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Introduction

 

Only when the Queensland results started to trickle in after 7 p.m. Sydney time, indicating a landslide swing to Labor, did John Howard concede the election was lost. ‘Well, that’s it, then’, he calmly told his family. He took a notepad and pen from the study at Kirribilli and started jotting some ideas for his concession speech.

Even as the Coalition’s campaign had unravelled in the final days of the campaign, Howard had still believed he might be able to scrape home with a strong showing in marginal seats. This was the first time he had allowed himself to consider what he would say if he lost.

The downfall of John Winston Howard and his government came as no surprise on the night of the federal election, 24 November 2007. The Liberal Party had trailed the Labor Party in opinion polls all year. Howard and his team of ministers had looked all at sea for many months, while Opposition Leader Kevin Rudd’s personal approval ratings were stratospheric. In his time as prime minister, Howard had seen off three different Labor leaders. When Rudd won the Labor leadership from Kim Beazley in December 2006, many thought he would be number four. Labor had led in the polls for much of Beazley’s stint as leader, but with the economy firing on all cylinders, the stage looked set for Howard to come from behind as he had in 2001 and 2004.

However, the Coalition’s situation was more precarious than most realised. Beazley’s failure to resonate with the public was suppressing Labor’s vote, and the extent of the mood for change was hidden. As Rudd settled in, and his personal approval ratings soared, the Coalition began to look like it could be beaten.

The Coalition government was tired after eleven years at the helm, and Howard was looking his 67-plus years. His key ministers— Treasurer Peter Costello and Foreign Affairs Minister Alexander Downer among them—seemed stale in the jobs to which they had been appointed in 1996, when the government was first elected. When leadership tensions between Howard and his treasurer began to flare again in July 2007, the government’s faltering image of stability and sure-handedness was further damaged. The contrast with a rejuvenated Labor could not have been starker: Rudd was young, energetic and, importantly, well known and well skilled in the art of politics. His team members put aside their differences and presented a united front. They were helped along by a restless press gallery, who, like the public, seemed ready for a change of government.

In many ways, the government was a victim of its own success, with the 2004 federal election result sowing the seeds of its demise. Mark Latham, Labor’s first attempt at generational change, had taken the fight to Howard, leading him for large parts of the election year. But, ultimately, he presented as too risky a proposition. In the aftermath of defeat, Latham imploded and stormed off to compile his diaries, the release of which damaged the ‘new’ Labor leader, Kim Beazley, a return to the past if ever there was one. Remarkably, Howard had increased the Coalition’s majority for the second straight election, the first time a prime minister had ever accomplished this feat.

At his first party-room meeting after the victory, Howard cautioned his MPs about overconfidence. He warned that in three years’ time, the electoral map might look very different. They must be diligent, he said, and engage in what he described as a ‘perpetual campaign’— after all, governments rarely win fifth terms (it had happened only twice in the country’s history). But the words barely registered with elated MPs, and arrogance crept in even as they rejoiced. The remarkable victory had also delivered the Howard government control of the Senate, the final check on partisan extremism within its ranks. It would prove to be a poisoned chalice. Howard used his Senate majority to push through a new wave of workplace reforms—they would collectively become known as WorkChoices, and were significant in sealing the government’s fate. Despite his excellent political antennae, Howard was blind to the danger because of his ideological commitment through a lifetime in politics to industrial relations reform.

Howard’s long-term chief of staff, Arthur Sinodinos, said that the former prime minister was at his best when he was fighting for something he believed in. That was the case when he fell over the line at the 1998 election, arguing in favour of a GST. Howard himself had said that there was little he enjoyed more than watching unpopular policy grow to the point of public acceptance. And so he hoped that three years would give the Liberal Party enough time to sell WorkChoices to a sceptical electorate. It didn’t happen. The legislation took too long to be drafted, and then the first minister given responsibility for it, Kevin Andrews, was replaced in early 2007. Government advertising campaigns designed to soften public attitude only played into Labor’s hands, as the (mis)use of taxpayer funds to sell a partisan message rubbed voters the wrong way. And, of course, there was the union-funded scare campaign, one of the most expensive and successful in Australian political history. Beazley also deserves his fair share of the credit. Whatever his failings as Opposition leader, between 2005 and 2007 Beazley confirmed one thing in voters’ minds—WorkChoices went too far. A Labor government would rip it up and restore ‘fairness’ to the IR system. Rudd was clever enough not to stray from that message, instead choosing to build on it by articulating important differences with the government over climate change and education.

