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For Annabelle,

the best wife in Australia by the length of a straight






Disclosure

For reasons that will become obvious, it is right I declare that in my early years as a journalist, I accepted complimentary upgrades and free flights on many occasions from various airlines, including Air New Zealand, Emirates, Etihad, Qantas and Virgin Australia. None of these were in the past five years.

Since 2018 I have been a member of Virgin Australia’s invite-only lounge, Beyond (formerly called the Club). Anyone who suspects this has made me soft on Virgin need only google ‘Rear Window + Jayne Hrdlicka’.

I am not – quelle surprise – a member of the Chairman’s Lounge.






Statement from Alan Joyce

I asked Alan Joyce to speak to me for this book but he declined to do so. Instead, he offered the following statement on the condition that it be published in its entirety:


I retired from the Qantas Group at the end of 2023 on good terms.

From a personal perspective, during my 15 years as CEO, Qantas achieved great things despite many challenges, not least navigating the unprecedented impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the airline industry internationally.

As Qantas chairman Richard Goyder commented at the time, I always put the best interests of Qantas front and centre. Together with the management team, I believe we delivered great value to the business, its shareholders and most importantly, its customers.

Due to my ongoing obligations of confidentiality to Qantas, I am unable to comment further on the subject of this book. As such, I have serious reservations about whether it will provide readers with an accurate, fair and balanced account of my tenure at Qantas.
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The author in September 2008, then Qantas corporate communications senior adviser, awaiting the arrival of the first Qantas A380 in Sydney airport’s hangar 96.








Preface

On a drizzly Monday in August 2024, five weeks before officially assuming his new role as the chairman of Qantas, John Mullen meets me for lunch in Sydney. Days earlier, the reconfigured Qantas board had stripped $9 million worth of bonuses from former CEO Alan Joyce, following an array of legal and customer service failures that had consumed the airline in the previous eighteen months.

At the same time, the board also published an independent report into the governance of the airline, and its findings were scathing: Joyce had a ‘command and control’ leadership style, and this was a ‘root cause’ of the events that led to the collapse of public trust in Qantas. His underlings were too afraid to speak up, and the board itself was too deferential to Joyce, failing to challenge him. Qantas, the report found, had prioritised its financial performance over the interests of its customers and employees.

These were accusations I’d made repeatedly in dozens of columns in the Australian Financial Review between August 2022 and October 2023, and which were flatly rejected by Mullen’s predecessor, Richard Goyder. In response, Qantas boycotted the AFR and Goyder declared Joyce to be ‘the best CEO in Australia by the length of a straight’.

When I ask John Mullen what he thinks of that claim, he says, ‘I think Joyce was a very effective CEO in earlier times. He did a good job, investors liked him. But no, I don’t think you could possibly call him the best in Australia. If he was, then much of this would not have happened.’

This book is a chronicle of Joyce’s dramatic fall from Australian business legend to outcast. It is a tale of total dominance by one individual and the failure of a whole system; a parable of imbalance whereby loyal customers and staff were sacrificed at the altar of shareholder returns. It is the story of how a century-old company went from being one of Australia’s most successful and beloved to a national pariah, over the course of just three and a half years. And it is above all a cautionary tale about power: the wielding of power from the shadows, the blinding power of money, and the soothing power of self-delusion.

The elite Qantas Chairman’s Lounge came to symbolise the way that power works in this country. Its invitation-only membership opens an unmarked sliding door the rest of us aren’t supposed to even know exists. Behind it: a world of preferential treatment, murmured conversations and favours traded. So sought after is Chairman’s Lounge access among businesspeople and government officials that it distorts public policy and private contracts like a black hole bends light. It is the ultimate loyalty program.

And the Chairman’s Lounge has another meaning. In the time of Alan Joyce, it might be said that the Qantas chairman had been catatonic on a lounge of his own, neglecting to manage an undoubtedly talented but increasingly disinhibited CEO as he veered disastrously off course.






