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Introduction to this edition


This collection does not pretend to be a comprehensive record of either the times or the column I wrote in The Bulletin from 1987 to 2007 and since then for News Limited. I hope, however, that it may help to shed light on some of the more significant events and personalities of the period; and perhaps, too, there are lessons to be learned from the politics of these years that are relevant to the future.


One of those lessons is that political journalists can be as fallible as those they write about. A number of the predictions in these pieces proved to be wrong; some of my judgments, with the benefit of hindsight, were clearly faulty. But that is the nature of the business.


The more than twenty years this book spans saw: Bob Hawke ruthlessly toppled from the prime ministership by an ambitious Paul Keating; John Howard rolled as opposition leader by Andrew Peacock; John Hewson humiliated and cut down after losing the ‘unlosable’ election; his successor, Alexander Downer, reduced almost to a laughing stock before handing the Liberal leadership back to Howard; Keating driven from office by an electorate that had come to loathe him; Kim Beazley rejected twice by voters and three times by his party; Simon Crean dispatched as opposition leader without even getting to fight an election; Mark Latham imploding spectacularly after an election loss his fragile ego could not handle; Howard becoming only the second prime minister since Federation to lose his seat – and, more recently, Peter Costello, who had waited so long for the top job, leave Parliament.


Many of the themes remain constant. I suspect most people would believe that global warming became an issue in Australian politics recently. In fact, though, legendary powerbroker Graham Richardson as environment minister was thinking about it back in 1989 – considering a referendum to give the federal government constitutional power to deal with what was then called the ‘greenhouse effect’.


The problem of how to make Australia’s federal system of government work more effectively is a recurring theme. In 1991, when Hawke proposed a ‘new federalism’ that would have returned some taxation powers to the states, Keating used it brutally against him in their leadership battle. At around the same time John Gorton, once regarded as anti-states’ rights, was welcomed back into the party. Howard would have been regarded by most Liberals as a states’ righter when he won office, but became the great centraliser, outdoing even Gough Whitlam. Now Kevin Rudd is dependent on the success of his own version of cooperative federalism to implement the health and education policies that got him elected.


From time to time I have voiced concern that the individuality is slowly being squeezed out of our politicians to the detriment of the democratic process. Modern Australian politicians are afraid to chance their arms, to say anything spontaneous, or even to be themselves. And I blamed media training, which resulted in mantra politics. (‘Ignore the questions,’ the pollies are told. ‘Keep repeating the message.’)


An increasingly media-savvy electorate tends to be more alert to the manipulative techniques used by politicians and public relations people – spin doctors, if you like. Spin is not nearly as effective if people know it is happening. And when they do know it is happening it becomes another factor undermining trust in politicians and political institutions.


This brings me to an important point – the relationship between politicians and the media. We may work in close proximity, constantly exchange information, socialise with each other and in some cases even develop friendships. But that does not mean we are on the same side. We have conflicting interests. Politicians want to control information and the way it is presented to the public. The journalist’s job is to dig out information the pollies want to keep buried, and to try to see past the spin to get at the truth. It is a constant battle, and sometimes it seems that the politicians are winning.


But the good news is that leaks still seem impossible to plug, embarrassing documents still fall off the backs of trucks, and a new generation of young and energetic press gallery members continues to fight and frustrate attempts at control. Long may it continue!




1987


Joh’s crusade could be the making of John Howard


17 February 1987


Sir Joh Bjelke-Petersen talks of annihilating John Howard and Ian Sinclair. He may do it. But the very threat could have the reverse effect, at least as far as Howard is concerned. The Queensland Premier on the rampage provides the federal opposition leader with an opportunity to show his stuff, to demonstrate whether he is a leader or not. Howard, once regarded as a tough political scrapper, has looked increasingly wimpish over the past year. Now he is involved in the political fight of his life. If he is to survive in the Liberal leadership, and if the coalition is to have any chance in the next election, he has to take on Sir Joh and break him. ‘It’s Howard’s chance to redeem himself as a leader,’ one of the shrewdest political observers in the government remarked last week. Embroiled in a battle he cannot avoid, Howard is being compelled to show strength. Ironically, he is also being compelled by Sir Joh’s attacks on Liberal ‘wets’ to behave for the first time as leader of the whole Liberal Party rather than simply of the dominant ‘dry’ faction.


The Bjelke-Petersen crusade to realign conservative politics in Australia got off to an astonishing start. The way it gained momentum following his Wagga speech surprised supporters almost as much as opponents. ‘He’s gone a lot further and a lot faster than we expected,’ says one of the people involved in putting Sir Joh’s campaign together. The damage being done to the coalition is obvious enough. Equally obvious is the boost the conservative brawling has given to morale in the Labor Party. In this climate, speculation about the possibility of an early election is inevitable – especially since people close to Sir Joh claim a snap federal election in the next few months is the only thing that could foil his plans. He needs time to get his organisation ready. A May election would be too early for him.


The Prime Minister remains adamant that there will be no poll until late this year or early 1988. But there is starting to be heard in Canberra – not yet with any force at cabinet level – a view that the tough budgetary situation facing the government could make the early election option more inviting. According to this argument, such savage and electorally unpalatable spending cuts will be required this year that a post-budget election might not be winnable. If warnings from Treasury really are this grim, and if the conservative parties start to disintegrate to the point where a coalition victory in the present circumstances looks impossible, Bob Hawke could come under pressure to change his mind and consider a double dissolution election. If Labor’s election strategists see a window, the temptation to go through it may prove irresistible. Hawke would, of course, need the Australia Card legislation to be rejected a second time by the Senate to provide a double dissolution ‘trigger’. Interestingly, a conservative politician pointedly reminded me the other day that the government would lose its ‘trigger’ if a few coalition senators crossed the floor and allowed the legislation to pass. The unmistakable implication was that this could probably be arranged, if necessary.


One of the intriguing questions to arise as the drama unfolded last week was whether Andrew Peacock had been involved in a conspiracy with the Queensland Premier. Peacock’s gratuitous intervention – calling on the opposition leader to hold peace talks with Sir Joh – convinced some of the more ardent Howard supporters of the existence of a plot. Peacock and Sir Joh, they suggested, were working together to destabilise Howard so that Peacock could regain the federal Liberal leadership. Like most conspiracy theories, this one does not hold water. And Howard, to his credit, at no stage accepted it. Certainly it is true that Sir Joh’s backers favour the idea of a Bjelke-Petersen/Peacock leadership double, because their polling shows it would be electorally popular. But Peacock himself has had no involvement with them. He did, however, make it his business to pick up as much intelligence as possible about what the Queensland Premier was up to, and shortly before Christmas he warned Liberal Party federal director Tony Eggleton to expect an assault from the north.


The absence of a conspiracy of course does not mean Sir Joh’s activities might not result in the Liberal leadership again changing hands. There is no doubt Peacock wants the job back, and he will try to take it if the battle with Sir Joh leaves Howard looking vulnerable. He has to tread warily, however. As Tasmanian Premier Robin Gray found when he cast doubts on the security of Howard’s leadership last Friday, many Liberals are in no mood to tolerate anyone rocking the boat at the moment. Gray got a pasting from party members in his own state, and phoned Howard within 24 hours to square off. There is, however, muted criticism among Liberal MPs of Howard’s failure to anticipate the crisis. It is possible that, had he acted in time and with a degree of subtlety, it might have been headed off. This may have been what Peacock had in mind when he suggested that the federal coalition leaders should meet Sir Joh and try to work out a solution. People who have had political dealings with the Queensland Premier often observe that the private Joh is quite different from the public one. He is the most stubborn man in the country if you take him on publicly, they say. But when you sit down with him in private his approach is much more reasonable.


Howard, according to some of his Liberal Party critics, should have tried to arrange a quiet meeting with Sir Joh before criticising him publicly. A compromise of sorts might have been worked out, even on the crucial tax issue, if they had sat down together and talked over their differences. Now, of course, with both sides hurling abuse in public, it is probably too late. Having missed the chance to negotiate a truce, Howard has to fight. He has to assert the authority of a leader, and somehow force Sir Joh to back down. If he fails, if the old Queensland warrior comes out on top, a move to topple him as leader will not be long delayed. Howard, however, would not give up the leadership as easily as Peacock did in 1985. ‘If anyone wants the job,’ he has told friends, ‘they’ll have to blast me out.’


