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Introduction

It was like some kind of time slip. Kevin Rudd was at the prime ministerial lectern, setting the scene for a looming election. The pitch was based on his success in shielding Australia from the Global Financial Crisis. (‘We came through because we worked together.’) Some of the old lines were back. (‘I never want to be prime minister of a country which doesn’t make things anymore.’) There was the familiar hair flick. And he had to zip. It was 27 June 2013, but – except for an acknowledgement of ‘the achievements of my predecessor’ – it could have been 2010. The previous three years might almost not have happened.

But they did happen, and remarkable years they were. Labor’s astonishing leadership changes – the toppling of two sitting prime ministers – book-ended the period. Rudd, forced out by his deputy Julia Gillard, not even contesting a ballot because he found himself almost friendless in the Labor caucus. Then, three years and two days later, voted back into his old job with the support of dozens of Labor MPs who saw him as a villain but needed him as a saviour. Politics doesn’t get much weirder than that.

The central story was the destruction – in part, the self-destruction – of Australia’s first female prime minister. There was the first hung parliament produced by a federal election since 1940. And the one constant was Tony Abbott, the most effective opposition leader since Gough Whitlam, ruthlessly and skilfully applying the pressure that produced Labor’s leadership upheavals, reducing the Gillard government to minority status in the 2010 election, and leading the coalition to a sweeping victory in 2013.

But it was not only events and personalities that made the period covered by this book distinctive. There were changes in the way politics is practised, changes in the political environment and in the way Australians view their rulers, and new pressures on politicians.

Widespread outrage at the ousting of Rudd without warning or explanation, for example, showed a change in the way many Australians understand the operation of our political system. They believe that voters elect the prime minister – not a political party or even the parliament. Both Rudd and Abbott cynically fed that perception. It was further evidence of how politics in this country is increasingly presidential.

The parliament worked efficiently, despite Gillard’s lack of a majority, and she could tick off a list of impressive legislative achievements. In the community, however, the hung parliament was largely held in contempt. The need for negotiations with independents and a minor party to achieve the passage of legislation was seen as hampering good government. There was a message here for would-be reformers who argue that parliament, to be relevant, needs to establish its independence and autonomy. Australians clearly prefer it – the Lower House, anyway – to be under the thumb of the executive.

A key feature of the period was a change in the tone of political discussion. Both inside and outside parliament it became nastier and more personal. I recall an MP complaining that he felt dirty just sitting in the Chamber. Having labelled Christopher Pyne a ‘mincing poodle’, Gillard was hardly an innocent party. Observing in 2008 that Gillard did not lack the killer instinct, Annabel Crabb wrote: ‘The problem tends to be more how to drag her off the victim’s body.’ Gillard pulled few punches in attacking Abbott.

But the insults directed at Gillard were beyond the pale. Shock jocks excelled themselves, Alan Jones leading the way with his claim that her father had recently ‘died of shame’ over her lies to parliament. Then there were the wingnuts who protested outside parliament after Abbott encouraged a ‘people’s revolt’ over the carbon tax. ‘Ditch the Witch’ and ‘JuLIAR’ read the banners. And worse.

The hung parliament was a factor in the coarsening of political discourse. Knowing an election might be only a heart attack away, Abbott embarked on a permanent campaign. His strategy was for the opposition to attack, oppose, provoke, block, sling mud, stir up anger and generally make as much noise as possible, in the process creating an impression of disorder and instability. It worked a treat. Abbott had to wear the charge of ‘relentless negativity’. But the punters bought the instability line, and that was hugely damaging to the government.

It was also hugely damaging to the parliament itself. All politicians were seen as tarred with the same brush. Even more than had been the case before, parliament was synonymous with brawling and bickering and grubby behaviour. Public disdain for our elected representatives and the institution in which they serve was palpable. But Abbott would have been well aware that, in such circumstances, it is the government of the day – not the opposition – that suffers the electoral consequences.

There was another plus for the Liberal leader. Newt Gingrich, a Republican politician in the US known for his aggressive approach, used to argue that the news media love fights. Therefore, he said, ‘When you give them confrontations, you get attention; when you get attention, you can educate.’ The brawling helped Abbott get his messages out while constantly putting the government off message.

The poisonous relations between Gillard and Rudd contributed to the toxic atmosphere. It’s no secret that Gillard blamed Rudd for the hung parliament. Three years later you could still hear a tone of cold fury in her voice when she spoke about it. She had no doubt Rudd or one of his associates was behind damaging leaks during the 2010 election campaign that cost Labor votes and left it without a majority. To form a government, Gillard had to rely on the support of three independents and a Green. To stay in government, she was dependent on the man she had toppled from the prime ministership.

If Labor had retained a House of Representatives majority, Gillard could have dealt with the Rudd problem easily – if necessary by having his ALP ticket pulled and tossing him out of the party. But in a minority government, everyone has their hand on the detonator. Labor could not risk Rudd resigning from parliament because a by-election would very likely bring the government down. And Gillard did not want him on the cross-benches because that would have required going to him cap in hand every time there was legislation to be passed.

So, the way Gillard and her supporters saw it, the very circumstances Rudd had created gave him the freedom to be destructive without consequence. There had been plenty of loathing before. Now there was fear, as well. Keeping Rudd in play, ensuring that leadership tension would continue to plague Labor for the entire term, was another of the hung parliament’s contributions to what the electorate came to see as chaos.

One of the independent MPs who propped up the minority government, Tony Windsor, got a series of death threats after shock jocks broadcast his phone numbers and email address. A message on his mobile began: ‘You die. You die you f***ing c**t.’ Another of the independents, Rob Oakeshott, told parliament after announcing his decision to retire: ‘Some of the things that have been said in the last three years have been disgusting. They cannot be accepted. The fringe has invaded the middle.’

