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I.



It was red wine that did it. A large stain on beige carpet that I had tried to fix after a bottle of Tahbilk shiraz exploded off my wine rack and onto the floor. With some advice from a carpet cleaner-turned-MP, I had managed to transform the blood-like splatter into a light blemish. It was far from the only soirée-induced flaw in my rented Canberra apartment, but it needed to be fixed if I ever wanted my bond back. As with most meetings in my life, appointments are scheduled during bouts of procrastination at work and then quickly forgotten. That morning, on 4 June 2019, I had completely unremembered arranging for a cleaner named Phil to pop over to assess the damage.


It was around 9.00 am and I was about to rush out of the door to Parliament House just 2 kilometres away when I heard the knock at my apartment door. Like that initial explosion of the shiraz bottle, my memory was jolted into remembering. ‘That must be the cleaner,’ I thought. Without hesitation, or my usual peek through the peephole, I opened the door. But it wasn’t Phil1, it was five members of the Australian Federal Police who had a warrant to raid my home.


In the weeks leading up to this unexpected visit, I had rarely been at my apartment. The 2019 election campaign and interstate media commitments had meant I’d spent about 10 nights at my home in the past two months. But on that morning, 4 June, I was there. Perhaps through covert means, luck or just better diary management, the police also knew I would be home to meet the cleaner that morning. There on my landing, three male and two female police officers in plainclothes introduced themselves. For a law-abiding citizen like myself, I had assumed such an early morning visit from the police would mean a member of my family had perished in a tragic boat accident or something equally horrific. Thankfully that wasn’t the case.


Shock has erased the first few words they said to me. I recall an identification badge being thrust in my face, closely followed by a warrant to search my home. Manners and fear prevented me from putting up a fight, so I let them in. Since that day I have often wondered why I wasn’t bolshier or less cooperative. I am a journalist; it’s in our nature. After all, this was my home and I am not a criminal. But I had been brought up to trust the police and obey their orders, so I invited them in. I genuinely believed they would ask a few questions and they’d be on their way.


There was a precedent for such things. Back in 2008, legendary press gallery journalist Laurie Oakes had revealed then-Prime Minister Kevin Rudd had ignored advice from four departments that his proposed FuelWatch scheme might push petrol prices up, not down, as it was designed to do. Under his plan, petrol stations would need to nominate and lock in prices for 24 hours. Oakes was leaked confidential Cabinet submissions prepared by the Finance Department, the Department of Resources and Energy, the Industry Department and the prime minister’s own department, criticising the scheme. The leaker clearly had access to such high-level documents that even Oakes said he initially questioned the authenticity of the material2. The Government couldn’t risk more secrets being revealed so the head of the prime minister’s department, Terry Moran, ordered the police to try and identify the leaker. In 2008, Oakes wrote:




The AFP Deputy Commissioner Tony Negus interviewed me over the phone yesterday. All very civilised.


Oakes: I don’t think I’ve got anything to say that could help you, Tony.


AFP: Are you prepared to tell me whether you are still in possession of the document?


Oakes: I’m not in possession of it.


AFP: No. Well, obviously there are circumstances around which we might have to take some kind of action, if that was the case. But if you’re telling me that you’re not in possession of it, then that’s fine.


Oakes: The document I had does not exist anymore.





Unfortunately, when the police arrived at my apartment more than 13 months after I wrote an article revealing a proposal to expand the powers of a spy agency, I was not warned. In fact, the AFP made a decision to begin investigating the leak on 8 May 20183. But the first time I was contacted was when a squad of police arrived at my front door.


Perhaps it was a survival mechanism, but on that day my brain wouldn’t let me think about the impact this raid might have on the days, months and years to follow. I somehow miscalculated the significance of what was happening and even tried to explain to the police that a man named Phil was coming over to give me a quote for some cleaning and it’d be inconvenient to cancel, as they had suggested.


