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In full swing

COVER STORY 

BLOOD spilled, fresh blood injected, sheer bloody-mindedness. Welcome to the bloody Newcastle election. 

The most talked-about, moaned-about, smack-you-in-the-face election campaign in the Hunter's history will enter the home straight this week in much the same canter that it started in five months ago. 

Only Dan Brown could have written a better script, although The Da Vinci Code's subtle conclusion could have been more easily picked. 

At least four Lower Hunter seats could change hands next Saturday, significantly changing the region's political landscape, and that of NSW. 

For anyone harbouring doubts about Newcastle's importance to the Government, consider that Premier Morris Iemma is expected to kick off the final week of his campaign by joining the Blue and Red Army at EnergyAustralia Stadium tomorrow, raising hopes that the second half of the stadium might finally get a fully funded guernsey. 

Strange things happen in marginal seats. 

Newcastle's Lady Mayoress Cathy Tate most recently mentioned the "m" word at the low-key policy launch of her husband's campaign on Tuesday. 

"From the moment John put his hand up and said he would run for the seat of Newcastle as an independent candidate, the city has become a marginal seat," she told a loyal band of supporters. 

Forget about the 15.5 per cent swing needed on March 24 to unseat Labor in Newcastle. The Lady Mayoress was right. Morris Iemma knows it, Peter Debnam knows it, Jodi McKay and Bryce Gaudry know it, and so do the voters. 

"When I look out the window, it's the things I don't see that concern me," Tate told his assembled brethren. "I don't need any more proof that this city has been taken for granted when I look at the things that we've missed out on, the inequity of state funding in areas like health and infrastructure. 

"I might not win the election, but I'm going to make sure that Newcastle becomes a better place out of all this. It's better to have tried and failed than to have not tried at all." 

Bryce Gaudry's decision to run as another high-profile independent gave Morris Iemma his second Newcastle toothache. At his campaign launch two weeks ago Gaudry took inspiration from Flight of the Phoenix, an against-the-odds story of survival. 

"I want to thank those people who have got the phoenix off the ground," he said before taking another swipe at the "blinkered and arrogant" Labor powerbrokers who shot themselves in the foot when they shunned rank and file pre-selection and opted for the "new blood and fresh ideas" of former television newsreader and Newcastle businesswoman Jodi McKay. 

There were other dilemmas, too child sex assault and drugs charges against sitting Swansea MP Milton Orkopoulos, Local Government Minister and Cessnock MP Kerry Hickey fessing up to a series of speeding fines and Aaron Beasley, the former union poster boy and Labor candidate for Port Stephens, who pleaded guilty to a drink driving charge after crashing his car into a bridge guardrail. 

And then some more popularly elected Lake Macquarie Mayor Greg Piper announced an independent tilt against sitting Lake Macquarie Labor MP Jeff Hunter and the equally popular Maitland Mayor Peter Blackmore making the same move against Labor in the west for the seat of Maitland. 

With boundary changes in Port Stephens favouring the Liberals and their candidate, former Port mayor Craig Baumann, Labor's stranglehold on the Hunter was suddenly under serious threat in four key seats. The Hunter was ablaze with spot fires and the Premier was running short of woollen blankets. 

"I don't really see it that way," Iemma said from across the low-slung coffee table in his Macquarie Tower office. 

"Look, there is no doubt that we're in for one hell of a fight and I don't underestimate that challenge, but I don't underestimate the new blood and energy and the fresh ideas that I'm bringing to the Hunter with some new candidates. 

"Frank Terenzini [for Maitland], a family man and passionate about protecting the community and young families. Jodi McKay [for Newcastle], a well-known, enthusiastic, vibrant young woman who knows Newcastle and who doesn't fit the usual mould. Newcastle is changing and so are we. Jim Arneman [for Port Stephens], whose background is in the ambulance service. Robert Coombs in Swansea. These will all be strong voices for the Hunter. 

"People have to remember that independents won't be in government. My Government will be the last line of defence against the Howard Government's WorkChoices laws, and in so many other ways." 

And then there's "old Labor" the rank and file so riled by the dumping of Bryce Gaudry that more than 40 party stalwarts have now handed in their membership. 

"I don't dismiss what any of those members have been saying. I can understand that," Iemma said. 

"But we've done these things for good reason. The Hunter, and Newcastle in particular, has grown and diversified. It's changed, and we have to change, too. It wasn't something that was restricted to Newcastle. We did the same in areas in Sydney where we also wanted to inject new blood and energy." 

PETER Debnam finds it all "exciting". 

Crunching away on a caesar salad over his perfectly arranged desk back in Parliament House, he tells H2 that "for the first time in 20 years, the vote in the Hunter is really going to count". 

