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ICAC to probe state Treasurer over sacking
Imre Salusinszky, NSW political reporter
17nov06

THE NSW corruption watchdog will investigate claims by the former chairman of the state-owned electricity transmitter that he was bullied and threatened by Treasurer Michael Costa.

Philip Higginson claims Mr Costa sacked him as chairman of TransGrid a fortnight ago because he would not reappoint David Croft to the board of the Energy Industries Superannuation Scheme. Mr Croft was the favoured candidate of union chief and NSW ALP president Bernie Riordan. 

Mr Higginson told The Australian on Wednesday that, at a meeting with Mr Costa and Mr Riordan on November 2, "Costa held a gun to my head, and said, 'I'll sack you if you don't put Bernie's mate on the board'." 

Mr Higginson says he asked for 24 hours to think the matter over, but the next morning he was sacked from his $100,000 position, which he had held for 12years. 

Opposition finance spokeswoman Peta Seaton yesterday wrote to the Independent Commission Against Corruption asking it to investigate whether "undue influence" was placed on Mr Higginson by the presence of Mr Riordan at the meeting. 

She has also asked ICAC to investigate whether "the Government was marshalling its spin doctors to mount a campaign to discredit Mr Higginson". 

In parliament yesterday, Mr Costa was asked if his determination to retain Mr Croft on the board of EISS was connected with the fund's investments in Chifley Financial Services, a company offering loans and financial advice that is part-owned by Unions NSW and chaired by Mr Riordan. 

Mr Costa said the investments of EISS were a matter for the trustees, not him. But he said he regarded claims of a close friendship with Mr Riordan as an "outrageous slur" and that Mr Riordan always referred to him as "Dracula". 

In a statement, Mr Costa said Ms Seaton's "unfounded slurs" were an attempt to deflect attention from Opposition Leader Peter Debnam's "unsubstantiated smear" against a NSW minister on Wednesday. 

Referring to the decision to dump Mr Higginson, Mr Costa said it was government policy to rotate directors of state-owned entities such as TransGrid periodically. "Under the State Owned Corporations Act and the Energy Services Corporations Act shareholding ministers can remove a director for any reason," he said. 

Mr Costa also denied a separate claim by Mr Higginson that the two fell out after he refused to accept the transfer of $1 billion in debt from state-owned electricity retailer Country Energy. Mr Costa said there had been no attempt by the Government to hide the debt of Country Energy. 

Mr Higginson said last night he was glad the matter was being referred to ICAC and would also be launching legal action against Mr Costa. "I reckon that EISS will be investing large sums of money in Chifley and that needs to be investigated fully," he said. 
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