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    To Heather, Adam, Erin, Caitlin and Quinn

  


  
    
    Preface

    When I was first approached to write a campaign diary on the 2010 federal election in November 2009, I hesitated. How much interest would there be in a book recording the re-election of the Rudd Government, probably with an increased majority?

    Then the Australian political world turned upside down. The drama that took place from December 2009 to August 2010 has to rate as one of the top political events of the last fifty years, right up there with the dismissal of the Whitlam Government, the disappearance of Harold Holt, and the day Malcolm Fraser called an election as Labor changed leaders, swapping Bill Hayden for Bob Hawke.

    First, in December 2009, the charismatic and free-spirited Malcolm Turnbull lost the leadership of the Liberal Party to a pugnacious former amateur boxer, Tony Abbott, after a ballot that captivated a nation because of its uncertainty. Nobody knew for sure which of three men—Turnbull, Abbott or Joe Hockey—would win. In the end, Turnbull lost by one vote in the final count, and Hockey effectively by just two votes—had Hockey survived the first round, he surely would have won the run-off.

    With Turnbull gone, Abbott was free to attack Prime Minister Kevin Rudd over his ‘great big new tax’ to counter climate change. Luckily for Abbott, within the space of five months, Rudd’s extraordinary popularity would go into freefall, culminating in the loss of a million votes in two weeks when he walked away from an emissions trading scheme in April 2010.

    Rudd would go the way of Turnbull in June, cut down, far more comprehensively, by rank and file MPs. As a result, Australia had its first female Prime Minister, Julia Gillard, a Welsh migrant and declared atheist with no children and a live-in partner—as if such a dramatic political tale needed an historic footnote.

    On reflection, both Turnbull and Rudd had stolen their parties. In Turnbull’s case, it was because of a manic desire to get his own way, because of his refusal to compromise on climate change when the majority of his own party were deeply disturbed about the prospect of an ETS, and because he simply stopped listening to them. Rudd had done so through his authoritarian approach: the more his popularity soared, the more he ruled alone, taking only sycophantic advice and being answerable to no one—not the party, the executive, the Cabinet or the Caucus. MPs complained they were either ignored or abused. The Cabinet became a rubber stamp for a gang of four ministers.

    In both cases, the MPs came at the ‘party thieves’ and took their parties back. That process eventually pitted Julia Gillard against Tony Abbott in the country’s tightest-ever federal election. Neither of the major parties secured a majority of seats, resulting in the first hung parliament since World War II.

    For seventeen days after the election, the country was in political limbo as the major parties courted the independents for their crucial support. Then, on Tuesday 7 September—fifty days after the election was first called—Julia Gillard managed to form a minority government by the narrowest possible margin.

    ‘The longest campaign’, as Tony Abbott had called it, was finally over.
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    Kevin 07

    When Mark Latham trashed the Labor Party vote at the 2004 federal election, and then imploded afterwards, Kevin Rudd saw his first real opportunity to lead. The party was shell-shocked after receiving just 37.6 per cent of the primary vote, the lowest since 1931. John Howard—a man Labor despised and chronically underestimated—had prevailed again and was now well on the way to establishing himself as one of the country’s most successful prime ministers. Latham had proved to be erratic and unstable; leading lights like Julia Gillard had shown poor judgement in ever believing he was the answer to the party’s malaise.

    After the election, Latham sulked for a few months, then quit. He had suffered another painful bout of pancreatitis and gone off to Terrigal, on the NSW Central Coast, over the Christmas break to recover. While he was there, one of the world’s worst ever disasters hit the Pacific rim from Indonesia to Sri Lanka, erasing whole communities and killing more than 225 000 people. But there was not a word on the tsunami from the Leader of the Opposition.

    When he finally emerged, the scene was both comical and bizarre. Latham had given the media less than one hour’s notice that he was giving a press conference near his home at tiny Hallinan Park. As he got out of his private car, the media was still running in from all directions, trying to set up in time. Latham, sporting a new and striking close-cropped haircut, announced his resignation by reading a short statement from a sheet of paper. Then he turned on his heels and left.

    The Labor Party’s choice then was to return to Kim Beazley, who had at least once outpolled Howard on the raw numbers, or turn to the next generation represented by Julia Gillard and Kevin Rudd. But unlike the situation almost three years later, Gillard and Rudd were not about to cooperate simply to bring Beazley undone. Because neither was prepared to give up their numbers to the other, Beazley emerged as the only option.