Introduction

2006–2017

My involvement with Qantas began tangentially, in 2006, when I landed a job in the office of federal Liberal MP Bruce Baird.1 Baird was Scott Morrison’s predecessor as the member for Cook, the electorate encompassing the eastern half of Sydney’s Sutherland Shire, stretching across Botany Bay from Sydney airport’s north–south runways.

Bruce was known – only half jokingly – as the member for Qantas. More Qantas employees lived in Cook than in any other electorate, and he advocated fiercely for their interests. He was chairman of the Coalition’s parliamentary Friends of Tourism group, a lunch club of government MPs and senators who were wined, dined and lobbied intensely by airlines, airports, hotel groups, travel agents, cruise ship companies, and even Morrison, then Tourism Australia’s managing director, before he was sacked in July 2006.

Baird maintained an incredibly close relationship with Qantas chief executive Geoff Dixon. The two men had been friends since the mid-1970s, when they were colleagues in the Australian consulate in New York. Baird had an open line to Dixon’s VIP coordinator in Canberra. Departing flights had been known to wait for him. Free flights were extracted for countless charity auctions, and Baird was not shy about requesting complimentary upgrades for himself, his family, his staff (including me), and others in his professional and social networks. Many of Baird’s party room colleagues treated him as a conduit to the airline and its largesse. MPs turned to him with their travel problems, like feudal lords petitioning the royal court.

A career in representative politics presents a conundrum. It affords MPs a degree of celebrity, considerable power and relatively grand resources – multiple offices, a coterie of personal staff, limousines and, yes, membership of the Qantas Chairman’s Lounge. Federal politicians work in the cosseted style of ASX 100 CEOs yet are paid like middle managers. In 2006, members of the Australian parliament were the nation’s only professional cohort being chauffeured between TV studios and waited on by advisers while earning a base salary of just $127,060 per year. MPs are entitled and accustomed to travelling at the front of the plane on work trips (and as numerous travel expenses scandals have shown, a business purpose can often be interpolated on a leisure trip) but, unlike CEOs, most MPs can’t afford to pay for that luxury in their personal lives. So when it came to the family trip to Europe or America, could they really be expected to endure the indignities of economy class when their habitual comforts might be just one beseeching phone call away?

Bruce was part travel agent, part priest in the confessional, part Santa Claus. He was certainly an unofficial arm of the Qantas influence machine and he seemed to thrive on his role as gatekeeper of these opaque privileges. This was consistent with his motivations, in that he was always uncommonly generous in expending any of his power, in any field, on others’ behalf, from refugees and the homeless right through to his fellow parliamentarians en route to Disneyland.

He was a vocal human rights advocate, chairing the Amnesty International parliamentary group. His opposition to the asylum seeker policies of the Howard government left him deeply out of favour with John Howard, who entered political folklore by winning the 2001 election promising, ‘We will decide who comes to this country and the circumstances in which they come.’ In the Howard government’s final term, Baird’s twin pet policy fields of aviation and human rights happened to dovetail. He had campaigned relentlessly in 2005 for a stay of execution on behalf of Australian citizen Van Nguyen, who had been convicted of smuggling heroin through Singapore the previous year and sentenced to death. At the same time, Singapore Airlines was seeking approval from the Howard government to launch flights on the Pacific route between Australia and the United States.

The trans-Pacific was utterly dominated by Qantas. Its only competitor was a weak one: United Airlines, still in Chapter 11 bankruptcy. And it was highly lucrative, at the time accounting for around 15 per cent of Qantas’ entire annual earnings. Tourism minister Fran Bailey was strongly in favour of opening up the route. But on the eve of Van Nguyen’s execution, Baird urged Howard’s cabinet to consider Singapore’s refusal of clemency when deciding on these air rights for Singapore Airlines.

While the decision was technically at the sole discretion of the transport minister – a line we heard ad nauseum from Albanese and his ministers during the Qatar Airways imbroglio eighteen years later – Howard (unlike Albanese) did not feign personal distance from it. ‘There are arguments for and against,’ Howard said. ‘One of the arguments people put against it is that whereas Qantas is operating as a fully independent, freestanding company without any government support or subsidy, that is not always the case with foreign airlines, including Singapore Airlines.’