Puny opposition tries to bucket the referee


21 April 1987


John Howard’s opposition has been getting a pasting in parliament. Day after day, Bob Hawke, Paul Keating and the government’s other frontliners inflict dreadful punishment on the would-be heavy-weights on the coalition side. It is disastrous for morale in Liberal ranks. Journalists watching from the gallery are influenced in their political judgments by the one-sided contest. Voters, listening to audio ‘grabs’ of parliamentary proceedings in radio and television news services, are presumably influenced too.


This is the background to the extraordinary attack on Speaker Joan Child in a Liberal strategy committee document leaked last week. Author of the document, shadow attorney-general John Spender, wrote: ‘The plain fact is that the Speaker’s bias…is unmistakable.’ What is extraordinary is not that Spender should believe Mrs Child is biased in favour of the government but that he should think such a situation is at all unusual.


Under our parliamentary system it is unrealistic to expect Speakers to be impartial. In the House of Commons, a Speaker relinquishes party affiliations and in return is guaranteed not to be opposed in his seat, but in Australia, where there is no such guarantee, a Speaker has to retain party membership and endorsement. Impartiality is a myth and in Mrs Child’s defence it can be said that she gets as close to it as any of her predecessors – Labor and Liberal – over the 20 years or so I have been closely studying politics.


Opposition complaints about the Speaker, which have been getting increasingly heated since the beginning of the year, reflect the frustration of Liberal and National party MPs at their inability to get on top of the government at Question Time – and at the ease with which the government stays on top of them. But lashing out at Mrs Child will not help and Howard and his team have to improve their performance. At least, when parliament resumes after its Easter break, Howard will have a reshuffled, revamped shadow ministry. That may lead to a more aggressive and effective use of the parliamentary forum – but a change in approach will be needed.


Spender, who heads the strategy committee, recognises this in his document and suggests more concentrated attacks on weak ministers – and names Aboriginal Affairs Minister Clyde Holding, Health Minister Neal Blewett, Sport and Tourism Minister John Brown, Local Government Minister Tom Uren and Territories Minister Gordon Scholes. It is good advice, but hardly enough to turn the opposition’s parliamentary fortunes around. If they are to do that, it is clearly necessary for Howard and Co to find a way to deal with Hawke, Keating, Dawkins, Button and Walsh, strong ministers in important economic portfolios who are inflicting damage on the opposition and cannot be ignored.


It is never easy for oppositions to score points at Question Time. Standing orders impose no real requirement on ministers to be brief or relevant, but – since the coalition made no attempt to change those Standing Orders during its years in office – Spender and his colleagues are not on strong ground when they whinge about the situation.


The Spender document says, correctly, that ‘the phrasing of questions has to be reconsidered – questions should have a greater political bite’. Hawke and Keating get a run on radio and television by using colourful, vigorous language tailored to make audio ‘grabs’. There is no reason why those questioning them should not do the same, nor is there any reason why the filibustering and evasiveness of ministers cannot be exposed through skilful follow-up questioning by the opposition leadership.


But the best way to use Question Time is to be armed with information embarrassing to the government and to surprise ministers with that information. It is also possible to use Question Time to expose contradictions in government statements or – even better – to provoke contradictory statements from ministers. Gough Whitlam in opposition was devastatingly effective with this sort of approach. Bill Hayden was good at it, too, and gave the Fraser government much more trouble in parliament than Howard or Andrew Peacock have ever managed to give Hawke. The present opposition has not shown the ability or the will to do the necessary work.


The opposition’s biggest problem in the parliamentary battle, though, is that it is vulnerable to attack itself. Given the state of the economy, ministers should be on the defensive – but they are not. Ministers attack, the opposition defends. Coalition brawling and the great split caused by Sir Joh Bjelke-Petersen is part of the reason, of course, and Hawke and his senior colleagues have exploited it gleefully. But a much greater opposition weakness is the lack of consistent policies – most importantly a detailed, consistent taxation policy. Howard and his frontbenchers are not in a position to launch an effective onslaught on the government’s economic policy if they are open to ridicule themselves in the same area. The strategy of delaying the public release of the opposition’s tax policy until close to an election is being exposed as politically stupid. This is something to which the Spender committee should turn its attention, rather than sniping at the Speaker. The coalition row, of course, has made it much harder for Howard to get agreement on a tax policy but that is his problem and one which Hawke and Keating have not failed to highlight. The leaked Spender document says that the opposition should be ‘demonstrating we have an effective alternative to the government’. Exactly! But so far it has been demonstrating just the opposite. That is why the Howard team gets a daily parliamentary bath and only Howard and the shadow cabinet – not a strategy committee – can do anything about the situation.


Ambition drives the deputies to the limelight


4 August 1987


Normally in politics attention focuses on leaders. The recent presidential-style election campaign was an example of this. It was Hawke versus Howard. Other politicians were minor players. And the deputy leaders of the major parties – Lionel Bowen and Neil Brown – were barely heard of. But, over the next few years, deputy leaders can be expected to grab headlines, and the role of a deputy leader will be much discussed. One reason is Andrew Peacock’s surprise decision to become deputy Liberal leader to his long-time rival John Howard. Another is Bowen’s plan to step down as deputy prime minister, probably next year. Paul Keating no doubt considers he has a right to move into the job.


‘Keating as deputy to Hawke will be like Gough Whitlam as deputy to Arthur Calwell,’ a Labor staffer said a few days ago. It was a massive over-statement. The successful Hawke is not to be compared with the unelectable leader the ALP stubbornly stuck with through a large part of the ’60s. But the Keating/Whitlam comparison has validity. Like Whitlam, Keating will become impatient if his chance at leadership is delayed too long. Keating expects Hawke to make way for him before the end of the current parliamentary term but it is by no means clear that the Prime Minister sees things in precisely the same way. Keating would be a thrusting deputy, dominating his leader and increasingly looking like a rival. In the view of many in the Labor Party, it would be an inherently unstable situation.


‘Inherently unstable’ is a description used frequently to describe the Howard/Peacock leadership team, too, and for much the same reason. It is difficult to imagine the ambitious Peacock smothering his own ego and putting Howard’s interests ahead of his own. ‘Andrew is no Phil Lynch or Lionel Bowen,’ is the way one Liberal put it last week. Bowen and the late Sir Phillip Lynch are held up these days as the ideal deputy leadership role models.


According to Bowen, the requirements of the deputy leadership position are not the same in government as in opposition. In both situations, of course, Bowen believes a deputy leader has to provide loyalty and support to the leader. ‘But in opposition a deputy leader needs to be attacking all the time, taking a high profile in parliament, giving his leader a chance to be out and about campaigning,’ Bowen says. ‘In government, it’s the reverse of that. A deputy prime minister needs to take a subdued role. If a deputy goes after a high profile in government, he will endanger the popularity of the prime minister. He’ll be portrayed as a rival.’ It is clear from those comments that Bowen would have serious reservations about Keating becoming deputy prime minister to Hawke. He declines to be drawn on the issue, but the logic of his position would favour someone such as Immigration Minister Mick Young succeeding him. Young would be much more in the Bowen/Lynch mould than Keating. Not having obvious prime ministerial ambitions himself, Young could play the role of ‘fixer’ on Hawke’s behalf, act as his eyes and ears in the party and the electorate, and never be seen as a threat.


The conventional wisdom is that successful deputies do not aspire to the top job themselves. Interestingly, though, this was not true of either Lynch or Bowen. Despite appearances, Lynch was an extremely ambitious politician who would dearly have loved to lead the Liberal Party. He was regarded as the loyal offsider, first to Sir Billy Snedden and then to Malcolm Fraser. The truth, however, was that Lynch frequently plotted or manoeuvred against them when he disagreed with what they proposed or had some plan of his own he wanted to push.


