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Anthony Albanese, Richard Marles defend not sending Ukraine Hawkeis in aid package despite uproar

A fight between both sides
of politics has broken out
after Australia announced
a $110m assistance pack-
age for Ukraine.

The federal opposition have
ramped up their criticism
of Australia’s latest military
aid package to Ukraine,
after the government fell
short of announcing it was
sending vehicles Kyiv have
long been requesting.
Prime Minister Anthony Al-
banese, Defence Minister
Richard Marles, and For-
eign Affairs Minister Pen-
ny Wong on Monday an-
nounced a new$110 million
assistance package bound
for Ukraine, comprising 10
military vehicles, includ-
ing 28 M1A13 armoured
vehicles, 14 Special Opera-
tions Vehicles, and trucks
and trailers; as well as $10
million in humanitarian as-
sistance.

The glaring omission in
package was Ukraine’s
three key requests — a fleet
of Hawkei protected mobil-
ity vehicles; Abrams tanks;
and additional Bushmas-
ter vehicles — all of which
Kyiv have been calling for
months.

Opposition Leader Peter
Dutton said the govern-
ment’s failure to provide
Ukraine with Hawkei ve-
hicles would damage Aus-
tralia’s international repu-
tation.

“I don't get it The Hawkei

is available. It’'s something
that’'s manufactured here
and you can increase the
numbers so that Defence
doesn’t go without,” the
Opposition Leader told re-
porters in Western Austra-
lia.
Mr Dutton said the Ukrai-
nian Defence Minister and
other government officials
in the eastern European
nation had told Australia
the Hawkeis would provide
them with “significant ben-
efits” in their fight against
Russia.

“Why not take their advice,
and if there are problems
with the vehicle, then let
them be sorted out (in
Ukraine)” Mr Dutton asked.

“The Ukrainians no doubt
aware of that So | don‘t
understand the Prime Min-
ister’s response here.”
Earlier, Mr Albanese de-
fended not sending any
Hawkeis or Bushmasters
in the latest round of mili-
tary aid.

“The Hawkei’s, the defence
advice, with respect to
some of the commentators
it’s easy to just come up
with a statement without
examining .. the Hawkeis
would not be appropriate,”
he told ABC Radio.
“There’s a range of rea-
sons why that is the case,
and it doesn’t assist people
you’re trying to assist who
are conducting a war to
send them a piece of equip-
ment that will not provide
the best assistance.”

The Coalition’s foreign af-
fairs spokesman, Simon
Birmingham, had earlier
said opposition were con-
cerned that the package
“involves older military
equipment” and doesn’t
address Ukraine’s “spe-
cific asks”.

“This package feels like
it is inadequate, and too
small, and it’'s also come
too slowly,” he told ABC
News.

“The last major commit-
ment was made back in
October last year and we
have been calling, and
Ukraine has been pleading,
even publicly through com-
munications campaigns for
months now, for additional
support, and yet it’'s only
now forthcoming and in
this more limited nature.”
Senator Birmingham said
Australia had the capabili-
ties to provide the Hawkeis
and Bushmasters — both
manufactured in Australia
— to Ukraine, who say the
vehicles would “meet their
operational needs”.

But Mr Marles said Ukraine
had approached Austra-
lia with “a menu of items”
they thought could provide
assistance for their ongo-
ing effort — now in its 16th
month; and it was decided
armoured vehicles were
the best way forward.

The government announced the $110m package on Monday. Picture: NCA NewsWire | Martin Ollman

“We talked through what
we saw as issues with the
Hawkei and its practical
utility for Ukraine. Ukraine
understand that, and it’s
difficult to go into that in
the public space,” he told
ABC News.

“We want to make a differ-
ence for Ukraine, to make
sure we’re giving Ukraine
equipment that will help
their effort.”

Defence analysts have
joined the Coalition in
calling the package disap-
pointing and underwhelm-
ing, criticism Mr Marles
rebuffed.

