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Re: Australian Senate Joint Select Committee on the COVID-19 Pandemic

The Liberal Democratic Party is an Australian political party that stands for great er freedom, smaller
government and personal responsibility. As a party of libertarians, classical liberals and freedom
fighters, we have been extremely concerned by the authoritarian government response t o the
COVID-19 pandemic. We welcome the opportunity to provide the following submission to this Select
Committee.
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Inquiry Limitations
It is too early to determine if the restrictions imposed by the Morrison-led Federal Government have
been effective in achieving a net-positive outcome for Australia. The pandemic is still far from over,
and although Austra lian case numbers are currently low compared to China, the United States and
many European countries, these measures come at a huge cost to trade, t ourism, business, mental
health and more - and may not resu lt in lower case numbers or deaths in the final analysis. At
present there is no vaccine and no cure, yet many countries have signalled they will continue t o
impose illibera l measures until this outcome is achieved. It is worth noting that there are no
functional vaccines for any previous strain of coronavirus1, so pinning recovery hopes on treatment
rather than herd immunity is an unusual "deus ex machina" strategy.
It is our strong recommendation that a further inquiry be held in 2021, when the available data both
locally and internationally can be reviewed in full.
With those limitations in mind, we have presented our opinion of the Austra lian COVID-19 response
using currently available information, and continue to evaluate new information as the pandemic
continues.

Elements of the Government Response
Travel Restrictions
On February 1st, the Australian Government denied entry to air travellers arriving from China. On
March 24th 2, Australians were prohibited from travelling abroad.
Austral ia has had comparatively low cases of the COVID-19 virus, and this may be linked to border
restrictions & closures. Restricting arrivals from countries with uncontrolled outbreaks is
understandable, but prohibiting international travel by Australians willing to accept a higher risk
(and countries who were willing to accept them) is inconsistent with the values of a libera l
democracy. A more liberal approach would have been to maintain the process of screening
incoming passengers and requiring self-isolation for arrivals, at their own expense.

Self-Isolation for International Travellers & Cruise Ship Prohibition
On March 15th, International travellers were required to self-isolate for 14 days on arrival, and
cru ise ships were prohibited from docking.
Despite a prohibition on Cruise Ship arrivals, special permission was given to the Ruby Princess in
New South Wales. All 2700 passengers were permitted to disembark, despite the ship reporting

1
2

www.abc.net.au/news/health/2020-04-17/coronavirus-vaccine-ian-frazer/12146616
www.smartraveller.gov.au/COVID-19-australian-travellers
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cases of an "influenza-like illness" onboard to health authorities. Over 3403 cases of COVID-19 were
later linked to this event.
The Department of Agricu lture categorised the reported outbreak on the ship as "Low Risk"4, and
handed the matter over to NSW authorities. Australian Border Force took no action.
Clearly the restriction on cru ise ships failed to prevent or control the importation of new cases, due
to poor inter-departmental communication and categorisation of risk.

National Cabinet
On March 13th, a national crisis cabinet was formed to unite State and Territory leaders in their
response against COVID-19.
Although a national cabinet could have provided some consistency in state-based COVID-19
restrictions, this did not eventuate.
National ly, Scott Morrison called for schools to remain open; at a state level, most states closed or
restricted access to schools. In Queensland, golf was deemed safe with social distancing measures;
in Victoria it was banned. Victoria also banned fishing, while other states caved to the common
sense that a solitary fisherman faces no more risk than a solitary jogger. Restrictions related to the
number of visitors per household differed from state to state. Queensland expanded permitted
visitors in time for Mother's Day, with Victoria lagging by a week.
Queensland Chief Health Officer Jeannette Young went notably rogue, indicating that school
closures5 and ANZAC Day flyover cancellations6 were not instigated for health reasons but to instill
greater fear of the virus in the community.
Through the National Cabinet's failure to negotiate a consistent approach to COVID-19 restrictions,
or clearly define the metrics being used to trigger escalation or de-escalation, the restrictions put in
place were rendered unclear for citizens looking for federal guidance.