I invited the police inside and we sat around my dining table, which was covered in Liberty print cotton that I was using to make two patchwork quilts for friends who were expecting babies. I like to think that this was the first time the raid squad at the AFP had to navigate their way around rotary cutters and floral fat quarters. Before June 2019, unpaid parking tickets were probably going to be the only reason I might end up in front of a judge. In my youth, I once pinched a 1-kilogram tin of beetroot from the venue where my friend had her 21st, because it seemed like a naughty thing to do with my mates. My mum had got wind of this unsophisticated stunt and made a policeman – who was a family friend – call me and scare me away from a life of crime. According to the police, it hadn’t worked.


Once the AFP knew I was home they called two more policemen – IT experts – to come to my apartment. Inside, I was handed a copy of a story I had written more than a year ago and reproduced the warrant which appeared to give the police permission to search my property, my car, my phone and my computer.


Australia’s secrecy laws were first drafted in 1914 after the outbreak of the First World War, due to fears of German espionage. There are two offences that make it illegal to disclose official secrets which the police seemed to be alleging I had done. Section 70 makes it illegal for a former or current government worker to disclose any information or documents they are under a duty not to disclose. The second section, section 79, lists a range of documents and items that can constitute an ‘official secret’. According to the warrant:




On the 29 April 2018, Annika Smethurst and The Sunday Telegraph communicated a document or article to a person, that was not in the interest of the Commonwealth, and permitted that person to have access to the document, contrary to section 79(3) of the Crimes Act 1914, Official Secrets.





That subsection makes it a crime for any individual to communicate an official secret and carries a penalty of jail. The words and references to war-time acts of parliament danced on the page as my mind raced about what could possibly be in my house or on my phone that would be of interest to the police. I could feel adrenaline surge through my body, a feeling I can only recall happening once or twice before. My hands started to shake but I didn’t want anyone to see. I could hear the sound of my heart beating in my chest and wondered if my unwanted house guests could also hear the accelerating thump. I couldn’t possibly go to jail, could I?


According to the warrant, the police wanted notes, storyboards or scribblings – my words, not theirs – relating to an article published in The Sunday Telegraph a year earlier, which revealed a proposal to allow our own military spies at the Australian Signals Directorate (ASD) to spy on Australians within Australia, not just foreigners as had always been the case. At the time I knew this article caused a stir among political circles, but more than a year had passed. We had a new prime minister, there had been an election and a new Parliament was about to start.


There is huge value in knowing what you don’t know. And that morning I knew I needed help. I asked to make a phone call. I had been given advice early in my career about what to do if the police ever showed up, most of which I had forgotten. But I knew I needed a lawyer. With the police just metres away I spoke to my deputy editor who was at the school uniform shop with her children in Sydney. As soon as I told her the police were at my house she responded, ‘Is this about that story you wrote last year?’


‘Yes,’ I replied.


I called my partner who was in a meeting and diverted my call to his message bank, so I sent him a text: ‘The police are here to raid my home.’ I tried calling my parents to let them know what was happening before they saw it on the news. It didn’t work. News of the raid was passed on to our senior legal counsel at News Corp, who called me from the gym where she’d been working out. It appears no one except the Australian Federal Police anticipated the raid on my home that morning. News Corp, my employer, sent two Canberra-based lawyers to my house to provide legal representation and moral support. I will never be able to thank these two kind and professional people for the support they provided me that day.


Moments before the lawyers reached my door the police started the search. In a strange sign of respect that conflicted with what was about to happen, the two female officers were assigned to search my bedroom from top to bottom. My bedding was removed and cupboards emptied. The two officers meticulously explored the contents of my underused handbags, reuniting me with long-lost lipsticks and unsuccessful TAB receipts from modest bets placed during the Spring Racing Carnival. I couldn’t watch but then I couldn’t look away. I would briefly walk into the room and justify whatever item they were looking at, like I needed to explain to the police why I had so many scarves or why I had kept a Paris metro ticket from a school exchange program in 2004.


Beside my bed I kept a small wooden box where I stored cards and handwritten notes that I had received over three decades. Inside there were birthday cards from friends, romantic notes and letters from loved ones who had since died. I had failed to appreciate how the significance of personal correspondence is lost when shared with people beyond the writer and recipient. Medical scripts, diaries and photos kept in the sanctuary of my own home were being read and looked at by people I didn’t know.
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