“Ukraine has been very
welcoming and fulsome
in its praise in light of the
package we announced
yesterday,” Mr Marles said.
“We are looking at the
equipment that can make a
difference, and this goes to
the requests that Ukraine
are asking of us.

“That
above our weight is some-
thing that’s acknowledged
throughout Europe and
around the world, and we’re
very proud of that.”
Ukraine’s top diplomat in
Australia, Vasyl Myroshny-
chenko, thanked the gov-
ernment for their latest
package.

“I hope that Australia
will continue supporting
Ukraine — be it with Bush-
masters, be it with tanks
or any other vehicles,” the
Ukrainian ambassador told
ABC News.

“I think it’s very important
for that assistance to con-
tinue. We appreciate it
we’re defending democra-
cy, we’re fighting the war,
we’re out there together,
we’re much stronger to-

we’re  punching

gether.”

Mr Marles said Australia,
as with all democracies,
“will need to stand with”
Ukraine for as long as the
protracted conflict went
on.

The latest package comes
as Russia came under fire
within its own ranks on the
weekend, as the mercenary
group Wagner staged a

mutiny, and threatened to
take control from the gov-
ernment.

The threat was short-lived,
after Belarus intercepted
and the group’s head Yevg-
eny Prigozhin left Russia.
Russian President Vladi-
mir Putin early on Monday
Australian time said the
Wagner uprising had been
“doomed to fail”.

NAB cracking down on financial abuse

Mr Myroshnychenko said it
had been “extraordinary”
watching the events in
Russia play out.

“We understand his leader-
ship was challenged, and
to see that somebody of his
creation could have risen
up against him is unheard
of in Russia and it doesn’t
usually happen,” he said.

“I think there are a lot of
things signalling that (Pu-
tin’s) grip on power is
diminishing .. we will be
watching the situation very
closely.”

Mr Marles said it was clear
the events of the weekend
had “weakened” Russia.
“(Putin) remains in charge
of Russia, but this is a
crack in the edifice,” Mr
Marles said.

NAB is taking steps to deny financial abusers access to their accounts. Picture: NCA NewsWire | Damian

Shaw

Those committing fi-
nancial abuse would be
banned from accessing
their accounts under the
incoming update.

One of the Big Four banks
is taking steps to stamp
out financial abuse, al-
lowing bankers to “cut-
off” customers found to
be financial abusers.
National Australia Bank
(NAB) on Monday flagged
a November update to
its terms and conditions
to include *“unaccept-
able account conduct”
— meaning the bank can
suspend, cancel, or deny
individuals access to
their accounts if it’s be-
lieved they’re financially
abusing another person.
NAB’s head of customer
vulnerability Michael
Chambers said concerns

about financial abuse
remained one of the top
reasons customers get in
touch with their customer
support team.

“Financial abuse can
take many forms includ-
ing where an individual
is denied access to their
own funds or has their
funds misused by anoth-
er individual,” Mr Cham-
bers said.

“This form of control can
occur between couples,
family members or rela-
tionships where one per-
son is providing care for
another.

“We’re taking a firm
stand against financial
abuse, and we aren’t rest-
ing there. We’re working
with other banks to help
develop a consistent ap-
proach across the indus-

2

try.
Since January 2022, the
bank has also blocked
more than 200,000 abu-
sive transactions — pay-
ments made to another
person in which abusive
comments are made in
the transfer notes and
references.

“Right now, we’re block-
ing around 15,000 abu-
sive messages each
month sent through
payment channels and
[Monday’s] move further
puts financial abusers
on notice that we will do
everything we can to pro-
tect innocent people,” Mr
Chambers said.

NAB also offers loans of
up to $2500 to support
customers trying to leave
domestic violence situa-
tions.
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Inside Australia’s b

Former Australian Taxation Office deputy commissioner Michael Cranston was
found not guilty. Picture: Monique Harmer

A barrage of secret explosive
evidence that led to the un-
covering of the biggest tax
fraud in Australia’s history
has been revealed.