Howard’s antennae also failed him in the area of climate change. He had long opposed ratification of the Kyoto Protocol, and his government contained many climate change sceptics. This position was tenable in 2004, but by 2007 things had changed. There had been a dramatic shift in public opinion concerning the threat of climate change, due in large part to the influence of Al Gore’s film An Inconvenient Truth. For many Australians, climate change was now the most important issue on the political agenda. Yet Howard and his team were too slow to recognise this.

In 2004, the war in Iraq was unpopular, but the removal of Saddam Hussein was still fresh in people’s minds, reducing animosity towards the government’s decision to participate in the invasion. By 2007, Australia’s ongoing involvement in the conflict was a more difficult sell. Uncertainty as to how, or when, the war might end made Rudd’s commitment to withdraw Australian troops contrast nicely with Howard’s unquestioning support of George W Bush.

Similarly, the ongoing incarceration of David Hicks at Guantánamo Bay in Cuba was not initially something that the Howard government cared to question much. In the immediate aftermath of the September 11 2001 attacks, there was little sympathy for Hicks. But as the years rolled on, public interest in his release grew, so much so that by 2007, the Howard government was seen as negligent by not having negotiated his return to Australia. Howard didn’t seem to understand that just because the public thought Hicks was a ratbag, that didn’t mean they wanted him to rot in a cell without a fair trial. By the time the government decided it would use its well-earned political capital with the United States to bring Hicks home, the perception of a government out of touch with changing community attitudes was well entrenched.

The prominence of interest rates in the 2004 campaign also presented a headache for Howard in his bid for a fifth term. When announcing that election, Howard posed the direct question, ‘Who do you trust to keep interest rates low?’ The Coalition’s message was that, if elected, they would keep rates low. But there was the possibility that if the economy continued to grow strongly and demand began outstripping capacity, inflationary pressures would build and interest rate rises would become likely—Howard’s credibility would be tarnished. This is exactly what transpired. The inevitable rate rises were more damaging because of the Coalition’s 2004 campaign.

These issues highlighted a simple fact about Howard’s leadership style. He was an adversarial leader, one who was well suited to cutting down the unpopular Keating and then using the Keating years as a stick with which to hit the Labor Opposition. He also had the measure of Mark Latham, whose style replicated Keating’s. Rudd, on the other hand, followed the lead of Bob Hawke, the first man to defeat Howard at an election, and billed himself as a consensus politician, one who was more interested in outcomes than a debilitating war between partisan interests—there were echoes here of the Third Way, the political strategy embraced by Tony Blair in the UK in the 1990s to overcome John Major. This was mostly rhetoric and spin; Rudd could be adversarial when he had to. But his consensual demeanour played well with the electorate and left Howard foundering. Howard’s confrontational style was successfully pegged by Labor as nothing more than a cynical, out-of-date approach to politics.

Rudd had been thinking about how to defeat Howard for a long time. After the Coalition’s 2001 victory, he made contact with a range of conservative columnists and commentators to pick their brains about the making of Howard’s success. Rudd’s homework helped him to understand Howard to an extent few others did. He used that knowledge to mirror Howard when he needed to, turning issues against the government for political advantage, and even getting his teeth capped before becoming Opposition leader.

Rudd also drew on the lessons of Howard’s successful bid for government in 1996, and Labor’s failure to defeat him in 1998, 2001 and 2004. Howard ousted the 13-year-old Labor government by adopting a small-target strategy that minimised concerns over the Opposition and kept the focus on the long list of grievances voters had after five consecutive Labor terms. The ultimate symbol of this strategy was Howard’s decision to reverse the Liberal Party’s position on Medicare and commit the Coalition to keeping it intact (Keating had argued that Howard’s conversion on key issues was simply not credible, but the voters didn’t agree). Rudd, however, had also seen Labor lose elections in 1998 and 2001 after adopting a similar strategy. He concluded that a small-target strategy was not enough—Labor needed positive points of differentiation if it was to win. And then there was 2004. Labor could not defeat the Coalition if it surrendered the economic battle. It had to build its own economic credibility and make a concerted effort to undermine the government’s record.

From these lessons came the three core elements of Rudd’s 2007 election strategy. First, he took on the government on its preferred terrain—the economy. He painted himself as an economic conservative and relentlessly undermined the government’s record by attacking its performance on productivity, suggesting it had simply ridden a once-in-a-generation minerals boom. Second, he focused Labor’s message on three core areas of difference with the government: WorkChoices, which had been the focus during Beazley’s leadership; the need for an ‘education revolution’; and climate change. Finally, Rudd neutralised other issues by furiously agreeing with the government. This led to charges of ‘me too-ism’, but it also left the government little with which to go after Rudd and kept the debate focused on the areas where Rudd wanted it.

