AFP hunt Nairn April Fool jokers at Bega

Two Canberra based Australian Federal Police officers have visited a Dr George Mountain home inquiring into a 2005 April Fools Day joke.

The investigation was prompted by complaints by local MP Gary Nairn that he had been the “victim” of an “attempted fraud”. Mr Nairn also referred the complaint to the Privileges Committee of the Australian Parliament.

In Parliament on 10 August, Mr Nairn released two April Fools documents purporting to be from his office. The first, a mock press release, triumphed Mr Nairn
s enthusiastic response to a transition to a virtual woodchipping industry.

“This means we would see simulated logging, simulated woodchipping, and simulated forest destruction” the hoax statement said.

The second document was a 
letter
 cancelling the largest of the five taxpayer grants to woodchippers totalling $670 000 announced by Mr Nairn a week earlier. The hoax letter advised that the grant to one large logging company would not proceed because “the recipient already appears to have ample means”.
According to AFP officers this is possibly an offence under Section 144.1 (5) and  Section 145.1 (5) of the Criminal Code Act 1995. Maximum penalties for these offences are ten years imprisonment.

But a successful conviction would require either an intention to get a commercial return, cause loss, or corrupt public servants - all unlikely in this instance.

The “April 1” defence is untested in court but may be expected to join satire and political comment as legal precedents of allowable freer speech.

Greens Councillor Keith Hughes, who lives at Dr George Mountain, said “It is obviously an April Fools Day joke and whoever did it was well informed and knew what they were doing”.

“By wasting the time of the AFP and Parliamentary staff in this way, Mr Nairn has demonstrated a recklessness with taxpayers
 money in raising this complaint”, he said.

Cr Hughes said the $165 000 grant to loggers Bruce Mathie and Sons was for a mechanical harvester, a huge machine that will do the work currently done by several men.

“This is certainly not funny” he said. “It is bad enough that native forests continue to be woodchipped - 160 trucks a day delivering full loads to the woodchip mill - but to be reminded that it is at taxpayers expense is no joke”.

Cr Hughes said he did not know what the next step in the inquiry would be, but hoped Mr Nairn would drop it as quickly as possible to avoid wasting any more taxpayer money.
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