The explosive evidence that
unveiled Australia’s biggest
tax fraud scam in history has
been made public for the very
first time.

A string of damning text
messages, secretly recorded
phone calls and a perfectly
placed hidden camera was
the golden trifecta that the
Australian Federal Police
needed to bust a sophisticat-
ed $105m tax fraud scam.
The evidence included
28,000 pages of documents
and 10 hours of intercepted
phone, video and audio mate-
rial that has now been heard
outside court for the very first
time, thanks to a Four Cor-
ners investigation that aired
on Monday night.

What was the Plutus Payroll
scam?

The scheme allegedly saw a
group of conspirators obtain
funds from a legitimate cli-
ent base that had outsourced
their payroll duties to their
company, Plutus Payroll.
Their clients ranged from
government departments to
IT companies, and as part of
their role, the company was
meant to transfer its clients’
GST and PAYG tax obliga-
tions to the Australian Taxa-
tion Office.

However, they instead alleg-
edly transferred these funds
to a layer of second tier
companies they had created,
which were run by ‘straw’ or
‘dummy’ directors’ — a term
used to describe those who
are the visible legal represen-
tative of a company, but who
act on behalf of the true own-
ers and have no real involve-
ment in the company itself.
These second tier companies
then allegedly transferred
just a portion of the money to

the ATO and sneakily pock-
eted the rest — reportedly up
to 40 per cent — and trans-
ferred these funds to the con-
spirators through a variety
of methods, including fake
invoices.

However, once the ATO began
to notice the huge amount of
money missing, the plot be-
gan to fall apart.

Who was involved?
According to Four Corners,
the scam all started back in
early 2014 when five men
held a meeting at a strip club
in Sydney’s CBD.

Adam Cranston, now 36, was
known as a corporate player
who was experienced in mop-
ping up broken businesses,
and who also had a love of
racing cars.

He also had a surprising fam-
ily connection: his father,
Michael Cranston, was at the
time a deputy commissioner
at the ATO. Michael is not
accused of any wrongdoing,
or any involvement in these
matters.

Also present was Peter Lar-
combe, a fund manager and
property investor at the time,
who was at one point believed
to be associated with an out-
law motorcycle group.

There was also former pro-
fessional snowboarder Ja-
son Onley, now 52, who was
known around Sydney’s in-
solvency scene.

At the meeting was also Si-
mon Anquetil and Josh Kit-
son. Anquetil was known as a
savvy tech entrepreneur who
had the building blocks for
the scheme, while his close
friend Kitson was an experi-
enced operator in the recruit-
ment industry.

“It is f+king brilliant! ”

It was at this strip club that
the five men allegedly excit-
edly discussed how they can
set up a payroll company
designed to make them very

iggest tax fraud scam

Adam Cranston — pictured here with his sister Lauren — is set to be sentenced in
the coming weeks. Picture: AAP | James Gourley

rich, very quickly.

During the meeting, Adam Cr-
anston allegedly handed out
brand new mobile phones
in order to prevent authori-
ties from listening in on their
plans.

After the group said goodbye
to each other, a flurry of text
messages between Anquetil
and Kitson ensued.

They named their company
after the Greek god of wealth,
and Plutus Payroll is born.
By the end of 2015, the busi-
ness was allegedly process-
ing more than $50 million in
pay, with the conspirators al-
legedly having pocketed over
$20 million.

Not going to plan

In May 2016, Adam Cranston
and Jason Onley were work-
ing from one of their offices
in Double Bay, one of Syd-
ney’s most affluent suburbs.
A group of men believed to
be from the Comanchero mo-
torcycle group were standing
outside, with several entering
the boardroom and demand-
ing money, before Onley
was punched and his family
threatened.

The pair allegedly agreed to
pay, however this was only
the start of their troubles.
Over in Los Angeles, Peter
Larcombe sent Adam Cran-
ston an urgent message.
According to Four Corners,
it read: “This is getting out
of control. You me j need to
sort our sh*t out together,”
the text read.