Bowen, too, had leadership aspirations. Indeed, for a period in late 1974 and early 1975, Whitlam had decided Bowen should be groomed as his successor. He stood unsuccessfully against Whitlam after the 1975 election defeat, and would have liked the Labor leadership when Hayden got it two years later. Eventually Bowen might have challenged Hayden – had Hawke not appeared on the parliamentary scene.


Peacock, when the current situation was reversed – when he was Liberal leader and Howard was his 2IC – had very definite views on how a deputy leader should behave. He wanted absolute loyalty, absolute support – and because Howard fell short of what he expected, Peacock precipitated the crisis which saw Howard installed as leader in his place. Now Peacock will have to apply the same standards to himself.


Few people closely involved with politics believe he will be able to do so. There is an expectation in large sections of the Liberal Party as well as in the government and the press gallery that the Howard/ Peacock partnership will not work. But one of the Liberal MPs closest to the new deputy leader says: ‘There is a political imperative on Howard and Peacock to make it work. If they don’t, both of them are kaput.’


Peacock and Lynch were bitter rivals for years. Lynch beat Peacock for the deputy leadership in the first place. Fraser ensured that Lynch stayed in the deputy leadership to keep Peacock out. Now Peacock will have to try to model himself on his old foe. He seems genuinely determined to do it, despite the irony.


Keating, on the other hand, assuming he becomes Hawke’s deputy, will not model himself on Bowen. The two are friends. In Keating’s early days in politics, Bowen was one of his most important mentors. But Keating is much hungrier for power than Bowen ever was – and certainly much hungrier for it than Bowen was by the time he became deputy prime minister. There is now so much momentum behind the Keating career that it would be impossible for him to throttle back – even if he wanted to.




1988


Howard looking good in spite of Elliott


8 March 1988


When John Elliott ran for the presidency of the Liberal Party last year his most important supporter was John Howard. Considerable opposition had built up within the party to the takeover bid by the Elders boss. Many traditional ‘old money’ Liberals did not approve of Elliott’s brash ‘new money’ style. The strong puritan element in the Liberal Party disliked the idea of a brewer as president. And Liberal MPs were suspicious of Elliott’s motives. But Howard, the federal parliamentary leader, went in to bat for him.


Howard argued that the Liberal Party would look ridiculous if it rejected a businessman of such obvious ability. Elliott, he said, with his powerful personality and high public profile, could be a considerable asset politically. To knock back Elliott would be to confirm claims that the party was dominated by an out-of-touch parliamentary club. There was another argument which Howard did not articulate, but which undoubtedly weighed on his mind. The only alternative to Elliott on offer was Malcolm Fraser, who was completely unacceptable. ‘Malcolm would have been constantly on John’s back,’ says a Howard supporter.


Surprisingly, despite Elliott’s growing reputation as a foot-in-mouth exponent, Howard would probably still support him for the presidency today. Certainly, the opposition leader has told friends that he has not lost hope that Elliott can be effective in the role. Howard believes that he, Elliott and deputy Liberal leader Andrew Peacock should be an ideal team because between them they embody all the Liberal Party’s key constituencies. Peacock represents traditional Liberals, Elliott big business, and Howard the vital middle-class element. If the team is to work, though, Elliott has to change. On the day the NSW election date was announced, Howard appeared on the Sunday program on the Nine network. It should have provided him with a platform from which to attack Labor and push the cause of Nick Greiner and the NSW Liberals. Instead he spent a large part of the interview being questioned about Elliott’s most recent gaffe and looking like a wimp because of the need to avoid headlines suggesting an intra-party brawl at the start of a crucial election campaign. By the end of the program Howard was livid – not with the interviewers, but with Elliott.


Howard is fed up with being put on the defensive by his own party president. In contests with Prime Minister Bob Hawke and the federal Labor government this year, Howard has been coming out on top. He has drummed into his shadow ministers the need for aggression and persistence in parliament with the result that the opposition has been doing well in both the House of Representatives and the Senate. And Howard out-campaigned Hawke in the Adelaide by-election. A spectacular victory was his reward. Yet in parliament, Hawke has been able to score some points by quoting Elliott and portraying the Liberal president as a rival for Howard’s leadership position. What ammunition the government has been able to fire at the opposition has been supplied by Elliott himself. And, in the Adelaide by-election campaign, Elliott was responsible for the only major Liberal setback when, on the eve of the poll, he told a breakfast meeting of Liberal supporters that the party would not have deserved to win had it beaten the ALP in the 1987 general election. Howard was white and shaking and banging the table when he confronted Elliott over the episode at a party federal executive meeting a few hours later. Elliott’s response was to deny saying what the media reported. According to one prominent executive member: ‘He genuinely didn’t know what he’d said.’ That is what makes Elliott such a major worry for the Liberal Party. It is the reason the NSW Liberals have been in a state of considerable anxiety when Elliott has visited the state during the election campaign.


There is a pattern to Elliott’s outbursts. Most appear designed to suggest the party was a mess until he came along. The Fraser government did not deliver. The coalition did not deserve to win last July. Until now people have joined the party because it has been a good social club. There is a new determination in the party to start winning. And so on. The advent of Elliott has changed the party seems to be the constant message. Liberal MPs see it, not only as an implied criticism of Howard, but of themselves as well and most of them are unamused. Quite a few prominent Liberal MPs share Hawke’s view of Elliott’s intentions. ‘He’s definitely coming,’ they say – meaning that Elliott has started manoeuvring to get himself into parliament and the Liberal leadership. These people believe Elliott’s gaffes are somehow part of a plan to destabilise Howard and create a leadership vacuum which only the Liberal federal president – the ‘jam man’ – will be able to fill. It is difficult, however, to see how making himself regularly appear foolish can help any leadership ambitions Elliott may have. As a result of his ill-timed and ill-considered statements embarrassing the party, Elliott finds himself being ridiculed in the media. And, if he suddenly made the switch to parliament and challenged for the leadership, he would get an idea of the resentment he has aroused. He would attract only a handful of votes. There is a hard-core group of Elliott supporters in the party room, but their hero makes it very difficult for them to argue his cause. They must have despaired when he talked himself out of any credit for the Adelaide win.


Howard’s supporters do not believe Elliott has an agenda, though they speculate that he ‘probably hopes for the call’. But the scenario, in which a desperate Liberal Party turns to Elliott and ‘drafts’ him to lead it out of the wilderness, is pure fantasy when things are going well for the party, as they are at the moment. The government is in serious trouble despite the odd bit of help from Elliott – and Howard, for a change, is looking secure in the Liberal leadership. Elliott was brought into the Liberal presidency because the previous incumbent, John Valder, proved incapable of disciplining his tongue.


Valder came to be seen as a liability to the party. It must be galling to a man of Elliott’s capacity to realise that he is increasingly regarded in the same light – not as the Liberal Party’s saviour but as an obstacle to its success.


Keating ready to move – up or out


22 March 1988


Some of Paul Keating’s colleagues believe he may be in the process of making a crucial decision – crucial for the Treasurer himself and for the federal government. They say that comments he has made recently – small hints – suggest Keating is weighing up seriously whether to continue in politics or make the great leap into a business career.


Keating’s going would shake the government to its foundations. But a decision to stay on could also have enormous implications. The judgment of people who know Keating well is that if he sticks around it will be because he sees some prospect of becoming prime minister in the short term. That is, within the next year or so.


Bob Hawke has been saying bluntly that he intends to be there until the next election and beyond. So, if Keating is considering his future, he may well have to give some thought to whether Hawke can be pushed.


The idea of Hawke being pressured to step aside would have seemed ridiculous a few months ago. The Prime Minister was riding high while the Treasurer’s image problems seemed insurmountable. Keating, it was said, was so disliked in the community that he could not win an election. But now there is serious concern about Hawke’s handling of the job and growing doubt that he can pull off another election win. As Hawke’s popularity has suffered a slump, Keating has had some success in softening his severe image.


Because many of the problems plaguing the government can be laid at Hawke’s door, an opportunity may just be opening up for Keating. The Prime Minister’s authority and standing within the Australian Labor Party were badly damaged by the way he botched the recent Adelaide campaign. It is accepted almost without argument that Adelaide was lost because of Hawke’s gaffe over timed phone calls – but the by-election illustrated a more deep-seated problem. When Labor pollster Rod Cameron warned Hawke late last year that the seat was at risk, the Prime Minister simply laughed. What that says about Hawke’s political judgment these days is disturbing indeed.