    From then on, however, Rudd worked tirelessly to build up his credibility and his profile. As shadow minister for foreign affairs, he relentlessly and ruthlessly went after the Howard Government and its foreign minister, Alexander Downer, over the Iraqi wheat scandal. The Australian Wheat Board had been accused of paying Saddam Hussein’s regime transport fees, or ‘kick backs’, to boost exports. No impropriety by government ministers was ever proven, but Rudd managed to create a cloud of suspicion by sheer intent.

    He gradually built up a network of media contacts in the press gallery and beyond, from conservative columnist Piers Akerman to the ABC’s late-night broadcaster, Phillip Adams. He once phoned me asking whether I could persuade Kerry O’Brien to have him on The 7.30 Report more often; he managed to do that without my help, through sheer persistence. He wrote two long essays for The Monthly, examining everything from the role of Christianity in politics to ‘Howard’s Brutopia’, the latter a thesis on the emergence of market fundamentalism and the role of workers as little more than pawns in the production process. The essays gave the ALP a fresh voice and caused the ‘latte set’ to swoon.

    But his great coup was to land a regular spot debating Joe Hockey on Seven’s Sunrise program, reaching a wide audience of ‘ordinary’ Australians. The program gave him a platform to comment on absolutely everything. Not only did he cleverly exploit a ‘softer’ approach to politics and display a folksy side to his personality, but he established an important relationship with one of the program’s hosts, David Koch, which served him well for years. He walked the Kokoda Track with Hockey and Koch, winning invaluable exposure along the way. He was no more popular with his colleagues, but they did come to admire his spirited and well-researched parliamentary performances.

    Through 2005 and early in 2006, Beazley’s numbers held in most opinion polls, but internal research confirmed why his colleagues felt uneasy nevertheless. Essentially, voters had stopped listening to him. He had been around the block once too often and, as such, he did not present as a viable alternative to the Prime Minister, even though Howard was vulnerable for the same reason.

    In the second half of 2006, Gillard and Rudd secretly and loosely agreed that Beazley should go, and that Gillard would come in behind Rudd. Gillard had about 40 per cent of the Caucus vote—not enough, but far more than Rudd. However, she judged that Rudd was more advanced and better prepared at that stage, both in a personal and a policy sense, to take the fight up to Howard and present as a ready-made replacement.

    The showdown had to come before Christmas. December is traditionally the ‘killing season’ in politics, when MPs anxiously move to deal with unstable leadership issues before the long break. Right on cue, Beazley provided the trigger. Sadly, with the best of intentions, Beazley confused television personality Rove McManus with American political adviser Karl Rove, when he was trying to console McManus over the death of his wife. On its own, the blunder would have been forgivable. But it came after a succession of stuff-ups, and right at the time when the destabilisation was starting to reach the ears of many journalists, who knew the incident would be a tipping point.

    On Friday 1 December 2006, Rudd took the short walk to Beazley’s Parliament House office and told him that he intended to challenge, with Gillard’s backing. Beazley knew instinctively that such a combination would leave him about ten votes short, but he decided to fight and went ahead with a ballot anyway. When he lost, his deputy, Jenny Macklin, read the mood of the party and gave up her position to Gillard without the need for a vote. Labor now had a new leadership team, one able to pit their relative youthfulness against Howard’s longevity.

    At his first news conference as leader on the afternoon of 4 December, Kevin Rudd gave an early signal that he was prepared to irritate his audience to ram home a message. Twelve times, he referred to the country being at ‘a fork in the road’. It wasn’t missed by the media, and it probably wasn’t missed by the voters either, who early on welcomed the idea that finally they had a real choice—one that, as Rudd framed it, was between the old ways of doings things and his refreshingly different approach. He worked day and night over the Christmas break to consolidate his position, getting across policy detail and planning major events into the election year that was 2007.

    Rudd’s popularity was extraordinary. From the moment he became leader, he assumed a personal approval rating in the 60s, which stayed high for longer than the ratings for any previous political leader. It didn’t matter whether he was in opposition against John Howard or in government against Brendan Nelson, Malcolm Turnbull or, early on, Tony Abbott; he maintained that high figure. It virtually flatlined in the 60s for three years. His rating was ahead of that of his own party, although that figure was impressive throughout as well. On a two party preferred basis, under his leadership, the party went as high as 58 per cent to 42 per cent.