Forced Closures
On March 23rd, all bars, clubs, restaurants, cinemas, places of worship, casinos and gyms were
forcibly closed. Although some businesses would undoubtedly have closed their doors out of either
concern for their patrons or a lack of sufficient custom, action by the government made this
mandatory nationwide.

3

www.health.nsw.gov.au/news/Pages/20200402 00.aspx

4

www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/25/border-force-blames-nsw-health-for-letting-ruby-princess-dock-without-coronavir
us-checks
5

www.brisbanetimes.eom.au/national/gueensland/jeannette-young-who-is-the-woman-leadin g-gueensland-s-fight-against-cov
id-19-20200406-p54hmd.html
6
www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-24/coronavirus-gueensland-deaths-updates-anzac-day-flyover-rejected/12177744
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It is possible that this action had an impact on reducing the subsequent spread of the virus,
although a recent study by JP Morgan suggests that lockdowns and mandatory closures in many
European countries and the United States had no impact on pandemic parameters such as growth
rates7 •
What is certain is the devastating impact that forced closures have had on business. 70% of
hospitality sector businesses temporarily reduced staff hours; 43% either sacked staff or placed
them on unpaid leave8• The only respite was the subsequent Job Keeper program, using borrowed
money to pay for the jobs that government measures had destroyed. It is unclear how many of the
employees covered by this program wi ll be retained once the welfare bubble bursts.
Forced closure of legal Australian businesses was a disturbing step for a government that claims to
value small business and economic rationality. Other countries such as Sweden and Ta iwan took a
far more liberal approach, which will be addressed later in this document.

JobKeeper Program
On March 30th, the Australian Government announced a $130 billion welfare program to keep
employees in forcibly closed businesses 'on the books'. Initially it was reported that over 700,000
businesses were registered with this scheme9, with payments going to 4.7 million employees. This
was then revised down to 2.9 million employees with an estimated program cost of $70 billion, an
incredible accounting error to make with such a large sum of taxpayer money.
It is reported that some businesses have been attempting to manipulate their revenue to meet the
hardship criteria for JobKeeper welfare, which ironical ly may be reducing productivity as "companies
and sole traders such as tradespeople are delaying billing their clients and deferring undertaking
work for customers"10•
Although public concern and self-distancing would undoubted ly have resulted in a significant
downturn without any government action, an expenditure of this scale wou ld not have been
requ ired had the Federal Government not enacted forced closures. At this stage, it is unclear how
this colossal debt will be paid for. The Morrison government does not appear to have a plan to get
'back in black11 ' as they had indicated in 2019's budget prior to the COVID-19 crisis.

7

https://imgcdn.larepublica.co/cms/2020/05/21180548/IP-Morgan.pdf

8

www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/apr/07/coronavirus-crisis-has-had-staggering-impact-on-australian -businesses-d
ata-reveals
9
www.abc.net.a u/news/2020-05-06/jobkeeper-coronavirus-payments-start-for-5-million-workers/12218718
10
www .afr.com/policy/economy/ jobkeeper-payments-being-gamed -20200518-p54tyy
11
www .sbs.com.a u/news/budget-2019-we-re-bringi ng-the-bud get-back-in-black-scott-morr ison-vows
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"Free" Childcare
On April 2nd, the government announced a program to make childcare fee-free. This was in
response 12 to the number of families pulling children out of childcare arrangements, for obvious
reasons - with offices closed and work-from-home arrangements suddenly ubiqu itous, expensive
chi ldcare was no longer of value for many households.
This scheme acts as another form of welfare, specifically benefiting chi ldcare centres. Childcare
centres also remained eligible for JobKeeper payments. It is questionable why businesses that had
not been forcibly closed, unlike restaurants, pubs and gyms, should receive additiona l payments.
Childcare centres are businesses, like any other, and should be subject to normal market forces. This
action will add ammunition to those who wish for childcare to be fu lly subsidised and controlled by
the state, a dangerous course that threatens to remove agency from parents.
It is worth noting that the borrowed money required to pay for this scheme, along with the financial
outlays of JobKeeper et al and the poor economic outlook, will likely require such an extended debt
that the children attend ing their "fee-free" chi ldcare may ironically still be paying for it through their
taxes once they enter the workforce.