Hawke’s judgment was again the issue when news broke last Friday that Mick Young, still national ALP president, had been given a lucrative appointment as a consultant to Qantas. The timing – a week before an election in which a state Labor government was battling desperately for survival in NSW – could hardly have been worse. Hawke, it transpired, had been told in advance that Young was to get the job. At the very least, for the good of the party, Hawke could have tried to have the appointment delayed. Some senior ALP figures believe it should have been blocked, full stop. But Hawke, it appears, did nothing. After the event, he even tried to defend what voters will almost certainly see as indefensible.


A brief summary of Labor’s private polling in NSW and how it affected the party’s state election strategy is instructive at this point.


At the beginning of December last year, Cameron’s surveys indicated a swing against Barrie Unsworth’s government of about eight percent. By the end of the year, the swing was down to six or 6.5 percent and that situation continued throughout January. In other words, Labor needed a movement of only one or two percentage points its way in an election campaign to win. The considerable optimism in the Unsworth camp was understandable. Then came the Adelaide by-election timed phone calls debacle, the Harris Daishowa campaign donation affair and Young’s dramatic resignation from cabinet and parliament. ‘The lid came off,’ says a party official. Suddenly, Cameron’s polling showed Labor’s support in NSW a massive 10 percent down on the previous state election level. Support for the party had dropped by an astonishing four percent in eight days. For that kind of slump to happen so quickly is almost unprecedented. Young’s resignation, in particular, seems to have been the trigger.


One of Labor’s key strategists summed up the situation this way: ‘It was as if people all at once realised the emperor and his courtiers had no clothes.’


The NSW party, hoping that time would dull the effects of the drama involving Young, delayed the state election as long as possible and set about trying to claw its way back. Its best chance of rebuilding support was Unsworth’s pork-barrelling policy speech last week and Cameron’s polling suggested that it had quite an impact. On the basis of surveys conducted immediately before and after the speech, campaign planners believed it had resulted in a 2.5 percent improvement in Labor’s position. That gave them hope again. But two days later came the news of Young’s cushy Qantas consultancy, with its obvious conflict of interest, and NSW Labor was plunged into pessimism again.


Within the party, Hawke is also being blamed for the bitter factional wrangle over the post of national secretary which has produced a week of extremely damaging headlines. Hawke seems to have put his dislike of Bob Hogg ahead of Labor’s best interests.


Inevitably, too, there is muttering about the amount of time Hawke spends on the golf course these days. A growing number of ALP people see it as evidence that he is not giving his job the attention it requires.


Members of all factions condemn Hawke’s clumsy handling of the privatisation issue.


Keating has provided an interesting contrast to Hawke. The Treasurer has hardly opened his mouth on privatisation, leaving the Prime Minister to cop the flak. Keating has let it be known that he considers Hogg would make a perfectly acceptable ALP national secretary.


The Treasurer has been displaying an increasing interest in social justice issues and toning down his hardline economic rationalism. The result is that even Labor left-wingers now look favourably on him. On top of this, he has started trotting out his wife, Annita, as part of an effort to present a more human image. It is working.


Labor sources say Cameron has no doubt now that Keating’s image would be altered sufficiently for him to become a viable leader. It could only be done properly, however, if he were no longer Treasurer. As Prime Minister, he could be repackaged in a way which would be electorally acceptable. As that view gains currency in the ALP, it could put a great deal of pressure on Hawke.


Andrew Peacock, a shrewd observer of political wheeling and dealing, has told Liberal Party colleagues he believes Hawke will retire by November this year. His reasoning is that things will get tougher, Hawke will conclude that the game is not worth the candle and quit while he is still seen as a successful leader. If Keating decides that that kind of situation can be engineered, he will presumably abandon any thought of retirement himself.


Voting ‘No’ to waffle


10 April 1988


The enormous swing to the Liberals in the Groom by-election prompts a heretical thought: What if all those Queensland voters actually approved of John Elliott’s straight-talking on the consumption tax issue? By all the accepted rules of politics – rules accepted in this country, anyway – the Liberal president’s assertion that a consumption tax is essential should have lost votes. The divisions it caused, particularly between Elliott and the federal parliamentary leader of the party, John Howard, should also have alienated support. Why that did not happen is an intriguing question.


The intervention of Sir Joh Bjelke-Petersen on the side of the Liberals may provide part of the answer. Voter disapproval of the Queensland National Party’s attempts to scuttle the federal coalition no doubt also contributed significantly. But something more had to be involved. The central issue in the campaign was the consumption tax debate sparked by Elliott – and it clearly did the Liberal cause no damage at all.


Elliott infuriates professional politicians like Howard because he says what he means, bluntly and without qualification. He does not hedge or sit on the fence or lie or try to please everyone, the way almost all politicians from all parties tend to do these days. It is unlikely that the voters of Groom want a consumption tax. But in the light of the by-election result it seems distinctly possible that they were attracted rather than alienated by Elliott’s forthright style.


The Elliott honesty contrasted sharply with the mealy-mouthed approach of federal National Party leader Ian Sinclair. Increasingly ‘Sinkers’ seems incapable of stating a firm position on anything. Howard, too, rarely has the courage to say what he really thinks. Before he became party leader he was respected for his candour, regarded as a politician willing to push policies because they were right rather than popular. But his attempt to buy a win in last year’s federal election showed he has changed.


There is growing evidence that voters are turned off by the waffle and hypocrisy they have been getting from politicians. The election of seven independents to the New South Wales Legislative Assembly in last month’s state election was part of it. Elliott may have tapped into this, to the benefit of his party.


At the very least, by speaking his mind he did not cost the Liberals the by-election – as Howard and other senior Liberal MPs feared. Howard must now feel a little silly about the macho display he put up in the week before the Groom vote, hauling Elliott over the coals for raising the consumption tax issue. A fortnight earlier, when the Liberal president first made his comments, Howard’s public view was that Elliott had done nothing wrong.


Bob Hawke has a similar problem to Howard’s. Before becoming prime minister, Hawke was outspoken, in the Elliott mould. Because he said what he thought – or appeared to – people decided he was honest. Gradually, however, Hawke has lost that image. He has become another glib, smooth-talking politician who strings phrases together so that they sound impressive but mean little. As a result market research by political pollsters shows that voters no longer trust Hawke in the way they once did.


This is undoubtedly a major factor in the ‘communications problem’ which Hawke and other senior ALP strategists blame for the dramatic decline in Labor’s electoral fortunes. Another factor – although Paul Keating denies it – is the use of economic jargon by the Treasurer and, to a lesser extent, the Prime Minister. Keating is much more adept at communicating with the readers of The Australian Financial Review than with the ordinary voters who buy Sydney’s Daily Telegraph or The Sun in Melbourne.


There was a classic demonstration of this at a Keating news conference in Canberra on March 15, four days before the vital NSW election. Keating wanted to exploit the latest economic figures to help Barrie Unsworth and the NSW ALP. It should be noted, the Treasurer said, that ‘the expectations data for 1988–89 showed real growth in plant and equipment of about 10 percent over the year’. That would have had them on the edges of their seats in Sydney’s western suburbs. He went on: ‘And I’ll just mention one other factor, and that is in the disaggregation of some recent data into the investment share of those industries classified as tradeables.’


At that point Keating looked up and noticed that the cameras were no longer recording his immortal words. Only then did it dawn on him that the jargon he was using made his statements politically pointless. With a sheepish grin he said: ‘When we get on to disaggregations you can switch the TVs off. For 9, 7 and 10, I know they have already been switched off.’


Keating and Hawke would do well to read (or re-read) part of the book Afternoon Light by the late Sir Robert Menzies in which he recalls how, invited into Winston Churchill’s study one night during the war, he was able to study how the great orator prepared his speeches. Churchill was dictating to a secretary.