    Why was he so popular? The idea of a smart, youngish candidate apparently in touch with modern concerns was a huge plus. He was also undoubtedly confident and competent. Howard, by comparison, was fast losing confidence and his body language in the parliament started to reveal the pressure he was so obviously feeling; he became more strident, less sure-footed.

    Howard and his strategists knew they were in trouble through 2007. After eleven years, the rhetoric starts to wear thin. There is no one to blame for anything anymore. But the Liberals hoped that Howard would nevertheless get a boost by hosting the APEC summit in Sydney in September—hosting world leaders, including US President George Bush, so close to an election might give him an important international aura. Behind the scenes, however, he was dealing with an unfolding leadership drama that was at once difficult, damaging and ultimately comical.

    Late at night on Thursday 6 September, Foreign Minister Alexander Downer called as many Cabinet ministers as he could find to a meeting in his room at Sydney’s Quay Grand Hotel. Howard had asked him to test the mood of the Cabinet. He had told Downer he thought he would lose not only the election but also his seat of Bennelong—not, he insisted, that Peter Costello would do any better. Howard’s one demand was that Cabinet take ownership of any decision they made. In other words, he didn’t want it to look like he was cutting and running.

    The broad consensus at the meeting of ministers was that Howard should go, but the decision had to be his to make. That proved to be the sticking point; that and last-minute advice from Howard’s family that he should stay and fight.

    For a few hours, the Treasurer and deputy leader, Peter Costello, thought his ambitions were finally being realised. He even started preparing a speech. But once again, his hopes were dashed. Howard went on The 7.30 Report and told Kerry O’Brien he intended to lead the Liberal Party into the election, adding: ‘I would expect, well into my term … I would probably, or certainly form the view, well into my term, that it would make sense for me to retire’. He then endorsed Costello as his successor.

    The declaration was a disaster. It not only asked of the electorate that they vote for him as part of some sort of valediction, but it opened up a powerful new line of attack for Labor: that a vote for Howard was in fact a vote for the unpopular Costello. Because he wasn’t given his chance, after the election Costello went on to disrupt the party for months with a guessing game as to whether he would stay or go. In the end he distorted political history, not by leaving when he did, but by passively sitting back and waiting for the leadership to come to him.

    He abandoned his party, perhaps understandably, because it didn’t turn to him when it had the chance, and when he judged it really needed to—when Howard had run out of steam and the party needed a new image. Campaigning as prime minister (which is what Costello would have been doing, a fact that is sometimes overlooked), he would have at least denied Rudd some of his appeal by immediately signing the Kyoto Protocol and apologising to the stolen generations, making these dramatic gestures in his first few weeks.

    And so, on Sunday 14 October, it was a Prime Minister already in the job for twelve years who was driven to Government House to ask for an election on 24 November, and in turn ask the country to do something it hadn’t done since Bob Menzies—elect a leader a fifth time. The writing was on the wall, so to speak, as Howard’s car approached the gates. So predictable was the calling of the election that day that demonstrators had already assembled along the narrow road to Government House, voicing their opposition to WorkChoices. Labor needed sixteen seats to win, and the commentators and bookmakers, even the hard heads within the Coalition itself, thought that would be achieved comparatively easily.

    From the outset, Howard tried to deflect the appeal of Rudd by saying, ‘This election is not about new leadership, it’s not about old leadership. It is about the right leadership’. But nothing seemed to work. Certainly not the slogan ‘Go for Growth’, which contradicted the economic imperative of the time. To the horror of the government, the Reserve Bank actually raised interest rates during the campaign to slow growth.

    Rudd, on the other hand, ran a tightly controlled campaign, effectively copying the government’s tax cuts, but reading the mood of the electorate more widely on spending and handouts. While Howard used his official launch to throw $9 billion at the voters, Rudd owned the moment of the campaign when he said at his launch that ‘this sort of reckless spending must stop’.

    Rudd led into the campaign, consolidated along the way and captured 52.7 per cent of the two party preferred vote: a sixteen-seat majority. Rudd’s campaign was copybook, the result as good as the optimists had expected. It undoubtedly gave him the sense that he should be the dominant strategist in government.

    ***

    The Rudd prime ministership got off to a flying start with his apology to the stolen generations on 13 February 2008. The event was brilliantly managed. The speech, which he wrote himself, was passionate, appropriate and virtually word perfect. His actions won him applause around the world.