Singapore Airlines was (and remains) majority government-owned. There was nevertheless some irony in the prime minister citing Qantas’ commendable self-reliance as his justification for shielding it from the competition of an open market. As Qantas chairwoman Margaret Jackson put it privately to one of Howard’s most senior ministers, the government could grant Singapore access to the Pacific, but then the government would have to ‘explain to people in Tamworth why they have to catch a bus to Sydney’.

The decision was made in February 2006 to block Singapore’s request. It was an early taster of how Qantas’ influence worked: independent when it suited them, quasi-sovereign when that was advantageous; with friends in high places who appreciated the largesse it could bestow.



While the formidable – perhaps even peerless – lobbying duo of Dixon and his chair Margaret Jackson killed Singapore’s bid for market access on Qantas’ eastern flank, they were also battling Dubai’s state-owned carrier Emirates to the west. They turned to the same playbook.

Emirates’ explosive growth at that time terrified every legacy airline the world over. When Emirates applied to double its flights to Australia from forty-two to eighty-four per week, Jackson described the request as ‘not only extravagant, but flies in the face of fair competition’. Not for the first time, she accused the Gulf carrier of benefiting from government subsidies. ‘To suggest that Emirates is competing on similar terms as commercially run airlines like Qantas is, quite frankly, fiction,’ she said.

Emirates vice-chairman Maurice Flanagan had a riposte: ‘Government protection is the most powerful subsidy of them all,’ he replied. ‘Qantas is one of the world’s most anti-competitive airlines and customers are paying higher prices as a result. Their calls for protection belong in another era.’

Slowing down Emirates proved beyond even the awesome powers of the Qantas influence machine. In the high-stakes game of regulatory capture, Emirates was no slouch itself – and certainly streets ahead of Singapore. By 2006 it was already sponsor of the Melbourne Cup, where its trackside marquee was the most sought-after ticket in the Birdcage at Flemington, teeming each November with politicians (and journalists, including me in later years) gorging themselves on free champagne.

It didn’t hurt that Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Transport Mark Vaile had struck up a friendship with Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Dubai’s ruler and Emirates’ proprietor. When Vaile took the transport portfolio in 2006, he had been trade minister for the prior seven years. All up, he made an estimated twenty ministerial visits to the United Arab Emirates.2

On a visit to Canberra, Sheikh Ahmed bin Saeed Al Maktoum, chairman of Emirates and the uncle of Dubai’s ruler Sheikh Mohammed, addressed the Coalition Friends of Tourism. Emirates had already announced it was building a luxury eco-resort in New South Wales’ Wolgan Valley, which was big news in the Australian tourism industry. Sheikh Ahmed told the gathered MPs that Wolgan Valley might be the first of several such hotels and that Emirates was very interested in their input as to suitable locations. Marginal seat-holders rushed at the Gulf royal with topographical maps of their electorates. In March 2007, just thirteen months after the Howard government blocked Singapore Airlines, Vaile granted Emirates the doubling of rights it had requested.

Emirates’ longstanding Australian adviser was public affairs firm Parker & Partners, whose principal Andrew Parker well understood, as did Dixon and Jackson, the shortest route to politicians’ hearts. In 2009, Parker moved to Dubai as the airline’s global government affairs boss, reporting to Emirates CEO Tim Clark.

By 2012 the barrage of insults between Qantas and Emirates was forgotten and their blood enmity buried. With its international arm haemorrhaging money, Qantas effected a complete volte-face: it leapt into bed with Emirates, striking a comprehensive alliance that still stands today. But rather than a defeat for Qantas, this was a strategic victory. With this deal, Qantas neutralised the only industry player capable of coming close to its influence over Australian policymakers. The lobbying power behind Qantas and its objectives had now effectively doubled. It was unstoppable.3

In 2014, Parker left Emirates with Clark’s blessing to be Qantas CEO Alan Joyce’s chief lobbyist.4

Rival airlines weren’t the only threats to Qantas in 2006. In December of that year, demented by the froth of the pre-GFC credit boom, a consortium of financiers from Macquarie Bank, Texas Pacific Group (TPG) and the now-defunct Allco Finance attempted an $11 billion leveraged buyout of Qantas. The consortium called itself Airline Partners Australia. And fatefully, the transaction was supported by Geoff Dixon’s management team and Margaret Jackson’s board of directors.