The place where the fringe is at its most active and ugly is on the internet. Social media, which became all-pervasive during the period, played a significant role in creating and fanning the unpleasantness.

Digital technology has had a positive effect on political debate by enabling voters to access information themselves without relying on mainstream media. Courtesy of the internet, anyone anywhere can now go directly to many of the same sources that political journalists use. If something unusual happens, news consumers will rush online to check it out personally, as demonstrated by the way Gillard’s sexism and misogyny speech went viral.

But there is a downside. On the internet, many people go to sites and discussion groups reflecting similar opinions to their own, insulated from alternative views and reinforcing each other’s prejudices and discontent. Because it combines group activity and speed, the internet has been described as ‘inherently an enabler of anger’. I write this shortly after reading a news report about research conducted at Beihang University in China. Studying Sina Weibo, China’s version of Twitter, the researchers found that people are far more likely to share or echo angry sentiments than messages containing sadness, disgust or even joy. Anger, in other words, is the most viral emotion on the internet. It is a result that should surprise no-one.

The internet has also produced the 24-hour news cycle – or news cyclone, as it is sometimes called. As newspapers decline in importance and Australians increasingly get their news online, or from social media, or from around-the-clock TV news channels or radio, there are no deadlines anymore. Or rather, as an American commentator has said, there is a deadline every nanosecond. The demand for content in this new media environment is continuous. And the effect on politics in just the last three or four years has been profound. As the news cycle speeds up, the pace of politics also accelerates.

From time to time, Julia Gillard would invite groups of press gallery members to the Lodge for dinner. They were primarily getting-to-know-you exercises, part of the motivation being a strong view among her minders that when people had personal contact with the prime minister they could not help liking her. But Gillard was also keen to learn about the way digital technology was altering the media landscape. Camera operators and technicians were included, as well as journalists. On one such occasion, after discussing the importance of the media’s role in informing the public about government, she said it was vital for democracy that politicians came to terms with changes in the way the media operated. ‘But no-one’s worked out how to do it yet,’ she lamented.

In the US, where the impact was felt first, President Bill Clinton’s press secretary, Dee Dee Myers, says the accelerating news cycle has produced ‘a form of attention deficit disorder’. It affects both journalists and news consumers. A senior Washington Post White House reporter said four years ago: ‘A big story is one that lasts half an hour, and then we move on to the next shiny object.’ That kind of mindset now applies in Australia, creating a situation where politicians have – as Anne Summers wrote late in the life of the Gillard government – ‘no time for reflection or second-guessing and plenty of scope for mistakes’. Crucially, it is almost impossible for them to explain and argue the case for complex measures and policies before the media moves on.

Senior Labor ministers were not great communicators. Gillard seemed to be an exception when she was Rudd’s deputy, but somehow lost the knack when she moved into the top job. But even politicians with good communications skills find the challenge of a non-stop news cycle extremely difficult to deal with. Gillard came to the prime ministership determined to impose her own timetable on the news media. She failed.

At the very time the 24-hour news cycle is increasing demands on them, news outlets have found themselves with reduced resources as a result of the shattering of traditional business models and media fragmentation. This, too, has affected political coverage. Malcolm Turnbull, now communications minister, speaks of ‘the shrinking press gallery’. There are fewer journalists chasing more news. And many of them work across platforms – writing for newspapers or websites, appearing on camera, tweeting and blogging – all of which leaves less time for investigating, digging out information, analysing, dealing with issues in depth.

The Gillard camp blamed this situation – and the insatiable appetite of the news cycle – for the attention given to even the slightest flurry of speculation about Rudd and the leadership. This kind of story, they argued, was embraced by journalists in the new environment because it was easy. As one Gillard acolyte saw it: ‘Cheaper, quicker, dirtier is the current raison d’etre of the gallery.’ That’s a gross oversimplification, but it is true that political journalists are finding it harder and harder to do the job as it was done before the digital revolution.

Some of the pressures and developments that helped to make politics so remarkable in 2010–13 were unique to the period. Others, though, have not been put back into the bottle by the election. The venomous tone, the anger, the disdain in which both parliament and politicians are held, and changes in the media all remain problems as we enter the Abbott era.


Caught in catch-22 of the political spin

16 May 2009

Just before Christmas 2007, when Kevin Rudd was a very new prime minister, a friend asked him what he feared most about the job. ‘Ending up like Tony Blair,’ was the reply. Rudd explained that Blair, like himself, had strong Christian socialist principles – yet the former British Labour PM had ended up being run by spin doctors and that had been the ruination of his career.

Rudd was concerned that the political process – the dominance of spin – would eventually deprive him of his integrity, too. It was a legitimate concern. Inevitably, politics corrupts those who practise it. Compare Kevin07 with Kevin09 and you see a change. Compromise and cynicism have been increasingly evident.

The way the budget process was managed showed the spin doctors’ influence. There was some clever manipulation of the media, a budget speech that omitted any mention of a record $57.6 billion deficit, tight control of the message, forecasts so optimistic you wondered what the Treasury boffins had been smoking, a hollow early election threat and baiting and verballing of the opposition.

Nevertheless, the economic blueprint presented to parliament by treasurer Wayne Swan still reflected, very clearly, traditional Labor values and Rudd’s Christian socialist principles. Pension rises. Concern about people losing their jobs. The idea that the well-off should not have benefits subsidised by those lower down the income scale. The budget also embarked on overdue structural reform to make the pension system and family payments sustainable in the long term.

