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NBN Co paid staff and executives $77m in bonuses in
last six months of 2020

Labor says the payments are ‘offensive’ given the cost of the NBN has
blown out by $6bn and there’s been a nationwide recession

Josh Taylor
Wed 17 Feb 2021 19.38 AEDT

The government-owned company responsible for building and operating the
National Broadband Network paid its staff and executives $77m in bonuses between
July and December last year, new documents reveal.

New data released to the Senate in response to questions on notice from a Senate
estimates committee reveal NBN Co paid $4.3m in bonuses to executives including
the CEO, and paid employees $73.2m in bonuses between July and December 2020.

The total figure included an unspecified amount of deferred bonuses from 2017-18.
NBN Co previously paid out $3.2m in bonuses to executives, and $40.1m to staff, for
the reporting period of 2017-18. That included unspecified deferred bonuses from
2015-16.

A Guardian Australia analysis has previously found NBN Co executives are paid
higher than almost any other government business or department head, with the
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chief executive, Stephen Rue, paid more than five times as much as the prime
minister, Scott Morrison, at $3.1m.

In a response to questions from Guardian Australia, an NBN Co spokesperson said
the company “has maintained employees’ salaries for FY21 at the same level as
FY20”.

“There have been no increases in pay for NBN Co employees, other than
remuneration increases that were directly linked to individual promotions,” the
spokesperson said.

“Short-term incentives are included for selected roles at NBN Co and are only
awarded if certain targets are met at the end of the performance period and subject
to board approval. These targets are set out in NBN’s annual report.

“For FY20, the NBN Co remuneration committee awarded short-term incentive[s] ...
based on the recognition that the company exceeded the majority of its corporate
targets.”

A spokesman for the communications minister, Paul Fletcher,
said issues of executive remuneration were a matter for the board of NBN Co.

Labor’s shadow minister for communications, Michelle Rowland, said the payments
were “offensive”.

“It is offensive that $77m in taxpayer-funded bonuses were paid out at a time when
the cost of the NBN has blown out by a further $6bn, and during a nationwide
recession,” she said.

“Scott Morrison said the purchase of $20,000 in Cartier watches for Australia Post
executives was appalling and disgraceful. Where does he stand on this?”

It comes as the company has also refused, for the first time, to disclose key financial
figures to the parliament about the peak funding for the project, the debt profile and
other information the company had previously made publicly available in its
corporate plan.

These figures would need to take into account the extra $6.7bn in funding NBN Co
had acquired in order to continue construction of the network and funding required
to fix issues with the hybrid-fibre-coaxial cable network portion of the network,
which recently had to be paused due to a supply issue as a result of the Covid-19
pandemic.

In responses to 15 different questions on notice from Labor, NBN Co cited
commercial confidentiality for the reason this information could no longer be
disclosed, due to the need to seek funding from debt markets, and argued releasing
this information could cause commercial harm.
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“NBN Co recognises the need to carefully balance the requirement for high levels of
transparency against any commercial harm that could arise from releasing certain
information, such long-term forecasts, which are by their nature highly uncertain,”
NBN said.

“Taking all those considerations into account the company determined that it would
not be commercially prudent to release some information that may have been
provided in previous corporate plans and this approach was agreed with
shareholder ministers.”

Rowland said the responses were “nothing short of a disgrace”.

“It would appear that whenever data of this kind does not pose an inconvenience to
the government, it’s readily made available. However, the moment it threatens to
reveal cost blowouts, it conveniently gets reclassified as commercial-in-confidence,”
she said.

I hope you appreciated this article. Before you move on, I wonder if you would
consider supporting the Guardian’s work as we prepare for a pivotal, uncertain
year ahead.

The course of world history has taken a sharp and disturbing turn. Liberalism is
under threat from populist authoritarianism. Americans have voted to install a
president with no respect for democratic norms, nor the facts that once formed
the guardrails of public debate.

That decision means an alliance critical to Australia’s national and economic
security is now a series of unpredictable transactions, with a partner no longer
committed to multilateralism, nor efforts to curb global heating, the greatest
threat we face. We just don’t know where this will lead.

In this uncertain time, fair, fact-based journalism is more important than ever - to
record and understand events, to scrutinise the powerful, to give context, and to
counter rampant misinformation and falsehoods.

And with a federal election called for 3 May, we are deeply conscious of the
responsibility to accurately and impartially report on what is really at stake.

The Guardian is in a unique position to do this. We are not subject to the influence
of a billionaire owner, nor do we exist to enrich shareholders. We are here to serve
and listen to you, our readers, and we rely on your support to power our work.

Your support keeps us independent, beholden to no outside influence and
accessible to everyone - whether they can afford to pay for news, or not.

If you’re in a position to do so, please consider supporting our work today. It has
never mattered more. Thank you.
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