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David Speers is political editor at Sky News and anchor of Speers. He covered the last four US presidential election campaigns from Washington. He has won three Walkley Awards, a Logie Award and a Kennedy Award for Political Reporting. He was also awarded the 2017 AACTA Best Presenter Award. Speers served as president of the Parliamentary Press Gallery for three years and as director of the National Press Club for the last twelve years.
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It was a chaotic coup. The plotters overestimated their level of support and never had a majority. They still managed to bring down their leader, though, amid the pandemonium and uncertainty. Debate still rages as to why they did it.


The mutiny on the Bounty in 1789 saw a disgruntled minority of the crew force William Bligh and his loyal supporters at gunpoint onto a small boat. They were set adrift in the South Pacific. Nearly 230 years later it was a similar fate for Australia’s twenty-ninth prime minister. The mutineers didn’t have a majority to install their own man but Malcolm Bligh Turnbull was dispatched. Why?


Men in the Turnbull family carry the middle name Bligh in honour of the famous sea captain, who would survive a remarkable journey at sea in that boat, make it back to England and go on to become governor of New South Wales.


For Turnbull, there would be no survival. He was the primary victim, but not the only one, of the most brutal and bizarre week in Australian politics since the Dismissal in 1975. The drawn-out battle for power left deep scars and many questions. The simplest of them all: why? Why was Turnbull dumped?


After having broadcast the wild, unfolding mess live from the Sky News Parliament House studio, I want to return to the events of that week, day by day, sometimes hour by hour, and try to answer that and a few more questions. When did Peter Dutton start planning a tilt at the leadership? Did Scott Morrison really skate through the middle with clean hands? And who finally decided to put Turnbull out of his misery by ensuring enough signatures were added to a crucial petition at the eleventh hour?


I’ve spoken to more than twenty of the key figures directly involved to piece together the chronology of that extraordinary week. Inevitably, some recollections of the pivotal events are contested.


After his victory, Morrison described the messy leadership upheaval as The Muppet Show as he sought to bring down the curtain on his colleagues’ infighting. Looking back, it seems some of the muppets were far better than others at juggling knives.


The Scene Setter


After nearly twelve years under the steady hand of John Howard in government, the Liberal Party plunged into a series of leadership changes after its 2007 election defeat. Bottled-up ambitions were let loose. Brendan Nelson didn’t last a year before Malcolm Turnbull forced his way to the top. Barely twelve months later, he too was gone; brought down in 2009 by a party-room revolt over energy policy. In his place the conservative Tony Abbott was installed. He launched an all-out assault on the Labor government over carbon pricing and border protection, leading the Coalition to government in 2013.


Governing, though, was more difficult. Abbott lasted only two years before Turnbull was back, this time as prime minister. His actions in bringing down Nelson and then Abbott would in time come back to haunt him.


The question of why Turnbull was removed in 2018 has many answers. Depending on who you believe, his problem was either ‘terrorism’

from Abbott and his conservative media supporters, treachery from Peter Dutton, a terrible Longman by-election campaign, his own tin ear on policy problems, a simple failure to lead both conservatives and moderates in his ranks, or a combination of all of the above.


Turnbull began what became his final parliamentary term after a long and lacklustre election campaign that saw the government scrape back into office with only a one-seat majority. Despite the fractious mood in the ranks, the prime minister refused to bring Abbott back into his Cabinet, fearing the conservative torchbearer would be more destructive inside the tent than outside.


Three months later the two came face to face on the sidelines of a NSW Liberal Party state conference in Sydney. A mutual friend had brokered the meeting in the interests of finding some peace. ‘He [Turnbull] made it absolutely crystal clear,’ recalls Abbott, ‘that as long as he was leader I would never be in his Cabinet.’ In response, the former leader gave Turnbull a stark warning: ‘I said fair enough, Malcolm, that’s your decision, but I’ll do my thing on the backbench and you’ve got more to lose than I have.’ He was right about that.


Abbott locked in a weekly spot on 2GB and made frequent appearances on Sky News’ evening programs. He used his freedom as a backbencher to wage war on nearly every Turnbull policy move: immigration, stripping citizenship from terrorists, Catholic school funding, and energy.


Every prime minister faces hostile commentators and internal critics, but none has had to contend with such a steady drumbeat of public criticism from a high-profile former leader still on the backbench. As another former prime minister, Howard, politely put it, Abbott ‘remained unreconciled to his removal’.