“Otherwise we are all f+ked
. I've heard from different
sources the whole business
is about to be rolled.”

On the morning of August 19,
2016, he says goodbye to his
wife, telling her he was go-
ing to get coffee, and left his
hotel room near Los Angeles
airport.

He never returned.

That night, CCTV captured
him walking to a multistorey
car park. He was later found
dead at the bottom of it

The LA coroner ruled his
death a suicide.

Operation Elbus

Just weeks later in Septem-
ber 2016, the Australian
Federal Police established a
dedicated task force with up
to 20 agents, called Opera-
tion Elbrus.

By October 2016, the con-
spirator’s phones had been
tapped and the AFP were lis-
tening in on their conversa-
tions and glimpses of what
the men were up to begin to
emerge.

There is also a secret camera
installed at the conspirator’s
Miranda office in Sydney,
right above the desk of Adam
Cranston’s sister, Lauren,
now 30.

From this birds-eye view, au-
thorities realise that she is
complicit in the scheme.

She worked in what they
called the “back office” and
shifted around a huge amount
of funds for the key conspira-
tors.

More listening devices were
planted at their different of-
fices around Sydney, and
they captured a conversation
with the conspirator’s lawyer,
Dev Menon.

He allegedly offered them
legal advice around how to
evade the ATO.

More taped conversations re-
corded the moment Adam Cr-
anston allegedly admitted the
scheme is ripping people off.
“The benefit we do have, is
that Plutus is a money mak-
ing machine,” he says on a
phone call to his lawyer, Dev
Menon.

“And it generates a f+k load,
so it’'s a Ponzi, but the ATO
won’t know it’'s a Ponzi. Not
until well down the track.”
Unravelling

In more recordings aired by
the ABC, Dev Menon meets
with siblings Adam and Lau-
ren Cranston to discuss a
plan.

They would blame everything
on the now-deceased Peter
Larcombe.

“There’s no forensic accoun-
tant in the world, without
even, without even, how the
f+k are you going to piece
this together, like it’s impos-
sible. Like mate, they will nev-
er figure it out,” Menon said
in a recording picked up by a
planted device.

“Basically what we’re saying
is Peter ran the whole thing.
Okay. You guys had no idea
what was happening if it ever
comes to it

“I just want you guys to start
thinking with the stories. If
obviously, Adam, this goes
for you too, Loz, Adam, Jason
Onley, this protects every-
one, right. Me, Every single
person.”

“It was all Peter,” Lauren
agrees.

“Yeah it was all Peter,” Menon
echoes.

“l just came to work and he
told me to do this. | don’t
know what the business is.”
In April 2017, the moment
they all feared descended
upon them: Plutus Payroll’s
accounts were issued with a
garnishee notice.

A garnishee notice entitles
the ATO to collect an out-
standing tax debt by directly
removing money from an
insolvent company’s bank
account, or by directly col-
lecting moneys from a com-
pany’s debtors.

On April 28 2011, Adam calls
his father, Michael Cranston,
a deputy commissioner of the
ATO, for help.

He tells his father, who is not
accused of any wrongdo-
ing, a very selective version
of events and explains that
Plutus is unable to pay its
clients.

Adam explains what hap-
pened with the garnishee no-

tice, and how he is concerned
that they cannot reach any-
one from the tax office to talk
about it.

A few days later, there is an-
other call and Michael says
he thinks his son might be on
an ATO watchlist

Justice

Finally, on May 11, 2011, po-
lice decide they have gathered
enough evidence against the
syndicate.

They arrest the key conspira-
tors and raid their homes,
seizing $15 million in cash, 25
vehicles, 12 motorbikes, 18
residential properties, more
than 100 bank accounts and
share trading accounts, two
aircraft, firearms, jewellery,
art and vintage wine.

There’s also at least $1 mil-
lion sitting in a safe-deposit
box, the AFP says.

Sixteen people are charged
as part of the operation.