CovidSAFE App
On April 26th, a mobile phone appl ication intended to assist with contact tracing of confirmed
COVID-19 cases was released. As of May 8th, 5.4 million downloads of the app had been recorded 13•
It is based on the TraceTogether app developed in Singapore, and is believed to use much of the
same GPL-licenced open-source code. The source code for the app has not yet been made public,
despite assurances this would be done. This is possibly a breach of the GPL licence14 •
Concerns have already been raised about the accuracy of the app's use of Bluetooth 15, the ability for
health authorities to access the data when required 16, malfunctions on common older phone
models17, and the fact that people in the highest risk categories (such as the elderly and regional
Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander communities) are less likely to own a current smartphone.

12

www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/apr/02/austral ian-childcare-operators-fear-thev-will-have-to-close-without-a-gove
rnment-lifeline
13

https://theconversation.com/in -some-places-40-of-us-mav-have-downloaded-covidsafe-heres-whv-the-government-should-sh
are-what-i t-knows-1 38323
14
https://github.com/opentrace-commun itv/opentrace-android/issues/40
15

https://theconversation.com/false-positives-false-negatives-its-hard-to-sav-if-the-covidsafe-app-can-overcome-its-shortcomin
gs-138129
16

www.theguardian.com/austra Iia-news/2020/mav/ 19/nsw-a nd-victoria-are-unable-to-use-covidsafe-apps-data-for-contact-traci

ng
17

www.abc.net.au/news/science/2020-05-01 /covidsafe-contact-tracing-app-rollout-issues-iphone-w ifi-bugs/12202876
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Government messaging about the app has been sloppy, ranging from Scott Morrison's comment
that downloading the app was like "putting on sunscreen to go out into the sun"18 (which implies that
the app could provide a level of protection rather than just assisting with contact tracing), to the
more sinister 'Want to go to the footy? Download the App" tweet from Federa l Health Minister Greg
Hunt. Despite assurances that CovidSAFE is voluntary, the implied threat has been that lockdowns
and isolation will be prolonged unless there is compliance.
In reality there are many tools for technology-based contact tracing, including new APls developed
by technology leaders Google and Apple - companies far better placed to provide a functional and
widely adopted system than a secretive government-run app based on borrowed code. The industry
solutions largely account for the technological limitations and bugs that CovidSAFE suffers, and offer
greater user privacy19 • Integrating the new APls to CovidSAFE wi ll not be simple, and may involve a
fu ll rewrite and the need to run concurrent versions for 21 days.
What's more, after a $1.Sm20 expense implementing and advertising the CovidSAFE app, it has been
used in only one contact tracing case to date.

International Comparison
The success of Austra lian COVID-19 restrictions is a great case of "what if'. Supporters of closures
and lockdowns point to the modeling and claim that we were spared from an overwhelmed public
health system 21 and thousands of preventable deaths. We cannot know if these predictions would
have been accurate, although many of the initial COVID-19 models have been widely22 criticised 23•
What we can do is compare our early outcomes to countries that have enacted different lockdown
measures. This wi ll be more accurate at the resolution of the pandemic, but it is telling that some
countries have achieved better results without taking such drastic measures.
Case numbers below were obta ined from the Coronavirus Worldometer24 on 22/05/2020. Australia
is recorded as having a case-rate of 278 per 1 M population, and a death rate of 4 per 1M population.

China
COVID-19 originated in China, and undoubtedly contributed to worldwide spread by suppressing25
early information and misleading international health bodies.
18

19

www .zdnet.com/article/a ustralians-urged-to-ta ke-u p-mental-health-telehealth-and-put-on-digi tal-sunscreen/
www .theguardian.com/world/2020/mav/24/how-did-the-covidsafe-app-go-from-bein g-vital-to-almost-irrelevant