Malcolm Turnbull tried to portray the document as all spin but in the end it was his own budget reply that turned out to be a spinmeister’s dream. For half an hour on Thursday night the opposition leader made the recession disappear. Well, almost. Turnbull mentioned ‘recession’ just once – 13 minutes and nine seconds into the half-hour speech. He attacked the government over its spending, the budget deficit and the growing debt, while ignoring the reason for the strategy almost entirely. There were one or two nods to a ‘downturn’ but Turnbull was as reluctant to use the ‘R’ word as Swan had been to own up to the record deficit figure two nights earlier. By taking away the context – the worst global recession since the Great Depression, one which has punched a $210 billion hole in government revenue – he was able to imply that the entire crisis is down to mismanagement by Rudd and Swan. Quite a feat.

The former lawyer and merchant banker might still be a political novice compared with the likes of Peter Costello and John Howard but he is learning fast. The announcement that the coalition would move in the Senate to block the means-testing of the health insurance rebate had him looking hairy-chested as he called Rudd’s double dissolution bluff. The proposal to offset the $1.9 billion revenue loss through higher tobacco taxes – which he said would ‘make for a healthier Australia’ – guaranteed him bigger headlines.

Of course, a month earlier – in the context of the argument over an alcopops excise increase – Turnbull had said: ‘The last thing the Australian economy needs now is new taxes, especially blatant tax grabs dressed up as health measures.’ But, hey! Who expects consistency from politicians?

In fact, Turnbull’s reasoning was flawed. Means-testing the private health insurance rebate is intended to help pay for the pension rise. The amount saved would increase year by year, just as the cost of pensions will rise because of an ageing population. Cigarette tax revenue decreases over time because the number of smokers is dropping. It would not be an adequate long-term substitute. The government should thank Turnbull for the higher cigarette tax idea and take it up – while means-testing the health insurance rebate as well. The figures are clear. A disproportionate amount of taxpayers’ dollars goes to those at the high end of the income scale under the rebate as it currently operates.

At the start of budget week, Swan came out with a telling line, saying: ‘I have always had private health insurance but I don’t expect people earning 60 grand a year to be subsidising it for me.’ Turnbull, a multi-millionaire, apparently does think people on average incomes should be subsidising his health insurance. Turnbull points to Rudd’s pre-election assurances that a Labor government would not touch the rebate.

Tony Abbott cries: ‘This is a shocking broken promise from the government.’ Can this be the same Abbott who, as health minister, gave what he called ‘an absolutely rock-solid, ironclad commitment’ during the 2004 election campaign that the Medicare safety net thresholds would not be altered?

The then-government was well aware at the time of a massive cost blow-out and after the election raised the thresholds, drastically reducing the number of people who would benefit. Turnbull did not squeal and Abbott did not resign from cabinet. The coalition’s promise then and Rudd’s 18 months ago were both untenable.

All of this matters little in the overall scheme of things, though, because Turnbull’s debt and deficit scare campaign – which dominated his speech and produced the punchiest lines – is gaining traction. And, ironically, the more the government succeeds in cushioning the impact of the global recession on Australia through its stimulus packages, the more effective Turnbull’s attack is likely to be.

In his budget speech, Swan boasted that the half a per cent contraction in the economy forecast for 2009–10 would have been one and a quarter per cent without the stimulus spending. Peter Costello thundered the next day: ‘If it’s only going to be a mild contraction – half a per cent – why have we got the greatest budget deficit in Australian history?’ In other words, if the stimulus strategy works, we didn’t need it in the first place – and therefore the spending and its contribution to debt was unjustified and irresponsible. Catch-22.

Against spin like that, Rudd will need all the help his own spin doctors can give him.


The dazzle dims for PM’s heir apparent

29 August 2009

Don’t look now, but Saint Julia’s halo has slipped. Suddenly the deputy prime minister’s competence is being questioned. Since Labor won office she has been teflon-coated. Nothing seemed to stick to Julia Gillard as even conservative commentators expressed admiration. But a $1.7 billion blow-out in primary school infrastructure spending may have changed all of that. Now there is talk about possible feet of clay.

In truth, though, the real turning point for Gillard was weeks ago and the person responsible was Godwin Grech. Until the rogue Treasury officer put a bomb under Australian politics with his fake email, the deputy PM was seen as the commanding figure in parliament. She was the Rudd government’s Paul Keating or Peter Costello. Aggressive and genuinely feared by the other side. When the government got stuck into the coalition, she had the killer lines and the killer instinct. Gillard, not Kevin Rudd, was seen as Labor’s champion. The perception was that, in parliament at least, she had a big edge over him.

But Gillard was overseas when Grech’s email was exposed as a forgery. Rudd handled the issue brilliantly, to everyone’s surprise. His attack all but destroyed Malcolm Turnbull. A more devastating parliamentary performance has rarely been seen.

That changed the Rudd–Gillard situation. An observer said: ‘It equalised the power imbalance that had developed between them.’ The shift gives the background to the reassessment of Gillard after Thursday’s release of a report on the government’s $42 billion stimulus program. The bottom line is that an extra $1.69 billion has had to be found for Gillard’s infrastructure spend on primary schools. It will come from money originally earmarked for other programs.

Comments in the report about administration and procurement – along with guideline changes to ensure value-for-money contracts with builders and purchasing of materials – also support opposition criticism. The blow-out focuses attention on claims Gillard can’t handle both Workplace Relations and Education. Calls mount for her to give one up.

Making the most of all this is opposition education spokesman Christopher Pyne. In February, Gillard made the mistake of ridiculing Pyne as a mincing poodle. He has pursued her doggedly (pun intended) since. This poodle has a savage bite. ‘Julia might live to regret giving Christopher such a strong motivation to go after her,’ a Liberal colleague said yesterday. It is because of Pyne that the National Audit Office is also reviewing the scheme – another possible issue for Gillard.

As long as there is no new major outbreak of coalition disunity or Liberal leadership speculation, the schools blow-out will cost Gillard some of her gloss. She might even need parliamentary warrior Rudd to come to her defence.