    He then called a 2020 summit to draw ideas from the community. The 1000 invited participants had no trouble embracing the concept that they were indeed the ‘best and brightest’ in the country. The event was a runaway public relations success for the Prime Minister. The sight of him sitting on the floor, his back to the wall, listening intently to the debate, was pure gold. That it all came to nothing was not obvious for a long time. So many people in industry, the media and various interest groups were so hopelessly compromised that they would never concede the point.

    Rudd had already guaranteed he would be the most powerful leader in Labor’s history by insisting that he alone choose the ministry, just as the Coalition had always done. With that single decision—unopposed by his colleagues or the party at the time—he assumed power and influence never afforded Whitlam, Hawke or Keating. It meant he could and would demand discipline—indeed meekness—from the ministry and those who aspired to it. The windows had been unlocked to a potential ‘party thief’.

    Rudd was also blessed with an Opposition that, typically after an election defeat, didn’t know which way to go on leadership and policy. Brendan Nelson, charming and quirky, stepped up to the plate. But he never looked like being taken seriously. The party stuck with him for longer than it should have. From early on, it felt like the fruit and flowers saga that a poet wrote about centuries ago. Nelson was clearly on his death bed, so it was too late for fruit, too late for sustenance of any kind. Yet it was too early for the flowers because the party wasn’t ready to bury him.

    The Liberal Party needed to know what Costello wanted to do, and it needed plenty of time before taking a deep breath and plunging into the Turnbull experiment. But plunge it did. Yet Turnbull, well credentialed, savvy and a talented communicator, struggled to gain traction and lift his ratings above those that Nelson had experienced. Most stunning of all, he spectacularly conceded credibility for economic management to Labor. He came in marginally in front of Rudd—by a point or two—and yet trailed after a few months by 30 points.

    All of this happened during the global financial crisis. Just four months after the government’s first Budget, Lehman Brothers collapsed, setting off a chain of events that, in the words of Wayne Swan, ‘had the entire global financial system swaying on the edge of a cliff’. The government moved quickly to support the banks so that credit continued to flow. And it spent like there was no tomorrow, in big numbers and quickly, to keep people in jobs and the economy pumping. The stimulus worked, but as the government was to learn later on, it came at a cost politically. Just the same, at the peak of the crisis, the government was getting full marks for adopting a response that saved the country from recession—which contributed to Turnbull’s downfall.

    A blogger and polling expert, Andrew Catsaras, explained it this way. Imagine the crisis as a massive flood. Rudd is out there every day building levees to hold it back, rushing around supervising the filling of sandbags, organising the wheelbarrows, shouting orders to volunteers. And there in the background is Turnbull, hands on hips, criticising. ‘Look at Rudd’, he says. ‘He knows nothing about levees or sandbags. And look at the shovels. Probably made in China!’

    In other words, the public saw a potential catastrophe. They saw Rudd energetically trying to do something about it. And they saw Turnbull refusing to pitch in and help, instead just carping away on the sidelines.

    That was the image that Rudd had created. That was the rosy scenario that existed all through 2008 and 2009. His future seemed assured for years to come.
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    Good One, Godwin

    Godwin Grech is an unforgettable name, one seared into Malcolm Turnbull’s memory. The grandiose fantasies of this once unremarkable and anonymous public servant did more harm to Turnbull than any of his political opponents could ever have done.

    The saga that rocked Canberra, crippled the Opposition and for weeks totally blindsided the media, had its genesis in a comparatively small scheme introduced by the Rudd Government, in December 2008, to bail out a car industry hit hard by the global financial crisis. Car dealers from all over the country lined up to try and tap into the $2 billion available for special assistance. Godwin Grech, a man who had built a reputation in both the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet and in Treasury as a diligent workaholic, was put in charge of what became known as OzCar.

    On Thursday 4 June 2009, Grech took the short walk from the Treasury building to Parliament House to give evidence at what was supposed to be a routine Senate estimates hearing. To the casual observer, he might have looked like Dobby, the Harry Potter house elf who served the Malfoy family but desperately wanted to be a snitch. But apart from that, his appearance went almost unnoticed by the press gallery. He told the hearing that the offices of Kevin Rudd and Wayne Swan had both made representations to him on behalf of car dealers, but he gave no names. Over the next few days, in the House of Representatives and the Senate, the Opposition started asking exploratory questions, and it did provide a name—John Grant. Grant was an Ipswich car dealer, a neighbour of Kevin Rudd’s, who had given the Prime Minister a 1996 Mazda Bravo utility to use as a campaign vehicle.