In contrast to this methodical approach, the Coalition spent most of 2007 reminding the public of its track record of good economic management. These statements were believed by a majority of voters, but credit for the good times was never going to be enough to win a fifth term. Not enough time was spent laying out a clear agenda for a new term. By the time the Liberals realised their mistake and started focusing on the future, it was too late. Rudd had already claimed that ground with plans for ratifying the Kyoto Protocol, delivering an ‘education revolution’ and a ‘fairer’ industrial relations system, and improving the nation’s productivity.

When it came to media strategy, Rudd organised a good team around him. It included seasoned veterans like Walt Secord, who had delivered Labor victories at the state level, as well as younger members such as Lachlan Harris, whose inclusion was designed to keep Rudd in touch with the youth vote. Rudd’s broad appeal so early in his leadership can in part be attributed to his early-morning appearances while still a shadow minister on Channel Seven’s top-rating Sunrise program, which introduced him to millions of Australians every week who would otherwise not have known who he was when he took over the reins of the Labor Party. Howard did not watch Sunrise; he and his staff underestimated the impact of Rudd’s appearances.

After becoming the Labor leader, Rudd quickly moved to sell himself to the voters to prevent the government from defining him. His pre-Christmas 2006 ‘Listening Tour’ capitalised on the media’s desire for something fresh and new in the political echo chamber. He followed it up in late January 2007 with a US-style television advertising campaign focusing on his personal narrative. He also set about engaging with new voters who had only ever known one prime minister, Howard, but had no loyalty to him—among such a group, change for change’s sake was an appealing thought. A cornerstone of Rudd’s efforts to reach these voters was FM radio. Where Howard had mastered AM radio at a time when it was a largely untapped resource, Rudd did the same with FM. He did more than recognise the infotainment quality that was also creeping into television; he played to it. Throughout 2007, Rudd exploited the medium, while Howard steered clear. Rudd’s focus on young voters gave him a constituency with which to counter Howard’s constituency of older Australians. More young Australians voted for the Coalition than Labor in 2004; Rudd would turn that around three years later. The government’s underestimation of Rudd allowed the new leader to establish himself, and by the time it realised Rudd was the real deal, it was too late to claw back his sizeable lead in the polls.

Rudd’s media management was not without its faults. When he ran into difficulties, like the Brian Burke scandal, question marks over his childhood memories, and the Scores strip club incident in New York, his explanations were far from convincing. But try as the Howard government might, it couldn’t get voters to focus on the details. Howard had developed a reputation for tearing down opponents. Rudd reminded voters of that fact each time a new controversy was unearthed.

By contrast, ‘Team Howard’ did not operate at maximum capacity in 2007. John Howard slowed down with age, while Peter Costello took too long to realise that his success was inextricably linked to Howard’s. Arthur Sinodinos had committed himself to leaving before Rudd was elected Labor leader, which would prove to be the time when Howard needed him most—poorly managed political stunts such as the Tasmanian Mersey Hospital takeover in August would never have happened on Sinodinos’s watch. Tony Nutt had been Howard’s ‘Mr Fix-it’ under Sinodinos, and Liberal MPs lined up to tell everyone that the newly promoted chief of staff was the best in the business. But Nutt had his skill set stretched in a new and very different area, at a critical juncture for the government. Howard’s sense of loyalty to those close to him overshadowed his judgement about how best to reconfigure his staff in Sinodinos’s absence. This was a problem Howard had faced in the 1980s and again when he took over the Liberal leadership in 1995. Howard learned a lot of things during his thirty-three years in politics, but staff management was not one of them.

The government’s cause was not helped by the discipline of its key players. Howard’s ill-fated March 2007 statement that ‘Australian workers have never been better off’ was a noose around his neck all year. The merits of the comment aside, Labor predictably used it to paint Howard and his government as out of touch, invoking it repeatedly throughout the year; it featured prominently in Labor’s campaign advertising. Howard’s ministers did themselves no favours either. Genuinely bemused by the endless string of bewildering polls, long-serving ministers failed to disguise their true emotions. They repeatedly asserted that their government had been a good government, and the polls would close when people started to focus on the election— implicitly suggesting that the sentiments expressed by the voters were not real. Tony Abbott suggested that voters were ‘sleepwalking’ to the polls. Alexander Downer insisted that voters would, in the end, choose the substance of the Coalition. As the polls failed to close, they became more strident. In September, Peter Costello went so far as to tell voters that they couldn’t take their vote back after giving it to Rudd: ‘You can’t say on Sunday morning, “Gee, you know, I was just kidding”. That’s it. That’s it for three years’. These sorts of patronising comments only served to make the re-election challenge that much harder for the government.