It has not been a good week for the woman recently described in an editorial in a national newspaper as ‘cool’, ‘unflappable’ and ‘a can-do leader’. After being hammered by the opposition for weeks, she also had to back down over botched changes to youth allowance eligibility rules affecting gap year students, a bungle obvious since budget day. Why she delayed on it for more than three months is a mystery.

Gillard is playing down the schools infrastructure spending issue by passing it off as just ‘a bump in the road’. But, as Pyne puts it in his characteristic way, ‘A $1.7 billion bump in the road is enough to shake your teeth out.’

Because of the latest embarrassment, she risks attention being drawn to other policy and administrative shortcomings she thought safely in the past. The plan for a computer on the desk of every upper secondary student, for example, is beset by problems. Ditto her overhaul of the award wages system. Even the ill-thought-out Medicare Gold election policy she produced in 2004 is mentioned by her critics. The scheme, shown to be open-ended and unaffordable, was dumped by Labor.

None of this is to suggest that Gillard is in serious political trouble. Her status as Rudd’s heir – on track to be our first female prime minister – will not be affected. But colleagues and voters alike may come to a more realistic view of her.

When you look at Gillard’s education revolution, it’s hard to discern anything remotely revolutionary about it. And, like plenty of other Rudd government ministers, the deputy PM has made mistakes, as the schools program cost over-run illustrates.

We’ve all been a bit carried away by the Gillard dazzle – that editorial I quoted, for example, carried the heading: ‘Mr Rudd needs a dash of his deputy’s conviction and strength.’ A newspaper report said recently: ‘Flowers, cards and even jewellery continue to pour in to Ms Gillard’s office from an army of women admirers.’

Sure, she’s a highly impressive and popular politician but she does not belong on a pedestal.


Finding the courage to risk total failure

3 October 2009

In 1988, as an embattled opposition leader, John Howard went to London and got some advice from Margaret Thatcher. ‘Never retreat,’ she instructed sternly. ‘Stand by your beliefs.’ Back in Australia, Howard did as he’d been told, stubbornly refusing to back away from comments about Asian immigration. The results for his leadership were disastrous.

Now Malcolm Turnbull has returned from a visit to Britain full of steely resolve. It is unlikely current Tory leader David Cameron was as hardline as the Iron Lady, or as intimidating. What he did talk to Turnbull about, however, was the critical need for conservative politicians to make the environment a focus and avoid giving Labor sole ownership of green issues.

One of Cameron’s key themes, after all, is ‘Vote Blue, Go Green’ – blue being the Conservative Party’s colour. So Turnbull gets off the plane and announces: ‘I will not lead a party that is not as committed to as effective action on climate change as I am.’ And he proceeds to put his leadership on the line over the emissions trading scheme legislation. If the Liberal party room fails to support his strategy of trying to improve the legislation by negotiating amendments when it returns to parliament in November, he’s off – or so he implies.

There are those, even among his supporters, who believe Turnbull has again shown a lack of judgment. He did not have to elevate the emissions trading debate into an issue with the potential to destroy his leadership, they say – so why do it?

Kevin Rudd and Co. can hardly believe their luck. Turnbull’s dramatic ‘back me or I walk’ ultimatum has guaranteed that attention will remain on the opposition, allowing the government to continue to evade scrutiny.

A more positive way of viewing the situation is that it suggests Turnbull is regaining the confidence he lost over the Godwin Grech fake email debacle. Just a few weeks ago, the Liberal leader was a self-pitying shadow of his former ebullient self. The stuffing had been knocked out of him. Now he is nailing his colours to the mast. Confronting his opponents within the party. Taking risks again.

There is a difference, though, from Gough Whitlam’s crash-through-or-crash approach. When Whitlam in opposition defied internal ALP critics and put his leadership on the line, it was in the knowledge that he was far more popular than the party he led. Turnbull’s poll ratings are so dismal that, when he issued his threat on Thursday, a seasoned Liberal operator commented: ‘That’s hardly going to frighten the life out of his opponents.’

There are a couple of theories about Turnbull’s motivation. One is that he is simply fed up and decided during his overseas trip that he’d rather bow out of the leadership than continue in the job with dissidents making his life a misery. This is supported by claims that, even before the trip, he had expressed the view that there would be no point continuing if he was rolled on the ETS.

On the other hand, walking away from the leadership would be massively humiliating, and Turnbull is not the kind who courts humiliation. A more likely explanation is that Turnbull really does not believe he is taking a very big risk. Adherents of this view say he is genuinely confident of getting majority party room backing, and the accepted wisdom that neither Joe Hockey nor Tony Abbott would seek to replace him provides extra insurance.

If this theory is correct, the whole thing is part of a calculated, well-planned strategy to reboot the Turnbull leadership. The end game is Turnbull, having very publicly displayed his true leadership grit, emerging victorious from a party meeting that repudiates the troublemakers and endorses his strategy. It would be a new beginning, his backers believe. Just the same, some of those around the Liberal leader have been canvassing the idea of a conscience vote on the ETS in case things look like going awry in the party room.

The bottom line is Turnbull had to do something. He cannot lead a rabble. A political party without discipline is unelectable. Unless Turnbull can bring the climate change dissidents to heel, the Liberals will face humiliation at the polls, whether there is a double dissolution or a normal election at the normal time.

There is a logical reason Barnaby Joyce and other Nationals are fighting Turnbull hard over emissions trading. They see votes in differentiating themselves from the Liberal Party. But the Liberal MPs stirring up trouble have no clear-cut aim. They are not even trying to bring about a leadership change. They just hate the very idea of an ETS, no matter how it is amended. Keep voting against it and hang the consequences is their attitude.

Given that Turnbull was the environment minister who pushed an emissions trading scheme through the Howard cabinet and made it coalition policy at the last election, he could not credibly cop such an approach even if he wanted to. So he has to fight and win – and he might as well go if he loses.