The accused conspirators —
Adam Cranston, Dev Menon,
Jason Onley and Simon An-
quetil and Lauren Cranston —
are charged with conspiring
to dishonestly cause a loss
to the Australian government
and dealing with the proceeds
of crime.

Michael Cranston was also
charged with two counts of
abuse in public office to gain
an advantage, in this case, to
benefit his son, but in Feb-
ruary 2019, was found not
guilty of both charges.

Adam Cranston, his sister
Lauren, Dev Menon and Ja-
son Onley faced a huge year-
long trial in 2022 and were
found guilty in 2023.

Lauren Cranston is sentenced
to eight years imprisonment
in March 2023.

Justice  Anthony  Payne
said she had only gained
$181,000 for her role in the
scheme and acted out of a
“misguided sense of loyalty
to her brother”.

Justice Payne is due to sen-
tence Adam Cranston, Dev
Menon and Jason Onley in
coming weeks.

Police footage shows images from a hidden camera spying on Lauren
Cranston. Picture: Supplied
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‘Certainly want this’: Anthony Albanese backs
Voice leaders despite poll slump

The Prime Minister has
been grilled over the mixed
reception to the Voice to
parliament, including if
Lidia Thorpe could pose a
risk to the ‘yes’ vote.
Anthony Albanese has
backed in the leadership
of the Yes campaign, de-
spite flagging support for
the Voice to parliament
referendum.

The Prime Minister re-
mained confident Austra-
lians will return a yes vote
in the referendum, due to
be held in the spring, as
he denied vocal ‘no’ cam-
paigners Lidia Thorpe and
Jacinta Price had success-
fully muddied the water.

He was asked on ABC
Coffs Coast radio if he
could understand why vot-
ers were slow to get behind
the Voice given Senator
Thorpe and Senator Price’s
vocal criticism.

Mr Albanese said the “me-
dia” should not confuse au-
diences about the support
for the Voice among First

Lidia Thorpe is a key member of the Blak sovereign movement. Picture: NCA NewsWire | Martin Ollman

Nations people, despite the
two senator’s prominence
in the two sides of the ‘no’
camp.

“The media have a respon-
sibility, frankly, you named
the two people and you
could name Warren Mun-
dine as well who are sup-
porting no from different
perspectives,” he said.
“From Lidia Thorpe’s per-
spective, saying it doesn’t
go far enough.

“From the other no camp,
Warren Mundine and Jacti-
na Price, who are associat-
ed with a very conservative
political view, voting no.”
He said in contrast, Indig-
enous leaders involved in
the ‘yes’ camp had been
campaigning for the Voice
“for a long period of time”
as their preferred model.
“If you look at Aunty Pat
Anderson, you look at the
Dodsons, you look at Noel
Pearson, Marcia Langton,
Tom Calma, the senior
Australian of the year,
all of the northern land

councils, the representa-
tive bodies in the Torres
Strait.

“You look at all of these
Indigenous leaders, are all
campaigning very strong-
ly as they have for a long
period of time for constitu-
tional recognition.”

“This is something that
was promised and talked
about by the Howard gov-
ernment last century. If
we don’t recognise Indig-
enous Australians in our
constitution now, when
will we?

“This is unfinished busi-
ness and | believe it will
be a moment of national
unity just like the apology
to stolen generations was
after it was opposed by
some people as well for a
long period of time.

“When it got done, it did
lift up our nation, it was
positive and no one now
says that was the wrong
thing to do, and | think
that constitutional recog-
nition and a yes vote for

the referendum will be the
same.”

The latest Newspoll, pub-
lished in the Australian on
Monday, suggested just
43 per cent were in favour
of the voice, 41 per cent
opposed and 10 per cent
remained undecided.

It is the first lead the ‘no’
campaign has held in the
Newspoll.

Opposition leader Peter
Dutton has called for Mr
Albanese to scrap the ref-
erendum should the polls
show it would not get up.
When asked about the
softening voter sentiment
and if the Voice was some-
thing First Nations people
actually wanted, Mr Alba-
nese fired back.