20

www.theguardian.com/austra lia-news/2020/mav/ 1S/covid-safe-app-australia-how-download-does-it-work-australian-govern
ment-covidsafe-covid19-tracking-downloads
21

www.hea lth.gov.au/sites/default/files/docum ents/2020/04/impact-of-covid-1 9-in-australia-ensuring-the-health-svstem-can-res
pond-summary-report. pdf
22
www.aier.org/article/how-wron g-were-the-models-and-why
23
www .telegraph.co.uk/technologv/2020/05/ 16/neiI-fergusons-imperia I-model-could-devastating-software-m istake/
24
www .worldometers.info/coronavirus/
25
www .bloomberg.com/news/articl es/2020-04-01/china-concea led-extent-of-virus-outbreak-u-s-intelIigence-says
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Ruled by an authoritarian communist government, China enacted fierce lockdowns including
restrictions on movement, association, and constant monitoring 26 • The result was a current case-rate
of 58 per 1M population, and a death rate of 3 per 1M popu lation - although in the opinion of some
commentators these figures are suspect.
It is concerning that Australia chose to follow many of China's anti-democratic and illiberal measures
in its own response.

United Kingdom
The UK is an island nation culturally similar to Australia which followed similar lock-down
procedures, beginning earlier on March 20th. In addition, all schools were closed. It did not close
borders or impose health checks on arrivals until mid-May27• Despite implementing an earlier and
more wide-reaching lockdown, the UK has a current case-rate of 3,667 per 1 M population, and a
death rate of 521 per 1M population.
The lockdown measures that Australian government leaders implemented were not as successful in
our cu ltural neighbour. Clearly comparably low Australian case rates are due to more than business
closures and forced isolation, and may be more closely linked to early border screening.

Taiwan
Taiwan has a similar population to Australia, but has so far controlled the spread of COVID-19
without resorting to the socially and economically destructive measures of other countries. Taiwan
has a current case rate of 18 per 1M population, and a death rate of 0.3 per 1 M population.
It appears likely that two key factors28 have been behind this stark difference. The Taiwanese
government acted qu ickly to catch the virus at the border and ramp up production of face masks
and sanitisation equ ipment, and the majority of citizens quickly took personal responsibility by
wearing face masks in public and staying home when ill.
For the strategy of containment, Taiwan has emerged as a leader and their approach should be
closely stud ied. Most importantly, they achieved this success while preserving a liberal democracy,
whereas countries such as Australia and the UK resorted to more authoritarian measures.

Hong Kong
Hong Kong has a current case rate of 141 per 1 M popu lation, and a death rate of 0.5 per 1M
popu lation. Like Taiwan, it implemented strong border controls immediately, but avoided the
devastation of authoritarian lockdowns. Despite its proximity to China, Hong Kong has achieved a
26

www.nyti mes.com/2020/02/15/business/ch ina-coronavirus-lockdown. html

27

www .theaustralia n .com.au/world/coronavirus-after-34000-d ead-uk-to-fi nal ly-shut-b orders/news-story/3eab6efba2cbc256106
521d b8ad248a3
28
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/04/04/asia/taiwan-coronavirus-response-who-intl-hnk/index.html
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remarkably low infection and death rate compared to countries that pursued more authoritarian
measures such as China and Australia.

Sweden
Sweden has taken a fundamentally different approach to COVID-19 than other nations, by pursu ing
herd immunity instead of containment. The outcome wi ll likely not be clear for some time, but it is
notable that they have a similar case rate to the UK, despite enacting almost no restrictions on the
lives of their citizens. Sweden has a current case rate of 3,124 per 1M popu lation, and a death rate of
380 per 1M popu lation.
Early signs point that herd immunity is a long way off29, but the hospital system has not been
overwhelmed and the strategy is progressing. If no cure or vaccine is found to t he COVID-19 virus,
the Swedish strategy may serve them well as other countries struggle with extended border controls
and encroachments on liberty.
The World Health Organisation has lauded Sweden as a model for other countries in its COVID-19
response 30 •

Broader Impacts
At present t he news cycle is dominated by the actual and potential impacts of t he COVID-19 virus,
but the impact of lockdowns and border closures will result in many further harms, some of which
are yet to be felt.