    Then Malcolm Turnbull made his big play. He and the Senate deputy leader, Eric Abetz, met in secret with Godwin Grech at his wife Lucy Turnbull’s office in Sydney’s Potts Point. That was on Friday 12 June, a week before Grech was next due to give evidence to the Senate hearing. The meeting got underway mid-afternoon and went on for almost two hours. Grech came armed only with a single copy of what he claimed to be a legitimate email—at his suggestion, no other copies were made—but both Turnbull and Abetz were gobsmacked by what they read, and thought they had seen enough. Over the weekend they decided to go in for the kill, convinced that they now had material that would badly damage both the Prime Minister and the Treasurer. They even entertained the thought that the ‘evidence’ could bring down the government.

    During question time on the Monday, Turnbull gave the first indication of the barely contained excitement that was building up inside him. At one stage he leaned across the despatch box and wagged his finger at one of Rudd’s advisers, Dr Andrew Charlton, seated in a box reserved for staff on the floor of the parliament, just metres from the leaders. Charlton was a Rhodes scholar with a doctorate from Oxford, and Rudd’s brightest thirty-something economist. He knew Malcolm Turnbull well and had once had a high regard for him. But he had no idea why Turnbull had singled him out for attention. He was soon to find out.

    The next day, News Limited journalist Steve Lewis took a call from Grech on his BlackBerry. Months later, he gave this account of that conversation:

    Although I did not know him, he clearly wanted to chat. For 45 minutes, he offered a freewheeling account of what he said were murky events involving the $2 billion OzCar scheme—events he suggested implicated the highest office in the land.

    Within minutes, it was obvious Mr Grech considered himself a high level whistleblower, willing to grass on the government he served and claiming to be privy to a giant cover up. He detailed a raft of allegations against Prime Minister Kevin Rudd and the Treasurer, Wayne Swan—allegations that if substantiated, would cause mayhem.

    Mr Grech said he knew I’d been chasing details of what would soon become known as Utegate and … had been given my phone number by Mr Turnbull. The thrust of the story was this: Mr Grant, the Queensland car dealer who counts the PM as a friend and neighbour, had received preferential treatment. Mr Rudd’s claim—that neither he nor his office had made representations on Mr Grant’s behalf—were simply not true, and he emphasised this to me with expletives.

    Grech told Lewis of an email that he said Andrew Charlton had sent to him in February 2009. Grech claimed Charlton had passed on a personal request from the Prime Minister to see what he could do to get assistance for John Grant. Lewis felt that because of Grech’s high-level access to Cabinet and his intimate knowledge of the OzCar scheme, he was a highly credible source.

    Remarkably, the next day Grech sent Lewis a follow-up email, suggesting a ‘teaser’ for publication on the Friday. The hands-on leaker proposed a series of key questions that he thought the newspaper should raise—among them, whether representations had been made by the PM’s office, and if so, would this mean that Kevin Rudd had misled parliament, not once but twice.

    Grech was referring to an answer that Kevin Rudd had given to an innocuous question in the parliament on 4 June, when he said he had been advised that neither he nor his office had ever spoken with Mr Grant in relation to OzCar, that neither he nor his office had ever made any representations on Grant’s behalf, and that he was not aware of any representations made on Grant’s behalf by anyone in the government. Put simply, if Godwin Grech was telling the truth, and an email existed, then the Prime Minister had deceived the parliament.

    The next dramatic development happened not in the chamber but in parliament’s great hall on Wednesday 17 June, the day after Steve Lewis had taken the phone call from Grech. More than 1000 people had crammed into the hall to celebrate the press gallery’s annual midwinter ball, a charity event that attracted journalists, politicians, government staff and sponsors. Remarkably, Malcolm Turnbull and Andrew Charlton were seated at adjoining tables, with the backs of their seats almost touching. Turnbull, forever impetuous and impatient, couldn’t help himself. Overflowing with excitement about what he thought he knew, he swung his chair 45 degrees and challenged Charlton.