‘While he was playing around with what might be called the “first draft” of a sentence, trying each word for weight and simplicity, he spoke in a low voice, almost a whisper,’ Menzies wrote. ‘When he arrived at a final version he spoke up, and down went the sentence into type. Thus I would just hear, “And so the struggle will continue, continue? until victory – has been achieved…no, no –” and then out it came: “And so we will fight on until the day has come!” ’


Menzies commented: ‘How many of us think in words of one syllable, only to succumb, when we speak, to the debased modern passion for long words and turgid sentences. Winston reversed the process.’ Churchill was a great communicator. If a politician of Menzies’ calibre could learn from him, so can Keating and Hawke.


The horrible House on the hill


17 May 1988


‘It is comparable to nothing, this Parliament House. Its long firm lines have grace and strength and character; its windows and doors are purposeful things, and they suggest to us that great and mighty things are happening inside, that destinies are being wrought, and a nation made, and great faiths upheld, and terrible wrongs being righted, and tyrannies being destroyed…In future years we may remember this strong white building, and its sense of poise and majesty and purpose, with a feeling of pride and strength.’


Warren Denning, one of the early greats of Australian political journalism, wrote those words about the so-called ‘provisional’ Parliament House back in the 1930s, in his wonderful book Capital City. Like many people who have been involved with politics for a long time, I share Denning’s view of the old building, soon to be superseded by the ostentatious billion-dollar-plus new Parliament House opened by the Queen this week but still several months away from being functional.


In recent days, quite a few of Denning’s successors in the press gallery – and a host of colour writers, and TV anchor-persons – have waxed just as poetic about the strange construction which has grown up where Capital Hill used to be. It has been hailed as an architectural masterpiece, Australia’s finest public building, stunning, breathtaking, an international drawcard, greater than the Opera House…The hyperbole has been endless.


There has been hardly a hint of disapproval. It is almost as though knocking a building that has cost taxpayers so much is somehow unpatriotic. But I, for one, when I look at the world’s first subterranean legislature, do not think of mighty things occurring inside, faiths being upheld and wrongs righted and destinies wrought. I think of pretentious politicians trying to make themselves seem important, and governments aloof from and looking down on the people they rule. I think of pomposity and self-aggrandisement and nest-feathering rather than strength or pride or purpose.


It is not, to my eye, an attractive building. The massive four-legged flagpole which towers above the national capital is hideous – a great squatting insect. Some grace and character may be discernible when the building is approached from the front, but from other angles it looks like a factory – bottle-green windows in concrete-grey walls. I disagree with Ian Macphee’s contention that the decision to conceal the new parliament inside a hill reflects the Australian cringe. Given that an American architectural firm was responsible for the design, it is more likely to say something about US attitudes towards this country. But, whatever the subconscious message, a buried building is undeniably eccentric.


Inside, the public areas are awe-inspiring, and that is exactly what is intended. The aim is to produce a feeling of awe in mere mortals who stray into the building, so that they will understand how very important are the permanent occupants – senators and MHR. Ordinary voters are meant to be intimidated by the vast spaces, the forest of pillars, the grand staircases – made to see just how insignificant they are by comparison with their rulers.


And naturally there is to be no contact between governed and governors. In the old building, parliamentarians and tourists mingle in Kings Hall. The minister for transport and communications, making his way from the cabinet room to the Senate, can be bailed up by a visitor (or a busload of visitors) from Wangaratta. In the new House, MHRs and senators will be segregated from the public. Voters will be able to see but not get near. And backbenchers will have much less contact with ministers, quarantined in a special executive wing. Anyone who believes the standard of government is likely to be improved by isolating ministers even more than they are now is sadly misguided.


And of course the access journalists have to politicians will be greatly reduced. The ‘provisional’ Parliament House is so compact and crowded with MPs, ministers, staff and journalists all thrown together that it is possible to sense even without being told when there is drama in cabinet or the party room. Secrecy is very difficult. The intimacy of the building contributes far more to open government than the Freedom of Information Act has ever done. Ministers trying to avoid questioning on controversial issues cannot get away from media stake-outs on the various doors. In the new Parliament House, by contrast, it will be possible – simple, in fact – for ministers to dodge the media. The public’s right to know will be downgraded.


Some of those involved in the political process, of course, will regard this as a very good thing. Paul Keating is one who believes the ‘hothouse atmosphere’ of the old building has not been conducive to efficient government. I have heard him argue persuasively that the country would be better off if ministers did not work out of Parliament House at all but operated from their departments, as British ministers do.


It may be that, with ministers working in splendid isolation in their own wing of the high-tech palace under the hill, largely undistracted by voters, backbenchers, the media and other nuisances, the nation will be administered more efficiently. But government will not be as responsive or as answerable as it is at the moment.




1989


The fall of a super hero


28 February 1989


When the Treasurer faced the media after the release of the latest disastrous balance of payments figures, he looked and sounded like the Paul Keating of old. He appeared confident, he grinned, he bantered with journalists. It was a typically self-assured performance. But this time, the impact on his audience is different.


Afterwards, in the second floor corridors of the Senate wing of Parliament House, where the press gallery offices are located, members of the fourth estate were chuckling about the event. People who not very long ago approached Keating with something like awe had not taken seriously his attempt to convince them that, despite the spate of unfavourable figures, the economy was still basically OK and the government’s strategy was still on track.


The hero worship of the Treasurer is no more. Keating is losing – perhaps he has already lost – the power to mesmerise journalists reporting on politics and economics in Canberra. He is also losing – though he may not understand it yet – the power to bully them. Keating is no longer seen as larger-than-life. Increasingly, he is regarded as just another politician and treated accordingly.


It is possible to discern a similar change in attitude towards the Treasurer among Labor MPs. It is most noticeable among members of what used to be his own faction, the right wing. Keating left the faction in a fit of pique after his ill-fated attempt to pressure Bob Hawke out of the prime ministership last year. Colleagues say it came as a terrible blow to Keating’s ego when he found that, in a showdown with Hawke, he could expect no more than three members of the Right to throw in their lot with him. And they would have required some arm-twisting.


Now, right-wingers who previously took it for granted that Keating would inherit the leadership when Hawke was ready to quit, are no longer quite so sure. The way he has treated former factional colleagues has caused resentment. There are doubts about his judgment. The way he behaved when Hawke turned the screws has caused some concern about his reaction to pressure.


‘You should not rule out the possibility that Paul has abandoned his leadership aspirations,’ says a senior member of the Right. ‘I think all that really drives him now is his absolute detestation for John Howard, his determination to stop Howard becoming prime minister at all costs.’ The departure of Keating’s main political adviser, Seamus Dawes, to join a merchant banking firm has given weight to the view that Keating’s drive for the top has lost momentum.


Hatred of an opponent can be a dangerous motivation for a politician. Clear-thinking, not emotion, is required from someone in Keating’s position. Loathing for the Liberal leader was obviously behind at least one recent Keating miscalculation – his botched attempt late last year to pre-empt the launch of Howard’s Future Directions manifesto.


The Treasurer summoned journalists to a news conference, berated them for not pursuing Howard fiercely enough on the cost of his premises and distributed his own costing which was so rubbery it provoked nothing short of incredulity from the press gallery. It also undermined Keating’s credibility, something a Treasurer can ill-afford. To Keating’s astonishment – and fury – the gallery not only declined to carry out his instructions but subjected him to an unpleasant hour of impertinent questioning. He had sought to set the dogs on Howard, and got bitten himself. Keating’s poisonous attitude to Howard was also behind a comment in an end-of-year interview which had fellow ministers shaking their heads in disbelief. The Treasurer described himself and Hawke as a couple of black widow spiders spinning a web to entrap the opposition leader. Presumably he intended to strike fear in the hearts of coalition MPs but it had the opposite effect. They saw it as bravado and were amused. Those around Hawke were decidedly unamused. The image of the government’s leaders as venomous spiders is not likely to be electorally popular and popularity is something Hawke cares about, even if Keating does not.


It is Hawke’s personal popularity which gives Labor some hope of surviving the next federal election. In a close contest, Labor MPs believe, the Prime Minister’s high approval rating compared with Howard’s lack of popularity will give Labor the edge. But that theory is worthless if Hawke’s popularity is cancelled out by public dislike of the Treasurer.