Turnbull’s UK trip confirmed – if he ever doubted it – the importance of green policies to his party’s electoral prospects. His main London engagement was a speech to a Centre Right think-tank closely associated with the Conservative Party and Cameron. What struck Turnbull immediately was the number of young people in the audience. He estimated that 80 per cent of them were under 35.

Later Cameron – who wears green ties, rides a bike and has a wind turbine on the roof of his home – explained how the Tories had attracted young people to their ranks. They did it by establishing environmental credentials. Turnbull knows the Liberals need to do the same, even if Wilson Tuckey and his cronies have not worked it out.


Fly-by-night spivs the foil guys for Garrett

20 February 2010

It was the Kevin Rudd version of straight talk. ‘Let’s call a spade a spade,’ he said on Thursday. ‘There are problems with the implementation of this program.’

Problems? Let’s really call a spade a spade, Prime Minister. The home insulation scheme was a mess. A shambles. A disaster. The government’s intentions were good but it blundered into an area in which it had little experience or expertise. Huge amounts of money were poured into the program with minimum supervision and then the government wondered why things went wrong. Shonks came out of the woodwork. Inadequately trained people were sent to work on dangerous tasks. Four installers died. Houses caught fire, or were left with electrified material in their ceilings.

Tony Abbott likes to portray the Rudd team as all talk and no action but in the case of the insulation debacle its crime was trying to do too much too quickly. In Ballarat on Thursday, just hours after Rudd’s masterful understatement about ‘problems’, cabinet effectively acknowledged that the whole thing was a cock-up from start to finish.

It decided – as a relieved Peter Garrett announced yesterday – to scrap the program and start again. ‘The idea is to de-spivify it,’ a Labor source said. Now we know why Garrett was a no-show to deliver a speech at a conference at Canberra’s Australian National University on Thursday morning. He was in the bunker with advisers, finalising the design of a new scheme to put before cabinet colleagues. Rebates instead of handouts and sensible safeguards to discourage fly-by-nighters. And not before time. It may even be in time to save his career.

The first policy was devised by Rudd, deputy PM Julia Gillard, treasurer Wayne Swan and finance minister Lindsay Tanner. But it was the environment minister whose job was on the line. Garrett was left carrying the can.

Rudd said he would stand by him but no-one was under any illusion. It was clear that, if the pressure continued to build, if the issue became too embarrassing in an election year, Rudd would chop off Garrett’s polished head without a second thought. ‘Sorry, Pete, but it’s out of my control. The good of the government comes first.’

It would have had nothing to do with Garrett’s performance as a minister, nothing to do with his competence. And everything to do with raw, brutal politics. Garrett’s colleagues believe he did as much as he could reasonably be expected to do as faults associated with the scheme were brought to his attention. That is Rudd’s view, too. But such considerations would be irrelevant if the PM decided the government’s re-election was being threatened.

Fortunately for Garrett, the radical surgery announced yesterday should greatly reduce the pressure for his sacking. Tinkering at the edges almost certainly would not have been enough. Garrett is relatively new to politics but he has seen enough now to know that it is a grotesque and painful business. A business in which everyone is disposable.

Bronwyn Bishop survived as aged care minister in 2000 despite an all-out campaign by the Labor opposition to force her resignation over what became known as the kerosene baths affair. But that was only because Prime Minister John Howard judged the government would lose more politically by giving Labor a ministerial scalp than it would by protecting her. Howard dumped Bishop from the ministry after the 2001 election.

Abbott has now reinstated Bishop to the front bench, saying she did nothing wrong, but it is interesting to compare her situation then with Garrett’s now. The opposition says Garrett failed to take action despite a series of warnings about unsafe practices in the insulation program. And it portrays him as culpable because of the deaths.

Demanding Bishop be ‘run out of town’ 10 years ago, opposition leader Kim Beazley accused her of ignoring warnings about the ill-treatment of elderly patients. And he said: ‘People have potentially – possibly, at least – suffered death as a direct result.’ The arguments Abbott’s opposition mount against Garrett now are much the same as those Beazley marshalled against Bishop.

The Rudd government’s defence of Garrett is an echo of Howard’s defence of Bishop. One Canberra veteran says: ‘When you demand a resignation it’s rarely because you think a minister is responsible for something dreadful. It’s about embarrassing the other side, pure and simple.’

That undoubtedly applies in this case, and until yesterday Garrett looked to be in serious trouble. Colleagues were saying openly his survival depended on Rudd’s political courage. How much of his own credibility would the PM be prepared to burn to protect a minister? ‘Garrett will have to go if the clamour for his head is loud and persistent enough,’ one Labor MP told me.

Fortunately for Garrett, instead of disposing of the minister Rudd has disposed of the program. The old rocker hangs on – unless there are new revelations or another tragedy.


PM says he has dropped the ball – election countdown

27 February 2010

Kevin Rudd is in an extraordinary frame of mind. Opposition leader Tony Abbott might be bagging him around the country but the PM is suddenly doing a pretty good job of criticising himself. ‘We’ve disappointed a lot of people,’ he told me yesterday. ‘We’ve let ourselves down.’

This is Rudd, at the two-year point in the life of his government, looking back at what he has achieved. Not only does he concede that he has not met all the expectations of voters. He has not met his own expectations.

The PM unburdened himself during a chat at Kirribilli House yesterday morning, in a reflective mood as he looked over Sydney Harbour. In the previous couple of days he had publicly accepted responsibility for the mess that the government’s home insulation program had become and taken control of the political repair process. He concedes he should have kept a closer eye on what was going on from the start.

He made no mention of Peter Garrett but one reference pointed to the demotion of the environment minister that was to come a few hours later. ‘I have no doubt we are going to take an enormous hit in the polls,’ he said. ‘And you know what? We deserve it.’