Howard was not immune from such behaviour. A week after the May budget, he told ABC presenter Kerry O’Brien that the poor polling might just reflect the Australian public’s ‘innate sense of humour … we’ll find out on election day, won’t we?’ Indeed, we did.

Much has been written since the election claiming that the Liberal Party should have forced Howard out and gone to the polls with Costello as leader. At one level, Howard’s defeat makes this observation a truism—if defeat is the ultimate failure, Costello could not have done worse. And the Coalition’s vote was the lowest recorded since the 1983 federal election, which was the last time the Coalition had been dumped from government. However, it is doubtful Costello would have done any better—and entirely plausible that he would have presided over an even larger defeat. As final results were counted in the days following the election, it became clear that the final seats tally was closer than many thought on election night. The final swing against the government was nearly 5.5 per cent, giving it a two-party result almost identical to that achieved by Labor under Latham in 2004. But despite a year of polls pointing to a Coalition wipe-out, and many pundits predicting Labor would garner ninety seats, in the end Labor managed only eighty-four seats. Howard was only ten seats from a fifth term. One that he would have had to hold was his own seat of Bennelong, lost to Labor’s Maxine McKew by the narrowest of margins. Yet it is difficult not to conclude that Howard remained a significant electoral asset to the Coalition, even though his age and longevity in office contributed to voter fatigue with the government. Despite the campaign difficulties the Liberal Party faced, the many constituencies Howard’s decision-making had offended over the years, the betrayal felt by sections of the ‘Howard battlers’ over the WorkChoices legislation, and the leadership tensions with Costello, Howard left office with a satisfaction rating approaching 50 per cent, higher than his party’s primary and two-party vote, and the highest of any defeated Australian prime minister.

It may well be that a long-term decline in support for the Liberal Party was masked at the federal level by the popularity of John Howard, the only Liberal prime minister to have been schooled entirely in the public school system. He managed to attract support in electorates held at a state level with double-digit margins by Labor governments. It is tempting to put the current struggles of the Liberal Party federally down to a honeymoon for Rudd as the new prime minister, but the truth is that Howard’s significant personal vote had been propping up the party for some time—without it, the Liberals’ situation would be far more challenging.

None of this excuses his failure to judge his optimal retirement date. He didn’t give the Liberal Party the chance to find out if another could replace him and succeed on the government benches. As Howard himself said on election night, it is he who must take responsibility for the campaign failure, and, indeed, for the government’s defeat. His formula of serving as prime minister so long as his colleagues wanted him to was a flawed construct. By definition, it meant he would depart only when he had overstayed his welcome. In the end, the public had to do the job for the Liberal Party. As far as the Cabinet was concerned, Howard’s time to go came during the APEC summit, only weeks before the election was called. However, it is unlikely the backbench would have agreed with the Cabinet’s conclusions, such was Howard’s authority. In any event, by then it was far too late for Costello to build an election-winning strategy.

The strongest criticism that can be levelled at Howard personally is that he did not prepare his party for life after his departure. Incumbency would have helped the Liberals deal with a post-Howard era. Whether it had had a year ahead of an election to move on from Howard, or two years before the next election after a victory in 2007, the Liberal Party would have managed the transition to a new leader. But having lost an election led by Howard, who then left behind a team of MPs used to following his every desire, the Liberal Party is now at its lowest ebb, intellectually and competitively, and out of power in every state and territory.

This book traces the year before the 2007 federal election from the moment Kevin Rudd assumed the Labor leadership. When he did, the Labor Party was divided about his prospects for overcoming Howard, but it quickly got behind him nonetheless. The year was a fascinating one in Australian politics. The government never really came to terms with the Rudd-led Opposition. And while the public became increasingly confident that Rudd would win the election, commentators were slow to trust the polls. Howard had built a reputation for coming from behind to win elections. He did it in 1998, 2001 and 2004. Many assumed he would do it again in 2007. The story of the downfall of John Howard and the rise of Kevin Rudd is packed with events and false starts that hinted the political winds might change. But though Howard started the year behind and stayed there, he didn’t give up without one hell of a fight.