Now that the economy refuses to do as it is told, the pressure on Keating is increasing. Many who admired him in the good old days when his budget estimates usually proved to be spot on, realise he is fallible. The super-hero aura has gone. And, with demands for policy changes coming from all directions, he is in danger of appearing isolated and stubborn.


Eventually, Keating’s approach to the current economic problems may be proved right. I suspect it will. In political terms, there would be very little for the government to gain and a great deal to lose if Keating accepted the advice of the economics writers – and the opposition – to further slash public spending. In the build-up to an election, that would be crazy. The government has alienated enough interest groups already. Using monetary policy as Keating is doing has one great political virtue – the government has the ability to force interest rates down again to suit its electoral timetable.


Given their past performance, it has to be assumed that Keating and ACTU secretary Bill Kelty will put together a wage and tax deal which the unions will buy and which will be reasonably responsible economically. And the tax cuts will be put in place from July 1 no matter what.


No one, of course, should write Keating off yet. He is tough, shrewd, and – when he wants to be – personally engaging. Just the same, it is not hard to see why there is suddenly so much interest in the Labor Party in getting Simon Crean out of ACTU presidency and into parliament. There is definitely a need to have an alternative available.


A lesson too late for the learning


16 May 1989


On the day Ian Macphee was dumped by the Liberal Party as its candidate for the Victorian seat of Goldstein, John Howard moved to pre-empt the inevitable criticism. ‘This suggestion about the Liberal Party and the New Right is gibberish,’ he said. Unfortunately for his credibility, however, one of the most notorious and uncompromising members of the New Right, Charles Copeman, was at his elbow when he made the statement.


It was a measure of Howard’s lack of political touch that he chose that day, of all days, to open the office Copeman will use as the endorsed Liberal candidate for the Sydney seat of Phillip. Macphee and his supporters had blamed the New Right for the assault on his preselection. It was obvious to anyone even remotely interested in politics that Macphee’s defeat would make the New Right’s influence on the Liberal Party a potentially damaging issue.


Howard was sufficiently aware of that to realise he had to issue a denial. But he was apparently too politically dense to understand that doing so at a function for Copeman sent a quite contradictory message. Howard’s presence on the hustings for Copeman was a signal which effectively cancelled out the impact of his words. A smart politician would have gone somewhere else that day. Or stayed at home.


But Howard lacks political smarts to a surprising degree. That is one of the lessons of the Macphee affair. He mishandled it about as badly as any leader could have done. Doing nothing in the early stages was inept. Getting involved in a last-minute intervention aimed at buying Macphee off with the possibility of a Senate seat was embarrassingly clumsy.


Howard was able to portray himself as an innocent victim of the coalition divisions which killed any chance of a L/NP victory at the 1987 election, but if the mess in Victoria helps Labor survive next time, he will rightly get much of the blame. The truth, of course, is that despite Howard’s denials, the Victorian preselections were evidence of the growing influence of the New Right in the Liberal Party. Dr David Kemp, who beat Macphee, is a prominent New Right figure, barrister Peter Costello, who defeated moderate Roger Shipton for the Higgins preselection became a New Right hero in the Dollar Sweets case, when he used common law to force unionists – under threat of gaol sentences – to lift a picket line. Victorian Liberal president Michael Kroger, a close friend of both Kemp and Costello, is part of the New Right push.


And so is Howard to a degree – though he shies away from the label. ‘The Liberal Party is owned by nobody,’ he said at the Copeman office opening. ‘We have a broad ideological membership.’ But there is an unmistakable narrowing of the range of ideological positions the Liberal Party is willing to tolerate. Howard has contributed to that. And, while the New Right certainly does not own the party, it is doing its darnedest to gain control.


‘These people are constructing a party that will be unelectable,’ a Liberal of the old school complained on that day after Macphee got the chop. There is something in that. The unadorned New Right philosophy – minimal government activity, let the market reign supreme – has little electoral appeal. That is why Howard was so keen to dress it up in the garb of his Future Directions platitudes.


Australian Democrat leader Janine Haines no doubt exaggerated the extent to which the Liberal Party has moved to the Right when she described it as ‘off the planet’. But, by dumping Macphee the Liberals made it easier for the Democrats, not to mention Labor, to push that line. The Democrats could benefit handsomely.


Already over the last six months, according to the Morgan Gallup Poll, support for the Democrats has increased from six percent to 10 percent. Liberal voters who share the progressive, tolerant, compassionate views of Macphee and his ilk may conclude that the Democrats now reflect their views more accurately than the Liberals do. Earlier this year, the federal executive of the Democrats approved a strategy paper recommending that the party should concentrate its efforts on attracting disillusioned Labor voters. Following the Macphee fiasco, targeting disillusioned Liberals could prove to be more productive.


Howard was not part of any conspiracy to get rid of Macphee, but he indirectly encouraged those in the Liberal Party tempted to mount a purge of the so-called ‘wets’. A wink is as good as a nod in politics. When Howard refused to re-admit NSW senator Peter Baume to the shadow cabinet it was a clear signal that the Liberal leader did not want such people around him. Since Baume, a former minister, is a man of unarguable talent as well as great decency, there was no other explanation.


Leaving ideology aside, there are important machinery lessons for the Liberals to learn from the whole sorry chapter. Had such a drama occurred in the Labor Party it would not have got out of hand. The ALP’s national executive would have intervened as it has done on a number of occasions where preselection battles threatened to create damaging divisions. The most recent example was the takeover of the entire preselection process for the NSW state seat of Liverpool. Now federal officers of the party are overseeing all federal ALP pre-selections in NSW.


This is not possible under the Liberal Party’s current structure. Its executive does not have the power to move in on a state branch and override its rules or decisions. One of the reasons Labor has been so electorally successful in the last decade has been the national executive’s ability and willingness to move quickly and decisively in such cases. While the Liberals retain their old-fashioned structure, they will be at a serious disadvantage.


An idea from the Canberra hothouse


6 June 1989


Because of the Australian electorate’s renowned hostility towards proposals for constitutional change, governments normally shy away from holding referendums at the same time as election campaigns. The Hawke government, though, could break that rule when it next goes to the polls. In its all-out bid for a fourth term, the government may well gamble on a referendum proving an electoral plus.


The idea has not yet been discussed with the Prime Minister. But Environment Minister Graham Richardson, whose political savvy Hawke respects, has floated a trial balloon. A week after the Tasmanian election, which saw Green independents win the balance of power, Richardson said a referendum might eventually be necessary to give the federal government constitutional power to deal with the Greenhouse Effect.


Richardson mentioned no timeframe and gave the impression that he was thinking long-term. But senior Labor colleagues say he has in mind the possibility of running such a referendum in conjunction with the election expected to be held in the first half of next year. The aim would be to capitalise on growing community concern about the environment and, in the process, divide the opposition on an issue that could have a crucial bearing on the election outcome.


It might be a shrewd ploy. The political potency of environmental issues is obviously growing, and Greenhouse is the daddy of them all. The potential consequences of global warming are so massive that voters of all ages and in all walks of life are concerned about it. No other environmental issue is so all-encompassing or so alarming.


The next federal election campaign will undoubtedly be dominated by questions of economic management. The hip-pocket nerve will, as usual, be paramount. But, with a referendum to focus attention on it, the Greenhouse Effect could also influence a significant number of votes. In a tight election, perhaps it could be decisive.


Whatever happens, environmentalists will have an impact on the next campaign. But the government has no doubt they will do much more – that they will run candidates for the Senate and probably contest Lower House seats too. Those Green candidates would be backed by a coordinated, well-funded campaign, modelled on the one which proved so successful in Tasmania.


In NSW, for example, Peter Garrett has indicated privately that he would be available to run for the Senate as long as the election is not held this year. (Midnight Oil, the rock group for which he is lead singer, will be fully occupied until December recording a new album.) Riding the new wave of environmental concern, Garrett would probably be a shoo-in. Green Senate candidates would have good chances in other states, too – at the expense of the Australian Democrats.


The government is not worried about the Senate. It is the House of Representatives that matters: Green independents’ preferences could be vital. Where there are no Green candidates, their national campaign will still make the environment an issue and major parties will by vying directly for the support of environmentally concerned voters.