The policy concerns Abbott raised each week may have been genuine, but now he admits this behaviour was also payback for Turnbull leaving him out in the cold. Abbott agrees his regular commentary made life tough for the prime minister: ‘I’m sure it did, but it was all his own doing. If I’d been a Cabinet minister I wouldn’t have been able to do any of that. I mean, one of Turnbull’s fundamental mistakes was not holding out an olive branch to me after the 2016 election.’


The Tipping Point


Saturday 28 July 2018


While only a small band of Liberal MPs supported Abbott’s activities, Turnbull’s problems grew much bigger as the votes in the Longman by-election were counted. The Liberal National Party’s primary vote crashed to below 30 per cent.


At the start of the campaign, the internal LNP polling had been bleak. Conducted in early June, it showed the LNP primary vote to be 29 per cent, Australian Labor Party 42 per cent and One Nation 15 per cent. After preferences Labor was ahead 58 per cent to 42 per cent. In the end, Labor won the seat 54 per cent to 46 per cent, while the LNP primary vote came in at 29.6 per cent, remarkably close to where the internal poll had suggested it would be.


Turnbull insisted he was not at all surprised, but his colleagues certainly were. The LNP primary vote had dropped by more than 9 per cent. They had been expecting a much better primary vote for the LNP and thought Turnbull had been foolish to raise the stakes by saying it was a ‘contest between me and Bill Shorten as the prime minister and Opposition leader’. If this was a leadership contest, Turnbull had failed.


Queensland can spook the Coalition like no other state, given its electoral volatility. When Campbell Newman’s LNP government was wiped out in January 2015, federal Coalition MPs went into panic mode. They feared it was partly a backlash towards then prime minister Abbott after his disastrous decision to bring back ‘Knights and Dames’. Nine days after Newman was smashed, Abbott faced the ‘empty chair’ spill. He survived but was put on notice, with thirty-nine MPs voting for the spill, even without a challenger.


The Longman result in 2018 crystallised the fears of many in the Turnbull Government about their leader’s inability to win a campaign—among them Peter Dutton, who holds a neighbouring seat in Queensland. In the final week of the campaign, he had been greeting voters at the pre-poll voting booth on Bribie Island, one of the most conservative parts of the seat. Voters who approached him praised his work as home affairs minister but told him Turnbull had to go. These were regular listeners of Alan Jones and Ray Hadley on 4BC, and they repeated the tirades against the prime minister they had heard from these radio hosts. The encounter with these voters had a big impact on Dutton.


During the campaign he warned Turnbull that a bad result in Longman would change the mood in the party very quickly. Most Liberals had been enjoying the spectacle of Labor gripped with leadership uncertainty as Shorten faced the prospect of becoming the first Opposition leader in a century to lose a seat to the government at a by-election. Labor MPs were seriously considering a move to Anthony Albanese.


When the results came in, the mood did immediately shift. Queensland MPs went ‘feral’. ‘Shorten owned Turnbull’ was a common view as many acknowledged the power of Labor’s ‘Hospitals Before Banks’ campaign.


Despite the terrible result for the Coalition and the clear rejection of the government’s big-business tax cut, it stuck with the policy. The prime minister, treasurer Scott Morrison and finance minister Mathias Cormann agreed to give the legislation one more try in the Senate. Cormann was the most passionate advocate of the tax cut, but all three agreed on the approach. This powerful trio was still working as a team. Dutton, however, was growing increasingly doubtful of Turnbull’s ability to turn things around.


A Week of Backfires


Monday 13 August 2018


Two weeks later, parliament resumed. Everyone knew the company tax cuts were headed for defeat and would then be officially dropped as government policy. The focus quickly shifted to another difficult policy: energy.


Turnbull and his energy minister, Josh Frydenberg, had worked tirelessly to develop what they saw as a sensible consensus to end the decade-old climate and energy war crippling investment in the sector. The National Energy Guarantee (NEG) was a complicated, compromised policy, but it had the support of all the major business, industry, farming and mining groups, the energy sector and consumer advocates. Frydenberg was slowly working towards an agreement with the states, but they wanted to be sure the federal Coalition was also on board before locking in support.


On the evening of Monday 13 August, the backbench energy committee gathered in the Cabinet room. Turnbull and Frydenberg wanted this small group to sign off on the NEG before a full party-room meeting the next morning.
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in Australian politics, read Speers.”
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