1
 A New Sensation

 

On the morning of Friday 1 December 2006, Kevin Rudd approached Kim Beazley in his office and announced his intention to challenge for the Labor leadership with Julia Gillard as his deputy. ‘I knew straight away I was in trouble’, Beazley recalled. It was the moment that the besieged leader knew his two-and-a-half-decade career in federal parliament was over—Beazley had not had majority support in the Caucus since the beginning of the year. The only issue was whether Rudd and Gillard could agree to a partnership in that order. Gillard, a member of the party’s left faction, had the strong support of around 40 per cent of the Caucus, but the remainder were opposed to her ambitions to become party leader. Rudd was predominantly supported by the ever-dwindling centre, plus some right-wing leakage out of the Beazley camp. He did not have enough support to defeat Beazley on his own, but with Gillard as his deputy, they could force change at the top.

Beazley’s camp had discussed the possibility of a Rudd–Gillard challenge, and most of its members, in particular Wayne Swan and Stephen Smith, were committed to fighting to retain Beazley as leader even if gaining the numbers looked unlikely. They felt that Beazley represented the party’s best chance of a return to government. In fact, since regaining the Labor leadership, Beazley had focused his efforts on defining points of difference with the government over workplace relations and education policy, and on the first point he had succeeded. However, on the latter he had failed. Voters believed that Beazley would rip up the WorkChoices legislation if elected, but exactly what Labor would do on the education front was less clear.

Beazley also suffered from his refusal to reshuffle his frontbenchers, choosing not to dump deselected candidates, nor promote the high-profile former Midnight Oil frontman Peter Garrett, Labor member for Kingsford Smith. And, of course, there were the gaffes. Beazley had made a number of rhetorical errors in front of the media and they had a compounding effect when matched with poor personal ratings—for example, when Rove McManus’s wife, Belinda Emmett, died of cancer, Beazley offered his condolences to ‘Karl Rove’, the former spin doctor of US President George W Bush.

So while Beazley’s Labor may have led the Coalition in the polls for many months, there was a growing view inside the Labor Party that a different leadership team would extend the lead and avoid a late return of support to the government. Rudd and Gillard’s timing was excellent. Before 2006 ended, Labor would renew itself, while the Liberals would not. It was an electorally appealing contrast.

The leadership spill was scheduled for three days after Rudd approached Beazley. In a move that surprised Rudd, Beazley wanted the spill to include all frontbench positions, a tactic designed to focus individual MPs on maintaining their own positions rather than plotting to change leaders. But after a weekend of campaigning, both behind closed doors and in front of the media, Rudd prevailed over Beazley in the ballot by forty-nine votes to thirty-nine. Given the result, Jenny Macklin decided not to recontest the deputy leader role, giving Gillard an unopposed transition into the number-two position. For the third time in three years, Labor had changed leaders and the party appeared to be as divided as ever. Rudd and Gillard would have to work hard and fast to heal the wounds of yet another showdown.

According to a source close to Gillard, she and Rudd had a ‘loose understanding’ that she might take over as shadow Treasurer. But with the division in the party so clearly defined, with the personalities of Swan and Smith on one side and Gillard and Rudd on the other, Rudd kept Swan in the shadow treasury role and gave Smith the portfolio of education. Swan and Smith hadn’t seen such an olive branch coming. Before being offered the jobs, they had had a boozy dinner in Canberra at which they had discussed their low expectations of a Rudd–Gillard leadership team. Rudd’s early generosity regarding Swan and Smith was a very positive beginning to what otherwise might have been a testing time in relations between the new leaders and their senior shadow ministers.

For most new leaders, defeating the previous leader in a party-room ballot is the easy bit. The tough work begins when they have to sell themselves to a public who are cynical about political leaders at the best of times. But Rudd had an edge not previously seen in Australian politics. His regular appearances on Channel Seven’s Sunrise program had given him an enormous profile for a shadow minister, as had his regular writing for opinion pages and appearances on current affairs programs such as The 7.30 Report and Lateline. He had an appeal that spanned the ideological divide, and he had governmental experience too. Before his election to parliament in 1998, Rudd had run Queensland Premier Wayne Goss’s office in the early 1990s. The attractiveness and diversity of Rudd’s political persona had not been anticipated by Howard nor his senior advisers, who had believed that ‘Rudd the former bureaucrat’ would be a turn-off to voters.