That is where a referendum on the Greenhouse Effect would be important. It would demonstrate in a fairly dramatic way the Labor government’s bona fides on the environment. In that regard, it would almost certainly be more effective than the major statement on the environment Hawke has foreshadowed, even in the unlikely event that it proves to be – as the Prime Minister modestly claimed – ‘the most comprehensive statement that any government in the world is able to make’.


A referendum giving the federal government power to override state rights and legislation in combating the Greenhouse Effect would represent action, not simply words. The Greens would support it enthusiastically. It would decide the question of preferences, especially if the conservative parties opposed the referendum or were split on the issue. And can anyone believe that will not be the case?


A commitment to states’ rights is too deeply ingrained in Liberal and National party philosophy for them to give united support to such a referendum proposal. Combined with the straight-out anti-greenie sentiment so strong among the Nationals and in the New Right faction of the Liberal Party, it would guarantee brawls and divisions in coalition ranks. Opposition environment spokesman Chris Puplick claimed recently that, under Andrew Peacock, the coalition would be prepared to override states’ rights to protect the environment. A Greenhouse referendum would give Puplick a fascinating chance to put his money where his mouth is.


Importantly, there is an overwhelmingly strong case for the federal government to seek extra powers to deal with the crisis that Greenhouse threatens to become – so a referendum on the issue could not be portrayed as just a cynical political ploy. As Richardson said when he floated the idea, ‘I don’t think Australians want to risk having six states, two territories and a Commonwealth come up with nine solutions for something that will affect the way that Australians live and work for generations to come.’


The fact is that the federal government has to rely on a grab-bag of unrelated powers in the constitution to take any action – the foreign affairs power, the trade and commerce power, even the defence power. In dealing with something as serious as the Greenhouse Effect, this is clearly not good enough.


The miseries of an MP’s wife


20 June 1989


When the wife of an Australian Democrat senator goes shopping, people feel they have the right to peer into her supermarket trolley and criticise her purchases on environmental grounds. She finds the intrusion on her privacy infuriating. The wife of a Liberal MP says she turned into a crying, shrieking shrew in the early years of her husband’s parliamentary career. She could not handle the loneliness. And the husband of a woman parliamentarian is getting tired of jokes about his status. He is frequently referred to as ‘Dennis’, a sarcastic allusion to the husband of British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher.


Little is heard about the spouses of our politicians but their lot is not a happy one. At least, there are aspects of the life of a parliamentarian’s partner which take a lot of getting used to. Some spouses never learn to cope. Politicians’ children are affected, too. Now the issue is being brought out of the closet. A seminar for the wives and husbands (mostly wives) of MHRs and senators will be held in Canberra at the start of the next parliamentary session on the subject of ‘The Opportunities and Difficulties, Struggles and Joys of Being a Parliamentarian’s Partner’. The emphasis is on difficulties and struggles.


It is an all-party affair. Hazel Hawke, the Prime Minister’s wife, will open proceedings. Angela Chaney, wife of the deputy opposition leader, will be closing speaker. National Party and Australian Democrat wives are on the organising committee. And discussion will be led by an expert in inter-personal relationships, occupational therapist Penelope Coombes. ‘I’ll be talking about commuter marriages and how they can work,’ she says, adding that political marriages pose particular challenges. ‘We taxpayers are very unclear about what we expect of MPs’ partners.’


One of the organisers, Diana Carlton, whose husband Jim is shadow defence minister, says the seminar will not be a whinge session. The aim is to be positive, to share ideas on how the problem of being a politician’s partner can be overcome. ‘I was a slow learner,’ she says. ‘I thought it was time we did something to help the younger, newer wives especially.’ According to Jennie Macklin, wife of Australian Democrat senator Michael: ‘The important thing is to know you are not the only one finding it difficult. Everyone does.’


Talk to the partners of parliamentarians and it becomes clear why there are so many broken political marriages. The marvel is that there are not more. It is not only that MHRs and senators are away in Canberra for so much of the time, leaving their spouses to raise the children and cope with domestic emergencies alone – though that is demoralising enough. But there is also a loss of privacy and personal freedom. And, to a surprising degree, there is animosity – including, sometimes, death threats.


Diana Carlton’s seminar paper will be called When the Crying Had to Stop. She says that, when her husband became an MP, she suddenly found life unbelievably lonely. And, for the first time in her life, she encountered personal hostility. ‘Overnight I was crying and shrieking,’ she recalls. ‘Jim offered to give up politics. But I couldn’t let him do that. He’d wanted to go into parliament for years.’ The turning point came when she went on an Outward Bound course in Queensland. Ten days of white-water rafting and trudging through the bush with a heavy pack, doing a lot of thinking while roughing it alone, helped her come to terms with the new life. ‘I’ve grown a few extra skins now,’ she says. ‘And I’ve realised the need for Jim and I to make the most of every moment together.’


Jennie Macklin’s talk will be called ‘What Did We Win, Mummy?’ That is the question their six-year-old daughter asked when Michael was elected to the Senate. From a family standpoint, it was not much of a prize. ‘I’ve grown to be a stronger person, because my husband is never home,’ says Jennie. ‘And the children and I are much closer, because we suffer things together.’ If they are the positives, the negatives must be corkers.


‘The animosity you face as a member of a politician’s family is extraordinary,’ she says. ‘There are abusive phone calls. And this week I’ve had a large plastic bag of household rubbish dumped at the front gate – the third time it’s happened. I don’t know what message this person is trying to send.’


The animosity, she says, puts immense strains on the children of parliamentarians. The sins of the fathers really are visited on them. Other children are told not to play with them. Teachers berate them over political issues. The children of ministers suffer most but backbenchers’ offspring have a hard time, too.


The titles of other papers give the flavour of the seminar. Belinda Lamb, wife of a Labor MP, has chosen the topic May Sanity Prevail. Robin Mackellar, a Liberal wife, will call hers Keeping the Ship Afloat. In the words of one of the organisers: ‘A lot of us got tired of hearing how we’re ripping off the country. We need to get together and say it’s not like that.’


But the token male on the speakers’ list, Tony Vanstone, who is married to a Liberal senator, concedes the situation is much worse for the wives of parliamentarians than for husbands. ‘I get sick of being called Dennis,’ he says. ‘And the life does impose strains on a marriage. But when Amanda’s away in Canberra, people feel sorry for me and invite me to dinner. It’s a lot easier for me than for the political wives stuck at home with kids.’


According to Penelope Coombes, there is research suggesting that there can be advantages in commuter marriages. Sometimes a spouse can develop her (or his) own talents and interests better away from a more powerful partner. But Coombes stresses the need for what she calls ‘quality spouse time’ in such marriages. ‘The partners of parliamentarians have restricted free air travel to Canberra,’ she says. ‘They’re allowed only nine trips a year. That’s crazy. We should make it as easy as possible for parliamentarians and their partners to get together as often as possible. As a taxpayer, I feel embarrassed that we don’t do that.’




1990


Keating shows backbone to Button


22 May 1990


The federal government reached a turning point with Paul Keating’s massive public put-down of Industry and Commerce Minister John Button. As Keating said after dropping his bucket on the third most senior member of cabinet, it was overdue. Remarkable indulgence has been shown to Button in the seven years since Labor came to power, partly because he is likeable, more importantly because his role in forcing Bill Hayden from the leadership put Bob Hawke deeply in his debt. That indulgence is now ended.


Button went too far in giving credibility to Peter Walsh’s criticisms of economic policy. It is one thing to have Walsh sniping from the back bench. It is quite another to have a serving minister of Button’s seniority and standing, occupying a key economic portfolio, agreeing that the government had squandered opportunities for micro-economic reform, that only a marginal improvement was likely in the current account deficit in the foreseeable future, and the economic prospects were generally bleak. Button’s comments amounted to an admission – as the opposition pointed out – that Labor had won the election on false pretences.


For the Treasurer it was clearly an intolerable situation. By telling Button some home truths via a news conference rather than in private, Keating precipitated a political crisis. But those who matter in the ministry and in caucus believe that was far better than the erosion of economic credibility that has been underway since the new ministry was sworn in. And for Keating there was a strong personal consideration. Walsh had been quoted four days before as saying Keating’s prime ministerial aspirations were under threat because he was ‘too closely associated with failed economic policies’. Ironically, until Monday’s showdown, Button was regarded as a foundation member of the ‘Keating for Prime Minister’ push.