Economic
GDP is expected to fall over 10% this quarter31, with some industries devastat ed. JobKeeper may
have hidden the pa in during the past month, but once this expensive band-aid is ripped off we can
expect a gaping hole of layoffs and bankruptcies in our tourism, airline, arts, entertainment and food
services areas.
The pandemic alone would have harmed these businesses, but the impact of mandatory lockdowns
and forced isolation will be the biggest effect. If the national borders remain quarantined for an
extended period, tourism in particular will be non-existent. State border closures and travel
restrictions add yet more misery to this sector, with stat e premiers standing firm on external
pressure to open their borders..
By attempting to prevent loss of life at any cost, the government has destroyed the jobs and
livelihoods of ordinary Australians.
29
30

www .businessinsider .corn .a u/coronavi rus-a ntibody-study-suggests-sweden-not-reach i ng-herd-i m mun ity-2020-S?r= U5&1R=
https://nypost.com/2020/04/29/who-lauds-sweden-as-model-for-resistin g-coronavirus-lockd own/

31

www.theguardian.com/business/2020/may/05/australias-coronavirus-lockdown-to-cost-4bn-a-week-in-reduced-economic-acti
vity-treasurer
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Social
The stresses of isolation and economic uncertainty are taking their toll on mental health. Calls to
Lif eline increased 25%, and to Beyond Blue by 40%. The Brain and Mind Centre predicts that the
impacts of COVID-19 cou ld result in an additional 750 or more deaths by su icide this year32• As of
25/05/2020, there have been 102 Australian deaths from COVID-19.
A sharp rise in the number of ca lls t o domestic violence helplines has been reported during the
lockdown period 33• Alcohol sales have risen 34 and charities and shelters have been forced to close or
reduce operations due to lockdown laws35•
It was obvious to many that a plan to isolate an ent ire nation, deprive them of their social lives, shut
down charities and support services, threaten their employment and keep them from their fami lies
was likely t o resu lt in increased mental health issues, suicide and domestic violence.

Dangerous Precedent
The sca le and scope of the government response to COVID-19 has been unprecedented. The
prospect of a balanced budget was immed iately abandoned. Civil liberties were discarded. Police
roamed the streets harassing joggers, issu ing fines for eating alone on a park bench, driving into
parks t o disperse solo sunbathers, even forcefu lly separating a child from a peaceful ly protesting
mother. Hotlines were swamped by the fearful reporting their neighbours for perceived infractions
of the rushed and inconsistent laws. For many, it was as if our country had transformed into a
socialist dystopia overnight.
This year has seen an exceptionally dangerous precedent set, and if the government has any
commitment to the va lues of liberal democracy it shou ld never be repeat ed. The government must
commit to removing ALL COVID-19 restrictions, with a clear timeline for accountabi lity. It must
answer to the people by releasing all modelling that led to this crisis and holding accountable any
publ ic figures who purposely acted to increase panic in the community.
Most importantly, they must take immed iate action to reduce the government stranglehold on
business and personal life that threatens t o impede recovery in the months and years ahead.

32

www.abc.net.au/news/2020-05-07/nationa I-suicide-register-needed-coronavi rus-surge/12208668

33

https:/nnews.com.au/sunrise/on-the-show/coronavirus-austra lia-the-shocking-rise-in-domestic-violence-reports-during-lockd
own-c-1013619
34
https:/nnews.com .a u/lifestyle/hea Ith-weIIbei ng/coronavi rus-austra Iia-alcohol-a buse-a-worrying-side-effect-c-1 0301 01
3S

www.theguardian.com/business/2020/may/24/really-struggli ng-covid-1 9-puts-australian-cha rities-at-risk-just-when-they-are-n
eeded-most
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Essential Recovery Measures
Austral ia faces two significant threats: the ongoing impact and potential harm of the COVID-19 virus,
and the man-made social and economic harm caused by the government response.
It is essential that strong measures be t aken to enable our devastat ed businesses to recover, and for
the freedoms essential to a functioning liberal democracy to be returned and expanded so that the
cultural harm is not permanent.