    This was the political leader with a fatal flaw, as once identified by Paul Keating in a conversation with Rudd when Turnbull took over the Liberal Party leadership. Keating told Rudd he needed to know three things about Turnbull. First, that he was brilliant. Second, he was fearless. At that point Rudd interrupted and said, ‘Is there any good news?’ ‘Yes’, said Keating. ‘He has shocking judgement.’

    Perhaps Rudd remembered that advice the night of the ball, because when he saw what Turnbull was doing, he instructed a staff member to take a photo of the confrontation on his mobile phone. That photograph was later published in newspapers around the country.

    According to Charlton’s version of events, the conversation began with Turnbull saying, ‘Let me give you some advice because I think you have a very promising career ahead of you. Integrity is the most important thing in the career of a young man. This whole OzCar issue will be very damaging for you. Let me give you some friendly advice. You should not lie to protect your boss’.

    When Charlton denied having done so, Turnbull shot back with, ‘You know and I know there is documentary evidence that you have lied. Andrew, you know there is documentary evidence. This could be very damaging for you’. When Charlton protested he had not had any contact with Grant, Turnbull asked him to consider his actions carefully. Shaken by the encounter, Charlton got up and walked into King’s Hall. He spotted a colleague and immediately relayed the conversation to her.

    By now, the Prime Minister’s office was both confused and anxious about the affair. They had no knowledge of any contact, and when news broke of the alleged email, they had the Australian Federal Police conduct a forensic investigation of both PM and Cabinet and Treasury’s IT providers, but still nothing turned up.

    Then the media’s attention turned to the real show stopper. On the Friday, Godwin Grech was back at the Senate estimates hearing. This time, his every stride from Treasury to Parliament House was recorded by the networks. Outwardly, he seemed troubled, even tormented by what lay ahead. His senior officer, David Martine, walked alongside, stern-faced and focused.

    The hearing itself was riveting, beamed to the country courtesy of Sky TV. The media felt that this diminutive public servant had the potential to bring down a prime minister. Eric Abetz added the theatrics, constantly quoting from government feedback to Grech: ‘Good one, Godwin. Good one, Godwin’. Abetz used the quote to build a case that the government had tried to use Grech to do favours for mates.

    Grech gave an extraordinary hand-wringing performance, seemingly losing his way because of the weight of responsibility he bore, only to correct himself and soldier on. He told the hearing with a great flourish that, ‘My recollection may well be totally false, faulty, but my recollection, and that’s a big qualification, my recollection is that there was a short email from the PMO to me which very simply alerted me to the case of John Grant. But my, my, I don’t have the email. We just can’t find it’. It was clear to him, he said, that John Grant was no ordinary constituent.

    It was a convincing performance. Grech presented for all the world like a public servant who needed to tell the truth, but felt constrained by the system—this from the same man who had used graphic language with Lewis, just three days before, to persuade him of the existence of the email.

    The evidence set off a political firestorm; simultaneously, the alleged email was circulated to the media. It read: ‘Hi Godwin, the PM has asked if the car dealer financing vehicle is available to assist a Queenslander dealership, John Grant Motors, who seems to be having trouble getting finance. If you can follow up on this asap that would be very useful. Happy to discuss. A’.

    Based on the available evidence, the media went into a frenzy, with some of the country’s most senior commentators saying that Rudd had been badly damaged and the Treasurer embarrassed. Through it all, Rudd and Swan said they had done nothing wrong and that they knew nothing of the email. Swan conceded only that Grant had made representations to his office and he had referred the request on to OzCar, just as he had done with other appeals. But by now Turnbull smelt blood. Immediately after Grech’s explosive evidence was given, he demanded Rudd’s resignation, saying, ‘The Prime Minister and the Treasurer have used their offices and taxpayers’ resources to seek advantage for one of their mates, and then lied about it to the  Parliament’.

    Rudd and Swan were furious that the media had rushed so quickly to judgement. Rudd gave a news conference late on the Friday saying that he believed the email was ‘false’ and that the Auditor-General would investigate. But he had no way at that stage of proving his case, other than to trot out officials and IT providers to say they had found no trace of the email. The weekend media painstakingly went through all the possibilities, including the prospect that the email had been deliberately ‘lost’.