Now Rudd is extending the self-criticism to cover the entire performance of his government as it gears up for the federal election later this year. The debate over the insulation scheme, he acknowledges, ‘reflects a wider disappointment in the community about what the government has done’ since taking office in 2007.

‘I thought we’d be much further along the road towards delivering two years into our term than we’ve been able to get,’ he says. ‘Some say that’s easily explicable because of the Global Financial Crisis and the fact that we had to keep the economy afloat for a year. But ultimately that doesn’t wash with people, rightly or wrongly. The expectation of the public is that we still deliver on the key reforms in health, in climate change, in education and elsewhere. So people will be raising, legitimately, a whole series of questions about delivery – which is why, for the government’s third year in office, we must have delivery as our core number one priority.’

Clearly that is the key message, the one the PM really wants to get across. This year – election year – will be different. ‘I don’t think we’ve achieved as much as the people would have liked by now,’ he says. ‘But now the wood is really on us to deliver. That is just a fact.’

The contrite and humble Rudd emerged suddenly last Wednesday when, unannounced, he walked out of Parliament House to meet a small group of insulation industry representatives protesting at the hardship caused by the abrupt cancellation of the flawed home installation scheme. There was not a minder in sight. Just the PM, alone, scribbling in a notebook as employers and workers aired their complaints. Relief measures were announced within hours.

Abbott compared Rudd with former Queensland premier Peter Beattie, who repeatedly won elections by apologising for his government. And pundits started discussing what they called ‘the politics of contrition’, most of them seeing Rudd’s behaviour as a cynical ploy. Not surprisingly, he denies that. ‘Look,’ he told me, ‘everyone stuffs up. If you stuff up, tell people that, tell them how it happened and what you’re going to do to fix it up.’

So – back to the self-analysis. In our talk, Rudd was disarmingly frank about his shortcomings as a communicator. We got onto the subject when I pointed out he is increasingly compared with a certain former British PM as a spin-driven politician. ‘I don’t criticise Tony Blair,’ Rudd said, ‘but I think on that question, most of my critics would not say I have a Blairite skill for the one-liner. Their criticism would be the reverse – and it is probably criticism well-founded.’

Rudd has promised to improve his communications skills but recognises it will not be easy to shed his eye-glazing ‘wall of sound’ technique. ‘It’s about using one sentence rather than three,’ he says.

Climate change, Rudd admits, is a prime example. ‘Throughout all this, the Australian people were saying “We don’t understand this, you need to explain it better.” I think that’s where I didn’t deliver,’ he says.

Prime ministers rarely discuss their failings so frankly. Rudd is adamant, however, that 2010 is the year he will live up to expectations on health, education and climate change. The election may be only months away but he cautions: ‘Don’t underestimate what we’ve been working on, what is in the pipeline. We’re serious about delivery. Serious about taking the bull by the horns.’

His government, he believes, has passed the test on the economy. But on other matters, ‘It’s yet to be determined whether we’ve passed – and that’s the job ahead for me.’


Is there a good one in the entire bunch?

6 March 2010

A huge TV audience will tune in for the Academy Awards as Sandra Bullock, Meryl Streep, Jeff Bridges, George Clooney and the rest compete for those little golden statuettes.

An awards contest to be launched in Australia a few days later will not arouse quite the same interest, but it deserves attention just the same. Instead of the Oscars, we’ll get the Buttons and the Missens. They won’t go to movie stars. They’ll go to politicians. The idea is to reward integrity in federal politics. Integrity? At this point, of course, most readers will do a double-take. There will be gasps of disbelief across the nation.

But wait. There’s more. According to organisers: ‘The awards will recognise honesty, civility, independence and/or political courage.’ When I read those criteria to a very senior member of federal parliament yesterday, he laughed so hard it was a few moments before he could talk.

Tony Fitzgerald, the QC whose royal commission put an anti-corruption broom through Queensland two decades ago, will launch the new awards in Melbourne on Thursday. They are named after two now-dead pollies – Labor’s John Button and Liberal Alan Missen – who were renowned for their honesty, independence and courage.

Button was the conscience of the Hawke government. He drove Bob Hawke and Paul Keating spare. Julia Gillard said when he died: ‘John Button went into politics with the reputation of being an honest man who spoke his mind and he came out of politics with the reputation of being an honest man who spoke his mind.’

Senator Alan Missen was a fighter for human rights who voted according to his conscience rather than the party line. Fred Chaney, the Liberal whip trying to control Missen, said: ‘If parliament is to be any more than an electoral college for an executive dictatorship, we need stubborn parliamentarians.’

The Button award will go to a minister or opposition frontbencher, while the Missen gong is for backbenchers. The big problem is that people like Button and Missen are as rare as hen’s teeth. Can you think of any of today’s crop of federal pollies who stand out because of honesty, independence or political courage? Even civility? If a name springs to mind, I suggest you whack in a nomination quick smart. I scratched my head before coming up with just two potential nominees.

Petro Georgiou, who unfortunately will retire as the Liberal MP for Kooyong at this year’s election, has shown great courage in defying his party (and the Rudd government) on the treatment of asylum seekers. Missen would be proud. And defence minister John Faulkner, while no Button-style speaker-outer, has done important work through freedom of information changes and other reforms, to improve the accountability and transparency of government. After that it’s a pretty thin field. Good luck to the judges.

The group of notables behind the initiative – they call themselves the Accountability Round Table – hope the awards will encourage politicians to conduct themselves with decency and embrace a willingness to be accountable. It’s a noble aim. What happens in the absence of independence and courage is illustrated by the current woes of Kevin Rudd’s administration.