Income Tax
Calls have been made for the government to continue its spending on welfare through the
JobKeeper payment, temporarily increased Newstart payment, temporary complete childcare
subsidy and more. People realise that they are in for a tough financial recovery, and want help to
ease their cost of living while they do so.
We believe that it is lud icrous for government to hand back so much of the money it has taken
through income taxes, with all the bureaucracy and inequity that entails, when it could tighten its
belt like the rest of us and slash income taxes. A reduction in income tax cuts out the expensive and
inefficient middleman and gives everyone more money in their pocket on pay day.
Our policy for a flat 20% income tax, with a tax free threshold of $40,000, was fully costed by the
Parliamentary Budget Office36 in 2016. It was ignored by the government t hen; perhaps they will
listen now that the need for reform is so much more urgent.

Company Tax
In addition to a reduction in income tax, we call for company tax to be reduced to 20%. Australian
corporate tax rates are notably excessive37 for a developed country, and it is essential that we
support local business rather than punish it in the years ahead.

Fuel & Alcohol Excise
In April, petrol prices plummeted to $0.80/L. With a fixed excise of 42.3c, the Federal Government
was responsible for over 50% of the bowser cost. This was inexcusable at a time when roads were
dominated by essential workers and online deliveries keeping our country on life support.
Fuel is an essential need for Austral ian workers, and vital for the transport industry. Furthermore,
the devastated tourism industry will depend on national travel for immed iate recovery. Fuel excise

36

https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/ldp/pages/318/attachments/original/1507075591/ 161207 PBO costing Liberal Dern
ocrats tax policy.pdf?1507075591
37
www.smh.com.au/business/the-economy/australia-has-world-s-th ird-highest-corporate-tax-rate-201901 15-pS0rg0.html
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should either be scrapped entirely, or quarantined away from general revenue so that every cent
goes back into road infrastructure.
Austral ian alcohol excise, one of the highest in the world, is also a detriment to local tourism and the
recovery of our pubs, clubs and restaurants. By removing the alcohol excise, the Federal
Government would go a long way towards repairing the damage done to the service industry
through its COVI D-19 response.

Reducing Bureaucracy
Small businesses know that when the government cuts the metaphorica l "Do Not Enter'' tape on
their doors that they will be facing some hard choices about their staffing arrangements.
Unemployment is tipped to hit 16%38• The public sector owes it to the Australian people to share the
pain and cut the red tape of its bloated bureaucracy.
The withdrawa l of the government from commercial areas and the removal of regulatory barriers
will lead to increased employment opportunities, greater revenues for the government, and lower
prices and better value-for-money for consumers.
Regulations that shou ld be reduced or removed include those for the taxi industry, retail trading
hours, liquor licencing, occupational licensing and certification, radio and television broadcast
licensing, workers compensation insurance, and gambling. The government should also end its
ownership of the National Broadband Network, the ABC, the SBS, Australia Post, and electricity
generation corporations.

New Industries
Economic recovery will depend on the ability of innovative Austra lian businesses. Two industries
that have been driven out by conservative dogma are nuclear energy and cannabis. It is our strong
recommendation that the bans on nuclear energy production and the production, use and sale of
cannabis be immediately rescinded so that the private sector can pursue these opportunities.
Reductions in government bureaucracy and corporate tax previously outlined will also foster a
culture of agile innovation. The government shou ld get out of the way and let us bu ild a free-market
future.

Closing Remarks
Austral ia may have contained the virus, but it has not yet survived it. It is too early to tell if
containment wil l hold, and how many liberties will be sacrificed towards this goal. The full
devastation to our economy has been concealed by unprecedented government spending, but the
storm is coming.
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A full inqu iry must be held in 2021, once adequate data is avai lable to make an accurate evaluation.
At present all we have is a comparison to the approaches of other nations. We know that Ta iwan
and Hong Kong have achieved excellent results without resorting to damaging economic lockdowns,
and that Sweden has made progress towards herd immunity. A JP Morgan study indicates that
lockdowns "might not have yielded additional benefits vs. less restrictive social distancing measures"
39

What is needed at present is a timely commitment to a full return of civil liberties, and an immed iate
libera lisation of our economy at all levels of government if Austra lia is to have any hope of recovery
from the debt and devastation that the government response to COVID-19 has wrought.
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