Rudd had also publicly staked a claim to his party’s intellectual leadership with essays in consecutive editions of The Monthly. The magazine’s editor, Sally Warhaft, was a good friend of columnist and commentator Phillip Adams, a public supporter of Rudd’s leadership ambitions. Adams spoke to both Rudd and Warhaft to pitch the idea of Rudd doing a cover piece for the magazine. The first essay to result from this, Faith in Politics, was published in October 2006. In it, Rudd, a devout Christian, questioned the narrow role afforded to religion in politics under the Howard government, and argued for a reconsideration of the relationship between Christianity and politics in the modern world.1 He argued that Howard was trying to turn religion into the ‘handmaiden’ of conservative politics, with its influence largely confined to issues of personal, particularly sexual, morality. Attempts by the Church to involve itself in public policy debates concerning broader questions of social justice—the Iraq war, the environment, industrial relations, poverty—were met with the contemptuous response that this was not an appropriate role for a religious group, and Rudd took issue with this.

Declaring German theologian, pastor and peace activist Dietrich Bonhoeffer his hero, Rudd endorsed Bonhoeffer’s rejection of the two kingdoms doctrine, which held that the Gospel’s concern was with the inner person, not the realm of state affairs. Rudd argued that the Gospel should be seen not simply in spiritual terms, but also in social ones. The notion that policy debates—be they economic, social, environmental or security-related—should be left to politicians, and not addressed by the Church, should be repudiated. Rudd argued that the Church’s role in these debates is to give a voice to those without one, and that Christianity should always be an advocate for the marginalised, vulnerable and oppressed. He asserted that there is a clear alignment between Christianity’s exhortation to social action and the tenets of social democracy, with its emphasis on the values of equity, community and sustainability, not simply the neoliberal values of liberty, security and prosperity. According to Rudd, a Christian socialist critique of John Howard’s Australia found the government wanting in a variety of areas.

The significance of the essay should not be overlooked. Political commentator Paul Kelly saw in Rudd a leader who

 

embraces a dynamic and assertive view of the Christian role in politics that goes beyond anything Howard propounds. As far as I am aware, it goes beyond any Christian vision advanced by any other federal political leader of a main party for many decades. Bob Menzies, during the Christian age of the 1950s, did not talk like Rudd.2

Rudd’s political goal was obvious. Over time, Australian politics had witnessed a significant defection of Christian voters, including Catholics, from the Labor Party to the Coalition. In expounding the importance of social action to Christianity, and its compatibility with the principles of social democracy, Rudd’s aim was to recapture these voters. It was from this foundation that Rudd built his assault on WorkChoices. Beazley had opposed the legislation on ideological grounds; Rudd would do so using family values rhetoric.

In his second essay for the Monthly, published in November 2006 and entitled Howard’s Brutopia3, Rudd argued that under John Howard’s stewardship, a new type of conservative politics had emerged in Australia. The classic conservatism of the Burkean tradition had been largely abandoned, replaced by the neoliberalism of Friedrich von Hayek. Rudd argued that this newer tradition was characterised by market fundamentalism, which implies the commodification of human beings, with labour being just one more input to the production process. For Rudd, Howard’s WorkChoices reforms illustrated this point vividly. Howard was known to have great admiration for Menzies, but Rudd argued that the government’s industrial relations legislation would have been anathema to Menzies’s notion of responsible conservatism and social liberalism. He said that Howard had abandoned the centre and that Labor had an opportunity to regain the middle ground of Australian politics. This was code for the ‘Howard battlers’—the mortgage-belt voters who had turned away from Paul Keating in the face of high interest rates and unemployment figures, but who were now concerned about workplace conditions.

Rudd also argued that the contradiction of market fundamentalism was that it attacked the values and institutions that conservatives professed to defend, declaring: ‘There are no more corrosive agents at work today, on the so-called conservative institutions of family, community, church and country, than the unforgiving forces of neo-liberalism, materialism and consumerism, which lay waste to anything in their path’.4 This passage pieced together neatly the arguments of the two essays.

Viewed through this prism, market fundamentalism and the industrial relations laws were seen as undesirable because they were bad for family values: working longer hours for less pay meant that families spent less time together; working less-predictable shifts made planning family time more difficult; and ignoring the sanctity of weekends struck at the heart of family and community life. There was clearly an opportunity here for Labor to define a set of values that recognised and built on the power of the market, but also embodied the importance of family, community and society—the institutions that markets are meant to serve.

The essays were important to Rudd’s national leadership prospects. They signalled his willingness and ability to fight Howard in areas of traditional Coalition strength. They also defined Rudd as much more than a bureaucrat with a popular public face on commercial television. The only remaining piece in the puzzle, albeit a sizeable one, was how Rudd would perform as a leader.