“First Nations people cer-
tainly want this. We know
that all the figures show
that up to 90 per cent of
First Nations people,” he
began before Ms Poole cut
him off.

“Where do you get that
figure from? Do you go
into remote communities
and ask everybody? ” she
asked.

“First Nations people have
done that There has been
polling that showed the
lowest figure that I've seen
of polling among First Na-
tions people is above 80
per cent.”

Ms Poole questioned
whether any of that poll-
ing had taken place in her
region: “When I'm speak-
ing here on the ground,
I'm getting a very mixed
response when I’'m calling
and asking.”

Mr Albanese reiterated the
idea for the Voice did not
come from Canberra or
politicians, but from the
Statement from the Heart,
and was stress tested
through the referendum
working group and a re-
cent parliamentary inqui-
ry.

“It is a gracious and gen-
erous offer that comes
from First Nations people
themselves. And that’s
why the yes campaign has
been led by First Nations
people,” he said.

Operation Keppel ICAC re-
port into Gladys Berejiklian
to be tabled after 2 year wait

The state’s corruption
watchdog is just hours
from releasing its report
into former NSW premier
Gladys Berejiklian and
her ex-lover Daryl Magu-
ire.

The corruption investiga-
tion which ousted former
NSW premier Gladys Be-
rejiklian from the top job
in state politics will re-
lease its long-awaited re-
port on Thursday, ending
a near three-year saga.
Ms  Berejiklian  was
pushed into the harsh
glare of the Independent
Commission Against
Corruption’s (ICAC) Op-
eration Keppel after rev-
elations of her five-year
secret relationship with
disgraced ex Wagga
Wagga MP, Daryl Magu-
ire.

In October 2021, Ms Be-
rejiklian was pulled into
the corruption probe
which had previously
focused on allegations
against Mr Maguire.

This included claims he
had used his public of-
fice for personal finan-
cial gain, including using
his ministerial position to
broker sales like a$330m
development near Bad-
gerys Creek to Chinese
developer Country Gar-
den.

Later hearings then in-
vestigated whether Ms
Berejiklian breached
public trust by advancing
projects put forward by
Mr Maguire, and whether
she failed to report, or
even encouraged poten-
tially corrupt conduct un-
dertaken by the ousted
Liberal MP.

Thursday’s report will
also state whether Ms
Berejiklian breached the
Ministerial Code of Con-
duct by failing to disclose
her relationship with Mr
Maguire.

To date Ms Berejiklian
has denied all wrong do-
ing.

“History will demon-

strate that | have always
executed my duties with
the highest degree of in-
tegrity for the benefit of
the people of NSW who
I have had the privilege
to serve,” she said at the
time of her resignation.
Independent of Opera-
tion Keppel, Mr Maguire
is also facing charges
from the Australian Bor-
der Force of criminal
conspiracy over allega-
tions of visa and migrant
fraud between January
2013 and August 2015.
On Monday, he was hit
with further charges of
giving false and mislead-
ing evidence to ICAC
while testifying at a sep-
arate inquiry, Operation
Dasha, in 2018.

He has yet to enter a plea
on both charges.

The protracted delivery of
the report has prompted
calls to overhaul ICAC’s
reporting mechanisms,
with shadow attorney
general Alister Henskens
calling for bipartisan sup-
port to implement a six-
month reporting dead-
line after the conclusion
of public hearings.
Referring to Operation
Keppel, he said there
was a “consensus” that
the drafting of the report
had taken too long.

“This has been effective-
ly hanging over the head
of Gladys Berejiklian for
so long,” said Mr Hen-
skens.

“That’s an unfairness
in itself and for a body
which is directed towards
integrity and fairness, we
think that is not appropri-
ate and more should be
done to get much more
expeditious outcomes.
Premier Chris Minns
said he would await the
release of the Operation
Keppel report before
commenting on ICAC’s
operations, however he
was “prepared to work
with all parties” on im-
proving its operations.
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