purchase 

their goods and if the visitors didn’t arrive, the importer was in effect left carrying the can to 

support the community, because they had imported the goods, they are required to pay the 

duty, but when they sell it is when they get their money back, and if there were no sales 

they would get no return on their investment.  

 

Now, that system largely only taxed the material part of our economy – the things that you 

could see – but going to the broad-based consumption tax that we now have in the GST it 

actually taxes the service side of the industry, so it taxes the whole economy. The principal 

difference here now is that if there is no consumption there is no GST revenue, and that’s 

why the Government has had to keep the visitors rolling in to the Island from, principally, 

Australia with Norfolk Air – they account for probably more than 80% of our market now, 

and hence if you’ve got no-one here there is no consumption and there is no revenue 

flowing back to the Administration   

 

To give you an idea, the budget for the year for GST was set at $7.1 million At the half-way 

mark, we were expected to have pulled in $3.5 million, the actual result we have achieved is 

$3,617,000, so we’re 2% ahead of budget at the half-way mark. It demonstrates that we have 

taken the right decision. We have kept the people coming to Norfolk at a cost, but it’s kept 

the wheels turning.  

 

Now what the Assembly needs to do over the next few weeks is to look at how we can 

operationally streamline Norfolk Air to reduce the losses. We have had many people say to 
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us that it’s not the Government’s role to be in the airline business, and we have had 

instances in the past where commercial operators have come and gone. But when things get 

tight, they always do one thing – they reduce capacity to meet the actual demand, and once 

you reduce that, we find that it’s always been very hard to ramp it up again when the good 

times return. What happens there is that you end up with an artificial dampener on your 

economic growth.  

 

We’re seeing that at the moment with the Air New Zealand operations where they are down 

to one flight a week. I know from the communications that we have with Air New Zealand 

that they are hurting badly, the route is losing money. On a strictly commercial basis they 

ought to pull out but they are hanging in there hoping that the good times will return and 

also for historical purposes, they’ve had such a long connection with Norfolk Island that 

they are reluctant to drop it as a route. The Tourist Bureau is doing what they can with their 

limited resources to assist in New Zealand. They tried to get some of the New Zealand 

wholesalers on board with their new brand launch, but for whatever reason the New 

Zealand travel industry was only lukewarm in their response.  

 

GEORGE SMITH: Work continues on the rescue fire station at the airport. Is it correct that the 

concreting work around the building has exceeded $1 million, and did any of that go to tender? 

 

NEVILLE CHRISTIAN: I can categorically state that the concrete work around the building 

has cost nowhere near $1 million, and I can also categorically state that the concrete work 

including that within the building added to that outside does not come to $1 million either. 

Did it go to tender? Yes it did - the supply of readymix concrete went to tender, the 

provision of labour to lay the concrete went to tender and in addition, the supply of the 

cement powder for the concrete that’s at the emergency services centre, went to tender as 

well. 

 

ANDRE NOBBS: If I can just add to that, as part of our weekly Budget Review Committee 

meetings, which are basically to review the business of Administration and where our 

expenditure is going on a weekly basis as a rolling mechanism following the impacts of 

GFC, we also assessed any of the costs of the various stages of the concrete going into the 

fire station, so that’s been done at a board level as well.  

 

NEVILLE CHRISTIAN: I think it’s very important that the community understands that. For 

most of the life of this Assembly, that’s the process that has been in place for capital and 

discretionary spending. Every Wednesday the public service, where they have a need to 

spend money of that nature, are required to put in their submissions. The BRC generally 

meet on a Thursday afternoon and give a yes, no or a deferment answer. What I am 

stressing here is that no single Minister in the current environment is authorised or 

empowered to make expenditure decisions in their own right – everything goes before the 

BRC. If there are some things that cannot wait and that are below $5,000 we have 

empowered the CEO George Plant to make the decision.   

 

ANDRE NOBBS: Some people feel that the fire station is the only infrastructure work being 

attended to on the Island. There are a number of areas through roads, through technical 

equipment replacement and all sorts of areas where there is still infrastructure type work 

being carried out on the Island along the same basis and in the same methods as is being 

used by other states and territories to not only look after those areas and elements of 

infrastructure but also to use that as a stream to support the economy as well.   
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GEORGE SMITH: Thank you very much Neville and Andre. 

 

ANDRE NOBBS: I actually think we’re not quite done. There are a couple of things that have 

been bandied around in various forums that we might as well knock on the head while we 

are here. One is to do with the audited statements and the fact that they have gone through 

a delay process. I can spell out quite clearly that the delays have been due to us shifting over 

to the International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS). In that process there are a number 

of sub-processes that become part of the audit that have also have had to be included, 

including some other documentation from Executive of the public service and Members of 

the Legislative Assembly which form the basis of the IFRS reporting. So that is the reason for 

them not being tabled as at this point. We had a meeting of Members this Tuesday past to 

find out where those reports are at and how fast we can get them, and at this stage I cannot 

tell you whether we will have them in time for this sitting but we will certainly have them in 

time for the following sitting.  

 

Just to reiterate that there is no control that the Government has to say we are not releasing 

these audited reports. We are as keen as ever, in all cases, as we have done in the past, when 

we have put on the table audited reports, financial indicators and the like. They are 

professionally audited, they are prepared by the Accounts Department so that they are the 

basis that we move forward on, in just the same way as with regard to the changes that we 

made with fees and charges. They are on the basis that we also looked at a rationalised 

tourism arrival number of 29,000 per year, and that was then reconfigured with the 

Econtech report. Now the Econtech report is an econometric study of the Norfolk Island 

economy. It is also supported in our mechanisms to evaluate what we should be doing 

regarding GST or levies and fees so all of those moves are also done within a framework. 

One of the things that we committed ourselves to early on was that we would look towards 

forward planning that was strategic in how we managed our infrastructure and how we 

managed all things including the economy 

 

NEVILLE CHRISTIAN: In respect of the IFRS reporting, I think that this Assembly has been 

pretty clear that it wanted to improve transparency and accountability largely to undo the 

damage that’s done from time to time when members of the Joint Standing Committee 

arrive here from Australia and it’s very easy to go and sit before them and make allegations 

that there is corruption and nepotism in public office. Once you throw a little bit of mud it 

always sticks. So this Assembly wants to improve transparency and accountability and 

we’ve gone down the path of IFRS, which I don’t think any other government in Australia is 

obliged to report to at that level. For the first time ever, senior members of the public service 

and all Members of the Legislative Assembly have to disclose any direct contractual 

arrangements they have with the Administration, other than receipt of their salary for being 

an MLA or an employee of the public service. So members of the public now will be able to 

see the declarations from the MLAs.                    
 
22 January 2010 
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