Accompanied by Gillard, Rudd delivered his first speech as Labor leader on Monday 4 December 2006, soon after the party-room ballot. In a strong performance, he outlined a series of fundamental choices facing Australia, repeatedly invoking the metaphor of ‘a fork in the road’.5 He argued that the Howard government had gone ‘a bridge too far’ in a number of policy areas, and it was time to reclaim the centre ground. In doing so, Rudd sought to depict the Coalition as having drifted from the mainstream, increasingly putting ideology ahead of the concerns of ordinary Australians. He hoped to tap into voters’ preconceptions of the tendency of long-term governments to grow arrogant and out of touch with voters. He vowed to deliver a new style of leadership and promised to present the Australian people with a clear alternative, not an echo. Rudd intended doing so only in relation to key areas of policy, though. In all other areas, he would tend to mimic the government, attracting constant charges of political ‘me too-ism’.

The speech focused on the economy, industrial relations, climate change, education, health and Commonwealth–state relations, signalling the key battlegrounds identified by Labor’s new leadership team for the 2007 election. Asked whether he thought industrial relations was the central issue in the election, Rudd reiterated that Labor was committed to a program that emphasised fairness in and beyond the workplace, including the right to decent, equitable opportunities in education and health. Rudd’s penchant for not giving a straight answer to a question posed to him would become a hallmark of his bid for the prime ministership, though he certainly wasn’t the first politician to adopt that tactic. However, that aside, it was clear that Rudd intended to broaden Labor’s criticisms of the government, and lay the groundwork for an electoral strategy that did not depend so heavily on anti-WorkChoices sentiment.

Howard called a press conference to respond to Rudd’s promotion, during which he clearly delivered the Coalition message that under the polish and shine of the new ‘dream team’, it was still the same old Labor. He leapt on Rudd’s promise to deliver a new style of leadership, saying that substance was more important than style, and that the Australian electorate wanted substance from its politicians—lines he had workshopped with his wife, Janette. He also seized on Rudd’s comment that the new team would build on the policy foundations laid by Beazley, claiming that Labor’s problem over the past decade had been its product, not its salesmen. In fact, this was a misreading of the political climate by Howard because Labor’s salesmen had long been a part of its problem—from Beazley to Crean to Latham and back to Beazley, Labor had been hindered by either instability at the top or an inability to connect with the electorate. Keating’s adversarial style had also dogged subsequent Labor leaders. When an attitude for change was identified in the electorate in 2004, Labor turned to its most adversarial contemporary: Latham.

Personally, Howard took the view that Rudd would struggle to hold the Labor Party together. He knew Rudd was not a creature of the Labor Party—he was not a factional player and so did not command factional support. This reading gave Howard the impression that Rudd would be led by Labor’s union allies and behind-the-scenes men in a way that the fullness of time proved to be untrue. The ‘same old Labor’ tag quickly began to look inaccurate as Rudd began promoting himself as the new Labor leader.

The Liberal Party also launched a rapidly constructed website that attacked Rudd’s inexperience.6 It contained an animation of Rudd in front of a car bearing L-plates and which would not start, a return to the theme the Coalition had employed against Latham. The car was being pushed by Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) leaders Greg Combet and Sharan Burrow, implying that Rudd was heavily dependent on the union movement. However, Rudd’s consensual style and the strong rhetoric he used later in standing up to union officials ultimately prevented the anti-union campaign from ever really having an impact.

There was little time for Rudd to reflect on his Labor leadership victory, as parliament sat on the day he was elected and he had to front up to question time to take the Opposition leader’s chair and press the government. He first challenged the prime minister on the government’s economic performance:

 

Can the Prime Minister confirm to the House that there have now been 55 consecutive monthly trade deficits, the most ever recorded? Prime Minister, why is the trade account still in the red, despite the resources boom? When does the Government believe Australia will next achieve a trade surplus?7

Latham had avoided confronting Howard on the economy so soon after being elected leader, but Rudd wasn’t going to make the same mistake. Picking up on Beazley’s theme that the government’s failure to invest during the good times was hurting productivity and mortgaging Australia’s future, Rudd asked: ‘If today’s productivity growth is tomorrow’s prosperity, why has Australia’s productivity failed to grow in any real respect for two years?’8 Rudd also called for an end to the blame game between federal and state governments, a theme he had addressed at his initial press conference: ‘Why has the Prime Minister rejected major reform of the health system, despite the fact that the Health Minister has described the current funding arrangements between the Commonwealth and the states as a dog’s breakfast?’9

Rudd then pursued the prime minister over the impact of Work-Choices on family values, an attack the press gallery was waiting for:

 

How does the Prime Minister reconcile his assertion that the Liberal Party is a party of family values with the fact that under the Government’s industrial relations legislation an employer can roster an employee to work at any hour of any day during the week, and on weekends, and then change those rosters without notice? Prime Minister, how is it possible for families now to plan to spend time together on weekends under this new legislation from the so-called family values party?10

The themes from Rudd’s Monthly contributions were getting an early run.