Defence Minister and right-wing factional heavyweight Robert Ray remarked that it was not unusual for a period of undisciplined conduct within government to follow an election. The same happened, he recalled, after Labor’s 1987 victory. But such lack of discipline cannot be allowed to continue. Keating, it has to be said, has shown remarkable patience. For weeks there has been a running commentary from various ministers about the state of the economy, and he has held his tongue. One of those who has spoken outside his own portfolio – urging a speed-up of micro-economic reform and echoing some of Walsh’s points – was Education and Training Minister John Dawkins. Keating is fond of Dawkins, who acted as campaign manager in his unsuccessful bid to replace Hawke two years ago, so it was no surprise that the Treasurer made no public response in that case. But Button is a long-term offender. He has an unenviable reputation as a minister with an undisciplined tongue, a politician prone to gaffes. He has a record of making statements embarrassing to the government, even during election campaigns.


In the last campaign Button made a fool of himself – and hurt the government – when, at a news conference to launch a new export incentive scheme, he was shown to have no understanding of the costing. Often his gaffes result from his failure to show discipline by getting across the government line on a particular issue. When the rest of the government had adopted a formula to deal with the potentially damaging Labor leadership question in the run-up to the election, for example, it was Button who made it a live issue by suggesting Hawke and Keating had done a deal over the succession. More recently Button helped the opposition and contradicted Keating by saying a consumption tax was on the agenda and had to be considered.


What particularly irks Keating and others is that, while he is giving gratuitous advice to the rest of the government, Button is not exactly performing well in his own portfolio. It is impossible to argue with the message Keating has now sent to him and other ministers tempted to behave in a similar manner – namely, that there are enough hard decisions to be made in each area of cabinet responsibility without anyone needing to go outside their own bailiwick. If everyone, including Button, did their own jobs properly, the kind of comments which have been getting headlines for Peter Walsh would have far less credibility.


It is an open secret at senior levels of the government that Button intends to step down from the ministry next year. It would be a good thing for the government if the clash with Keating caused him to bring forward his timetable. Whether that occurs or not, the affair has enhanced Keating’s leadership claims. At a time when caucus was growing twitchy at what looked like a lack of firmness at the top, it was Keating – with the added authority of the deputy prime ministership – who took a grip on the situation.


But the lack of discipline of the last six weeks has taken its toll. Not only has it created an impression that economic policy is a mess, it has also made the task of ministers such as Kim Beazley, at the sharp end in Transport and Communications, much more difficult than it would otherwise have been. Expectations have been created by Walsh, Dawkins and to some extent Button which are simply not possible to fulfil. The risk is that no matter what Beazley achieves – and, on his past ministerial record it will be considerable – it will be seen as not good enough.


Quietly mastering a difficult art


31 July 1990


For a brief period in his youth, federal Social Security Minister Graham Richardson had ambitions to become a stand-up comedian. He even made an appearance on the talent-spotting TV show New Faces. So, when he was invited recently to act as guest host of the Seven network’s Tonight Live with Steve Vizard, the producers did not have to twist his arm very hard. But Richardson wisely decided not to use the occasion to score political points, which meant he had to reject a one-liner suggested to him by comedian friend Brian Doyle – to wit: ‘John Hewson had to be careful in choosing a deputy. He needed someone less exciting than himself who was still alive.’


It would have been an accurate jab at both the opposition leader and his sidekick Peter Reith. But, as the opinion polls show, being unexciting is not doing Hewson any damage with the electorate. Quite the contrary. Voters are reassured by his sober, matter-of-fact approach and his lack of grandstanding. They prefer his low-key style to the hype and phoney aggression usually associated with politics in this country.


Hewson – consciously or unconsciously – is following the advice of that political master and founder of the Liberal Party, Sir Robert Menzies. Twenty years ago, in his book The Measure of the Years, Menzies penned a chapter he titled ‘The Gentle Art of Opposition’ in which he disagreed profoundly with Lord Randolph Churchill’s well-known edict that ‘the duty of an opposition is to oppose’. According to Menzies: ‘…the duty of an opposition, if it has no ambition to be permanently on the left-hand side of the Speaker, is not just to oppose for opposition’s sake but to oppose selectively. No government is always wrong on everything, whatever the critics may say. The opposition must choose the ground on which it is to attack. To attack indiscriminately is to risk public opinion, which has a reserve of fairness not always understood.’


That Hewson agrees was shown by his response to Bob Hawke’s National Press Club speech on plans to improve the working of Australia’s federal system. It was a good speech, stressing the need for cooperation between the state and federal governments and between the major political parties. From Hawke’s standpoint, it was also good politics. The Prime Minister always looks best when he goes down the road of consensus and conciliation. The initiative is timely and important. It gives Hawke’s fourth term a sense of direction that was lacking. And it gives a new relevance to Hawke himself, which may help to subdue speculation about the need for a leadership change.


The opposition leader could have carped and criticised, as one or two of his unreconstructed colleagues did. Instead, he reacted constructively, announcing that the coalition would ‘support sensible initiatives to speed up the process of reform and adjustment to make Australia more efficient and reduce the size of government’.


Attempts to modernise Australian federalism, of course, have come to very little. They have been strangled by an unthinking adherence to ‘states’ rights’ slogans and by petty-minded politicians seeking an advantage over their opponents. But this time, as a senior government source said after Hawke’s Press Club performance, ‘we’ve got a chance of succeeding because Hewson is there’.


Former Whitlam minister Clyde Cameron, in his just-published and fascinating book The Cameron Diaries, records in his entry for Wednesday May 5, 1976: ‘During today’s Caucus meeting, someone asked Gough whether the Party’s attitude towards the Bill under discussion should be “responsible” or “political”. Quite clearly he had not anticipated the question, yet he gave the quick and clever reply, “Our responsibility is to play politics”. The reply was not only clever, it epitomised his own political style.’ Fortunately, it does not epitomise Hewson’s. Times have changed. An increasingly cynical and worried electorate would these days be turned off by an opposition playing politics for the sake of it.


To quote Menzies again: ‘The great error of the Labor opposition in Australia, under Evatt and then Calwell, was that it tended to live in the past – on old hatreds and shibboleths…fighting old and losing battles about issues long since dead.’ Much the same could be said about the Liberal–National Party opposition under John Howard and Andrew Peacock. But in recent months, there have been healthy signs of change – and not just on Hewson’s part. The way the Liberals have backed away from their traditional states’ rights stance on the environment, conceding at last that it is an area where the federal government must take a leadership role, is the most obvious example of the new thinking but certainly not the only one.


The next big test of the opposition’s preparedness to abandon the hypocrisy to which observers of politics have become accustomed will be the federal budget on August 21. With cabinet’s Expenditure Review Committee determined to cut federal spending by at least another $1.2 billion, a lot of people will be hurt and a lot of people will be unhappy. Such a situation would have been exploited to the full by an opposition, Liberal or Labor. The Whitlam principle would have been applied automatically. But, given that the opposition has been calling for even tougher spending cuts – $3 billion worth – it would be unashamedly opportunist, not to mention dishonest, for Hewson to suggest that the losers would have fared any better under a coalition government.


It is not as though there is a shortage of issues on which the government is open to attack. The struggle within the government over telecommunications policy, for example, is wide open for exploitation by the opposition.


Treasurer Paul Keating is at odds with Transport and Communications Minister Kim Beazley over what should be done and the split has been aggravated by other ministers going public with different views.


Menzies also called opposition ‘the difficult art’. But embarrassing the government on this issue should not be difficult for Hewson at all.


Policy by necessity


4 September 1990


When ALP national secretary Bob Hogg first proposed a special party conference on the issue of privatisation, very few people were aware of the looming crisis over the State Bank of Victoria. But Hogg was one of those few. And he had the matter of the bank very much in mind when he argued that a better mechanism had to be found to allow Labor governments, on occasions, to make decisions possibly outside party policy.
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