    And then, on Monday 22 June, the AFP decided to raid Godwin Grech’s Canberra house. They had found evidence during a search of Treasury files of some suspicious cutting and pasting of emails, and the trail led to Grech’s home computer. When the police turned up, they found ABC reporter Chris Uhlmann and a camera crew waiting for them; Uhlmann got lucky that day, making a routine police inquiry at just the right time. After a thorough search, the police came away with irrefutable evidence that the OzCar email was a fake, and that Grech himself had created it.

    A chain of emails unearthed by the police painted a picture of a lonely man who desperately wanted to be a part of the political game, and at the cutting edge of power. One email to an anonymous recipient read in part: ‘My immediate motivation is to place myself where I think I could be of most value to MT and the Party. At this stage I am probably of more value here in Treasury (albeit the personal risks I am taking). I am also doing some fund raising for MT—he tells me the cupboard is bare!’

    Malcolm Turnbull’s Deep Throat had strangled him. The mild-mannered public servant, apparently driven by party loyalty, had left him hopelessly exposed. The media, too, had egg all over its collective face, and as a result they went in even harder against Turnbull. He was given no mercy as commentator after commentator questioned his judgement and his legitimacy. Within a week, an Age/Nielsen poll had 53 per cent of Australians saying they now had a less favourable impression of the Opposition leader as a result. His approval rating plunged a near record 11 points. Even worse, on a two party preferred basis, the government now led the Coalition by a whopping 58 per cent to 42 per cent. All the gains that the Coalition had made by transferring from Brendan Nelson to Turnbull had evaporated. Turnbull’s own approval rating had sunk to that of Nelson in his final weeks.

    ***

    On one particularly freezing August night in Canberra, as the parliamentary week drew to a close, eight Liberal MPs sat down for dinner at Vasco’s Portuguese Charcoal Grill in Kingston. The restaurant’s bright yellow walls and deep blue tablecloths present a cheery ambience, but it had little effect that night. The Godwin Grech debacle was very fresh in the MPs’ minds. Once the salted cod steaks, the seared chicken and the king prawns were cleared away, one backbencher suggested they all scribble down on beer coasters their expectations for the 2010 election, then compare notes. The most optimistic predicted the Coalition would lose twenty-five seats. They each trudged off into the winter chill, downcast that their colleagues so comprehensively shared their pessimism.

    The OzCar debacle didn’t end Turnbull’s leadership, but it was the beginning of the end. By the time the leadership showdown did finally arrive in December 2009, he had sacrificed the credibility and goodwill that he desperately needed to get over the line. Had it not been for OzCar, Turnbull just might have had the authority to demand support for his challenging climate change policy. But Godwin Grech had taken that away in a pathetic attempt to win favour with the leader.
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    Abbott? Surely not

    The Liberal leadership showdown on 1 December 2009 was one of the most dramatic days in federal politics, for so many reasons. Nobody was quite sure which of three candidates—Malcolm Turnbull, Joe Hockey or Tony Abbott—would win. In fact, until very late, nobody was really sure which of the three, apart from the incumbent Turnbull, would stand.

    Allegiances were put on hold until the morning of the vote because MPs simply needed time to evaluate the consequences of the ballot. That is because, perhaps for the first time ever, the leadership spill was brought about by a single issue—climate change.

    The Rudd Government had set itself the modest ambition of reducing greenhouse gases by between 5 per cent and 15 per cent by 2020, compared with 2000 levels. But it had an important choice to make. To secure the path of a Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme through the Senate, did they negotiate with the Coalition or with The Greens and the independents?

    Government ministers worried that to ‘go greener’ would mean an even bigger impost on business and consumers. They felt it would be better to try and lock the Coalition into a ‘browner’ bipartisan policy that would give the government maximum political cover. They genuinely believed such bipartisan support was achievable. After all, John Howard had taken a policy in support of an emissions trading scheme to the 2007 election, and once Malcolm Turnbull took over the leadership, they felt there was little prospect of a reversal.

    They appreciated Turnbull would not make it easy for them. He would want to win concessions for business and put his own stamp on the final bill. They understood as well that he had his own problems with climate sceptics like the influential Senator Nick Minchin. But they were nevertheless encouraged to read an article in The Australian by Tony Abbott in July 2009, in which he described a fight with the government on climate change as one the Liberals couldn’t win.

    That proved to be deceptive. Liberal MPs were becoming alarmed with Turnbull’s readiness to deal with the government, with his all-too-friendly demeanour towards them. Some of them had never really trusted him anyway and now they feared he was on a frolic of his own and the party would be sidelined. Their concerns were heightened when he went on ABC Radio on 1 October and said he would not lead a party that was not as committed to effective action on climate change as he was.