In the days that followed his election to the Labor leadership, Rudd announced that his first major act would be to undertake a ten-day listening tour of Australia with Gillard in the lead-up to Christmas. Rudd believed that the summer slowdown was a good opportunity for him to build his profile and simultaneously satisfy the appetite in the media, and in the broader electorate, for a fresh alternative to the government. Having witnessed Beazley’s plight while leader, he knew that his own image would be crucial if his party was to capitalise on this appetite for change. So the presidential-style tour was designed to capture the media’s attention and take control of the Labor leader’s image from day one. Joe Hockey, a minister in the Howard government, said, ‘Kevin Rudd defined himself before we were able to define him’11, noting the importance of the listening tour to this process. It was a classic Rudd move and an early sign of the energy he would maintain right up until polling day.

Meanwhile, John Howard’s finely tuned team was about to be dealt a devastating blow. On 8 December, it was reported that Arthur Sinodinos, Howard’s decade-long chief of staff, would be resigning his position to take up a lucrative job at Goldman Sachs—Sinodinos had warned Howard after the 2004 election that he would look to move on when the appropriate opportunity came along. Howard offered Sinodinos the job as ambassador to the United States, but he turned it down, preferring to pursue a career in the private sector. Sinodinos’s negotiations with Goldman Sachs had been well underway before Kevin Rudd had even announced his intention to challenge Beazley for the Labor leadership, but the timing of his departure could not have been worse for Howard. Sinodinos left with little fanfare, and Howard’s long-term political ‘Mr Fix-it’, Tony Nutt, stepped into the chief of staff role. The departure of Sinodinos, described by one of Howard’s advisers as ‘the prince of Chiefs of Staff’, tilted the office too heavily towards the political. In the days ahead of the government’s defeat on 24 November, Sinodinos noted in an interview that he had underestimated Rudd’s ability to set the political agenda. He believed that others inside Howard’s office, and Howard himself, had also underestimated Rudd.12 At the time it happened, Howard knew that the loss of Sinodinos was a significant one—in the months following, he would come to realise just how much.

Rudd’s listening tour effectively kicked off Labor’s campaign for the 2007 election, even though this was still nearly a year away. Howard may have told his party room after the 2004 election that they were engaged in a perpetual campaign, but apparently it was Rudd, not Howard’s ministers, who listened. The tour started in his home state of Queensland on 10 December. Under Latham, Labor won only six of the state’s twenty-nine seats. Rudd believed that to defeat the government, they needed to win at least six more, and he promised to campaign up and down the state. Rudd used day one of the tour to announce his new frontbench line-up. The media reacted well to the changes, which were seen as rewarding talent rather than factional allegiance, and which seemed little concerned with payback in the aftermath of the leadership showdown.

The second day of the tour took Rudd to Bundaberg in the seat of Hinkler, where he was accompanied by the newly promoted shadow Environment Minister, Peter Garrett. The duo focused on coastal erosion and climate change. Rudd also criticised the government’s plan to create a taskforce to investigate the viability of a global emissions trading scheme, declaring that Labor would set up a national scheme immediately. Campaigning at a dental clinic in Tweed Heads, Deputy Leader Julia Gillard listened to an elderly man describe his lengthy wait for treatment. She said that there were 650 000 Australians on waiting lists for dental treatment and that these waits sometimes stretched for years. ‘When you raise the issue with the Howard government they blame the state governments … It’s a classic example of the blame game’, Gillard commented.13 The new team was working well together and the media was excited. But few were prepared boldly to predict Rudd capable of overhauling Howard’s 16-seat majority, particularly with the economy so buoyant.

One of the problems that soon became apparent for Howard, however, was that despite a booming economy and near full employment, people were feeling left behind. The strong growth in house prices, for example, had the downside of leaving first-home buyers out in the cold; parents started to feel the pressure when confronted with children looking to buy a property. Of course, such economic pressures were a largely unavoidable part of a booming economy, and there was little that could be done, except at the margins, to alleviate the strain. But that didn’t stop voters from blaming the government, and Rudd knew it. So did Howard, but he underestimated the strength of people’s reactions.
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