"How do you predict what will happen? How do you call Newcastle, Maitland and any number of other Hunter and Central Coast seats where voters are really angry," he said. 

"Have people in the Hunter got their share of services and infrastructure? No way. The most glaring extent of broken infrastructure is the Government itself, decayed and rotten." 

The Government's commitment to building Tillegra Dam was "a decision made in panic mode when Milton Orkopoulos was arrested". 

And then there's the long hospital waiting lists, the disappearing act that became of the harbour's multi-purpose terminal and fast train service to Sydney, he said. 

"These were all acts of betrayal that I don't think the people of the Hunter have forgotten," Debnam said. "They have been taken for granted for too long, and they know it. 

"We have made a commitment to bringing public transport up to scratch in the Hunter. We want to look at expanding ferry services, reinstating other transport services and reviewing entire networks. It's a four-year plan, during which there will be an across-the-board freeze on fares." 

The Port Stephens marine park plan would also grind to a halt and be reviewed under a Debnam government while planning issues will also go under the microscope. 

"Morris Iemma and Frank Sartor have been signing off on projects like Catherine Hill Bay so quickly that it's become unhealthy for democracy," Debnam said. 

"We need to reintroduce a sense of integrity to the NSW Parliament and we need to get the economy moving forward again." 

The Liberals could wrest Port Stephens away from the Government next week, but the good news for Debnam really ends there. The challenges from high-profile independents could favour Debnam in so far as their capacity to reduce the Government's majority. 

"I'm more focused on getting rid of the independents who are already in the Parliament," Debnam said. 

But his party's decision to direct preferences to John Tate in Newcastle, Peter Blackmore in Maitland and Greg Piper in Lake Macquarie suggests that his priority of "getting Liberal candidates across the line first" might not be his primary aim in the key Hunter Region. 

"We have a very regional approach to the Hunter," he said. "Health, policing, transport and planning are all regional issues that need urgent attention after years of neglect. 

"We don't have the $100 million advertising war chest [that Labor has], but we have very good candidates in the Hunter who I am very proud of." 

IF the planets align over the Hunter next Saturday, three or four independents will be pushed across the line by Hunter voters to form a potent balance of power in a reduced Labor Government. 

The polls and pundits suggest that while the stampede of independents is possible, the balance of power being placed in their hands is about as likely as Dan Brown replacing Andrew Johns at halfback. 

"It's not our intention to run interference, hinder or block the important work of government," the former Liberal MP and now independent candidate for Maitland Peter Blackmore said. 

"But all three of us [Blackmore, Tate and Piper] have enough experience to achieve the best results for our three electorates and the people of the Hunter." 

John Tate has thrown Lake Macquarie councillor and independent candidate for Charlestown Paul Scarfe into the mix. 

"If even two or three of us can win, the Hunter has a real chance of controlling the balance of power in the NSW Parliament," he said. 

"The Hunter has experienced years of neglect by state governments in regards to funding health, transport, education and police. 

"We need to change the way our region is represented at state level, and we need recognition of the importance of the Hunter to the NSW economy. 

"It would be a monumental day if the electorates of the Hunter were held by independents . . . This would be a result that would have been previously unimaginable, but we're not going to get a better chance than we have now." 

Not so, say the Premier and his opposite number. 

Independents also run the risk of being totally alienated from the government and opposition benches if the numbers fall against them, Iemma said. 

Richard Torbay, the independent Member for Northern Tablelands, and Rob Oakeshott, the independent Member for Port Macquarie would disagree. So would Clover Moore [Bligh] and David Barr [Manly], and the three other independents serving in the current Parliament. 

"There is no doubt that results in the Hunter will play a significant role in the March election," Debnam said. "We take nothing for granted, and I have to say that it will be exciting to watch the dynamics in seats like Maitland and how things play out. 

"People in that region have every right to feel angry and disconnected from the Government. I understand their discontent and want to fix the problems, along with those in the rest of NSW." 

Iemma may have stopped the blood-letting, for now, but agrees that the final week of this long campaign will be most crucial in the key Hunter seats. 

"Over the past 18 months we have worked hard to get the state moving again," Iemma said. 

"We're now facing the toughest election challenge, but I think the people of the Hunter can look at the decisions we've made on the Newcastle rail line, the trade schools, the GP clinics, the additional police and our investment in the environment to know that we're getting things back on track." 

Too little, too late, say the independents. 

Whether or not the voters agree will be known about 6 o'clock next Saturday night. 

"It would be a monumental day if the electorates of the Hunter were held by independents ... This would be a result that would have been previously unimaginable" 

Caption :TWO PHOTOS: FACE TO FACE: Rivals Peter Debnam and Morris Iemma acknowledge that the battle for the Hunter could be "bloody" close for the first time in many years. A polling booth opened in King Street this week for absentees.