The root of the problem – according to disillusioned ministers and Labor backbenchers – is the decision after the 2007 election to abandon caucus ballots and allow Rudd to pick his own ministry. That means ministers are dependent on Rudd’s goodwill to hold their jobs, and backbenchers know their best hope for advancement is to crawl to him. ‘You can’t expect to see much courage or independence in that situation,’ says a caucus member. ‘If anyone spoke out they’d be gone. Even after a really bad performance, you see ministers and backbenchers telling him how terrific he was. It makes you want to stick your fingers down your throat and spew.’

Button was one of a number of ministers in the Hawke government prepared to speak frankly because they had their own caucus power base and were not reliant on the prime minister’s favour to survive. The result was healthy argument over policy and a fearless questioning of leadership decisions.

Hawke also had on his staff advisers like Peter Barron and Geoff Walsh, tough operators who had no hesitation in telling him in very blunt terms when they thought he was wrong. Because they had no interest in parliamentary careers and therefore no need of prime ministerial patronage, they never pulled their punches. Something like the bungled home insulation scheme could not have happened in the Hawke government.

Rudd needs someone on his staff who will dress him down in pithy language as Barron used to do with Hawke. He needs gutsy ministers who will stand up to him. But he prefers to surround himself with people who say yes.

‘If you’re not a member of the purple circle you don’t get a look in,’ says an exasperated MP. ‘He doesn’t listen. His office doesn’t listen. They don’t return phone calls. They promise to arrange meetings and then don’t. The door is barred.’

That’s the problem. Even if there was a Button around today, Rudd would close his ears anyway.


PM’s snake hunt but Abbott may be bitten

13 March 2010

When John Howard was trying to sell his GST all those years ago, a worried coalition MP described the new tax as ‘like a black snake in your sleeping bag’. A source involved with Ken Henry’s task force on tax reform reminded me of the remark and warned: ‘There are at least 10 black snakes in this review.’ I reported that on Nine News. The next day a minister phoned to say: ‘What you do with black snakes is kill them.’

This is one reason the document delivered by the Treasury boss at Christmas has not yet been made public. The government is on a snake hunt.

Kevin Rudd knows a bit about snakes from his childhood on a Queensland dairy farm. He remembers particularly how they used to come up the hill towards the house in frightening numbers when the creek was in flood. Now he, Wayne Swan and other key ministers are identifying where the venomous reptiles lurk in Henry’s recommendations and working out how to dispatch them.

Tony Abbott clearly expects the Henry report to be a political gift for the opposition, full of stuff that can be used to frighten the pants off voters. Plenty of Labor backbenchers fear he is right. As the election looms and things get tougher for the government, some of them are saying openly that they wish that the PM and treasurer had never got the tax reform bug.

After the disastrous bungle that was the home insulation scheme and the uncertain launch of Rudd’s radical hospital funding policy, the government cannot afford to botch this one. Rudd and Swan need to play the politics carefully by neutralising Henry’s tax nasties, and any proposals that can be misrepresented as nasty, at the time the report is made public. This will disappoint those hoping for root and branch reform of the tax system. The way Abbott has breathed life into the coalition’s election chances, however, means that this is not the year for brave action on the tax front.

If they are smart, Rudd and Swan will spell out in emphatic and unmistakable terms which of the Henry Task Force’s recommendations the government will look at now, which might be considered in the longer term and which get the thumbs down permanently. Any vagueness or any ambiguity and Abbott will be off and running with the kind of scare campaign that he is very good at – as he has shown already when he converted the ETS issue into a debate about ‘a big new tax on everything’.

From the moment he became Liberal leader Abbott’s strategy has been to make tax the central issue in the election and it seemed to be working a treat. That is why Labor strategists, as well as quite a few on his own side, are astonished that he has now cast himself as a big taxer in order to gazump the government over paid parental leave.

‘Stunningly stupid’ is the way one senior minister describes it. For the moment, Abbott is basking in the popularity of a scheme far more generous than the government’s. And he expects to avoid any serious backlash against the business tax levy he would impose to pay for it. ‘The punters don’t care about big business,’ an Abbott acolyte says.

But Abbott’s proposed 1.7 per cent tax levy on companies with taxed income of $5 million or more would not only hit the likes of BHP, Woolworths and Westpac. At least 400 of the companies with taxable income above $5 million have 20 employees or fewer. This is the statistics bureau’s definition of a small business. About 800 of the companies that would be hit by the Abbott levy have total income less than $10 million a year. This is within the Australian Taxation Office’s definition of a small company. Also, given that the 3,600 companies targeted by Abbott employ about half of the Australian workforce, concern about jobs may start to get traction.

Abbott has denied that the cost of his levy would be passed on to consumers. He is dreaming. To give extraordinarily generous parental leave benefits to people on $150,000 a year or more, pensioners and low-income earners would be slugged through higher prices. And what is not passed on would come off shareholder dividends. These days, very large numbers of Australians hold shares directly or via their super funds. If voters wake up to this, enthusiasm for Abbott’s scheme may wane.

There is also the problem that after embracing ‘a big new tax on everything’ he can no longer use the line to attack the government. And, by breaking his own promise of ‘no new taxes and no tax increases’ within a few weeks of making it, Abbott has sacrificed much of his ability to capitalise on the Henry review.

There was a remarkable moment on Thursday when Abbott sneered that Rudd’s parental leave scheme ‘is only going to cost $260 million a year’. This from the leader of a party claiming to stand for fiscal rectitude. The truth is that the debate is not just about parental leave, or even about tax. It is about economic management credibility – and that is an area where Abbott was already shaky.

Abbott has offered a tempting carrot to the electorate but in the process he has given the government a great big stick with which he can expect to be whacked.


Is the Mad Monk to give Rudd a caning?