    That, to many MPs, was Turnbull personified: you do it my way or not at all. It was the party thief stamping his foot—not appealing for support, but demanding it; not trying to persuade, but making threats. Some MPs, like Western Australian maverick Wilson Tuckey, went semi-public with leaked emails by colleagues describing Turnbull as arrogant and inexperienced. But on Sydney’s 2UE, Turnbull described his anonymous internal critics as ‘smart-arses’ who didn’t have the guts to go public.

    Given the rising tide of resentment towards Turnbull and his willingness to cut a deal with the government, it is remarkable that the party room in mid-October gave the go-ahead for the negotiations to continue, provided the bill came back to them for final approval. As it turned out, the dissenters were just buying time.

    Abbott had already changed his mind, yet again. No longer did he believe it was a fight that couldn’t be won. On the contrary, he was now persuaded that supporting the government would fracture the Coalition. On the other hand, opposing the government would enable the Coalition to unite behind a ‘great big new tax’ scare campaign.

    Abbott’s ‘road to Damascus’ was in fact the road between Bendigo and Beaufort in country Victoria. He explains in his book Battlelines that it was during a car trip to a Liberal Party fundraiser on 30 September that former House of Representatives speaker David Hawker told him there would be a bush revolt against what was being seen as just another tax. Farmers were worried that an ETS would put them out of business.

    Abbott apparently didn’t take much convincing. It was at that dinner in Beaufort that Abbott described the science of climate change as ‘crap’. Then, the next day, on the trip back to Melbourne, he had a long conversation by telephone with Nick Minchin which ‘crystallised his new thinking’.

    Even though that ‘new thinking’ wasn’t on display at the mid-October party room meeting, Abbott claims he made numerous attempts to talk Turnbull around—in phone conversations, at shadow cabinet meetings, over dinner and even on long bike rides around Canberra’s Lake Burley Griffin. He wrote in Battlelines that Malcolm was ‘easy to talk to but impossible to persuade’.

    Once Abbott’s view became known behind the scenes, support for Turnbull’s ambition to strike a deal with the government quickly evaporated. That was patently obvious when, on 9 November, Coalition MPs one after another displayed their sceptics credentials on the ABC’s Four Corners program. Nick Minchin set himself up as their standard-bearer, saying that he didn’t believe humans were the main drivers of climate change and he hoped others would feel free to join him in publicly saying so. Turnbull said Minchin had effectively declared war on the party, but more accurately, he had challenged the leader’s long-held beliefs and appealed to the party to back its own judgement.

    Turnbull and his chief negotiator, shadow industry minister Ian Macfarlane, pushed on and eventually, on Tuesday 24 November, presented the party room with their proposed deal. They claimed they had arm-twisted significant concessions from the government, including $7 billion in industry assistance and a promise that farmers would never be burdened with emissions targets.

    Andrew Robb, who had only recently returned to work after suffering depression, says:

    On their presentation you would think we had won the lottery. But the whole thing was treacherous. The party room was being so manifestly misled on the results of the negotiations. They were being asked to vote on a structural change perhaps as significant as any most of them would vote on in their careers, and they were being told the negotiators had satisfied 80 per cent of their concerns. The true figure was nearer 10 per cent.

    Robb had analysed the deal beforehand. He felt that, most disturbingly, company balance sheets were going to be significantly compromised, yet he feared the majority of the party room was ready to support Turnbull and Macfarlane in ignorance.

    ‘I’m an economist’, he says. ‘I have spent a lot more time in policy formulation than I have campaigning. I have had a lot of experience, but it took me a very long time to get my head around all this. It [the deal] was extremely complicated and I suspect only two or three really understood it.’

    Robb was determined to scuttle the deal and he was prepared to play rough politics to do so. He deliberately stayed away from the shadow cabinet meeting in the morning, and then didn’t show his hand at the full party room meeting until the last minute—he waited one and quarter hours and then, as the seventeenth speaker, threw the political equivalent of a hand grenade into the debate.

    He gave a rousing presentation on how he believed the bill would impact on the community, especially the small business sector, which was so supportive of the Liberal Party. He talked about how export industries would become uncompetitive and how, even on the politics, the party was making a huge mistake.
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