20 March 2010

Chatting to a couple of radio interviewers off-air yesterday, Kevin Rudd reflected on the aggression he had shown on the final day of the parliamentary session. ‘When it’s necessary to extract their carotid artery and snap it between your teeth, then you do,’ he said.

That colourful language is as un-Ruddlike as the attack-dog style he has adopted in recent days. Also un-Ruddlike is the sudden willingness to take risks. Rudd is supposed to be the cautious politician, Tony Abbott the risk-taker. But Rudd is gambling big-time with next week’s debate over health policy. An election debate between the prime minister and the opposition leader six or seven months before Australians go to the polls is unprecedented.

Pundits are scratching their heads. Abbott is a more effective cut-through debater, they say, and is bound to outperform the more verbose PM. What’s more, by pulling on the debate now, Rudd elevates his opponent to a status that opposition leaders do not normally attain until an election campaign is under way. So why is Rudd doing it? Why is he taking the gamble?

It is partly because he has realised at last that you can’t stand still when you’re fighting a fast-moving slugger. You have to dance around the ring and land some sneaky punches yourself. More importantly, health and hospital reform has become for Rudd in this election year what the GST was for John Howard in 1998. Howard was in trouble midway through his first term as prime minister, his government drifting and Labor making gains. He needed a cause and tax reform provided it.

The Rudd government had purpose while it was battling the Global Financial Crisis but drift set in once the emergency faded. Rudd needed a cause. Something to give his government direction. The radical plan to change public hospital funding fits the bill. Rudd has again started to convey a sense of purpose. A bit of passion, too. And not before time. Abbott has been creaming Rudd and the PM and his staff seemed to have no idea how to respond.

With health reform providing momentum, they have snapped out of their paralysis. When Abbott argued on Thursday that there should be three leaders’ debates in the run-up to the election, Rudd did not hesitate. His response took the coalition by surprise. Not only would there be three debates, Rudd said. The first of them, on health and hospitals, would be at the National Press Club on Tuesday.

‘You won’t turn up,’ Labor MPs called to Abbott, referring to his embarrassment in the last election campaign when he arrived late for a live televised debate with Nicola Roxon. But Abbott will be there this time. Despite reservations about fighting on ground chosen by his opponent, he knows how important the health issue is.

He shows it by his angry reaction to the Labor claim that, as health minister for four years in the Howard government, he ripped a billion dollars out of funding for public hospitals. In parliament a few days ago, finance minister Lindsay Tanner repeated the allegation, quoted healthcare agreement figures to back it up and said: ‘It is there in black and white on page 179 of Budget Paper Number 2, 2003–04.’ Abbott branded that a lie and based his defence on a line from the same document: ‘The funding for 2003–04 to 2007–08 represents an increase of $10 billion over the last agreements.’ There is right on both sides in this argument. Federal funding for public hospitals did increase by $10 billion over the period but the amount allocated was $1 billion less than Treasury’s original estimates.

Liberals scoff at the idea that Abbott has fallen into a Labor trap. They see this as a chance to tear strips off Rudd and his policy and to chalk up a clear victory in a nationally televised forum. Abbott’s great strength, after all, is attack. And even those close to Rudd concede he is to oratory what the cane toad is to native fauna.

But Labor strategists point to a recent comment by treasurer Wayne Swan that the coalition should ‘put down the mud bucket and pick up the tool box’. On many issues, they say, mud can be effective, but voters want more than negativity when it comes to health. They want a broken system repaired, and debating points won’t matter if they see that Rudd has the tool box. In any case, Labor people say, health is their issue. Every day Abbott is forced to talk about it is a day he is not talking about issues that favour the coalition.

I replayed the video of the Abbott–Roxon debate and was struck by how apologetic the then health minister was about the public hospital system. ‘I bleed, frankly, when I see the state of many of our public hospitals,’ Abbott said. And he promised that the Howard government would announce measures to deal with the problem.

Howard abandoned plans to promise an additional $16.9 billion in direct funding for public hospitals because he feared being portrayed as economically irresponsible.


Venom has no place in political discourse

27 March 2010

Wingnuts – people on the lunatic fringe of politics – are winning in America. A new poll just about puts it beyond doubt. Released a few days ago, it shows that 40 per cent of Americans believe Barack Obama is a socialist, a third think he’s Muslim, three out of 10 fear he ‘wants to turn over the sovereignty of the US to a one-world government’ and 14 per cent agree that the president may be the Anti-Christ. Phew!

Can a whole country go crazy? It makes you wonder. Australians, thank goodness, are still pretty sane when it comes to politics. Plenty of us are unimpressed by Kevin Rudd or have less than flattering views of Tony Abbott, but we don’t go overboard. We can still have a civilised and relatively civil political discourse. It is important we keep it that way.

The debate over health reform here and in the US gives a pretty good indication of how fortunate we are but it also provides a warning of what could happen if we are not careful. In America, moderate voices are being drowned out by voices from the extremes of the political spectrum. The results are ugly.

Last Tuesday, our prime minister and opposition leader went head-to-head at the National Press Club in Canberra in a debate over health policy and the government’s reform plan. There was plenty of passionate discussion afterwards about who won, whether the TV ‘worm’ was unfairly biased towards Rudd, the extent to which the PM relied on market-researched ‘spin’ and whether Abbott had been too negative. But overall it was a constructive exercise.

The debate focused attention on an important policy issue, and presumably got voters thinking about what Rudd proposes and the shortcomings alleged by the coalition. Both leaders copped criticism in the post-mortems, but even the shock jocks did not descend into personal denigration.

In the US, as Congress passed President Obama’s health reform legislation and in the aftermath, it was a very different story. Opponents of the Bill thundered about a ‘loss of freedom’. The Republican leader in the House of Representatives, John Boehner, proclaimed it ‘Armageddon’. Protesters hurled racist epithets at African-American members of Congress and spat on them.
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