John Howard’s government still needed to approve the deal, and in the early weeks of 2007, APA’s principals haunted the corridors of Parliament House.5 On 25 January, for John Howard’s opening address of the parliamentary year, TPG’s Australian head, Ben Gray – son of former Tasmanian Liberal premier Robin Gray – hosted Bruce Baird on his table at the National Press Club. During the following sitting fortnight of parliament, Baird convened a meeting of around forty government MPs at which Dixon and the APA bosses made their pitch and fielded questions.

My job was to meet the APA delegation at the House of Representatives entrance, sign them in and escort them to Baird’s office. For me, this initial meeting defined the whole period. In the room was Bruce and me; Gray and his colleague Simon Harle; Macquarie’s Geoff Joyce; the consortium’s lobbyist Lynton Crosby; and Allco’s Peter Yates, a former CEO of the Packer family’s Publishing and Broadcasting Limited. Nowadays, when it comes to egomaniacal financiers, I’ve just about seen it all. Back then, however, I was an unworldly young man and really hadn’t been exposed to this variety of the human animal.

Yates came on strong in the meeting, including – apropos of absolutely nothing – complaining to Baird that Kerry Packer had only paid him $11 million in his final year at PBL. The meeting ended courteously but Baird was seriously unimpressed. I called Lynton Crosby later that day to share my boss’ stupefaction at his client’s command performance, suggesting that a little less Yates in Canberra might be in the consortium’s best interests. Crosby seemed grateful for the feedback but already highly attuned to his key man vulnerability.6

The thing to understand about Liberal politicians – and even some Labor ones – is that absolutely nothing irks them more than business leaders earning ten or in some cases even a hundred times more money than they do. And no politician of that day carried this resentment more fervently than Peter Costello, the federal treasurer, whose explicit approval the Qantas deal required. In the event, however, Costello did not block the deal, waving it through the foreign investment review process on 7 March 2007.

By 4 May, when the APA takeover of Qantas fell narrowly short of shareholder approval – in dramatic circumstances – I’d left Baird’s office and returned to the office of Joe Hockey, the minister responsible for WorkChoices, for the final chaotic months of the Howard government, which was turfed from office on 24 November.

And so, by the end of that year, I started a new job at – of all places – Qantas.



When I landed in Qantas’ corporate communications department, right after Christmas of 2007, I was twenty-four years old and had never worked for a large company. But I had been schooled in the deranged ways of politics, with its ludicrous bureaucracy and its dubious standards of accountability and personal conduct. The transition was seamless.

Although less than two decades ago, this was truly a different era. Dixon had only recently fathered a child with his secretary, an open secret. Chairwoman Margaret Jackson had resigned over her advocacy – extending well beyond dispassionate recommendation – of the APA takeover bid, and been succeeded by Leigh Clifford at the annual general meeting the previous month. It was clear Dixon’s days were also numbered, and media conjecture about CEO succession was in overdrive.

Qantas had never (and still hasn’t) hired a CEO from outside the organisation. The three candidates being canvassed publicly were all internal: chief financial officer Peter Gregg; executive general manager John Borghetti; and Jetstar CEO Alan Joyce, considered the rank outsider around the water coolers at Qantas headquarters.

Clifford, however, had very quickly decided there was ‘daylight’ between Joyce and the others. ‘I interviewed all the internal candidates, one other Australian and several overseas and I came to the conclusion that Alan was head and shoulders above the rest,’ Clifford told me in 2024. He was particularly impressed with Joyce’s numeracy, aviation knowledge and ‘what I would call his strategic view of the industry’. Joyce was the only candidate invited to present to the Qantas board – not even Peter Gregg was extended that courtesy, and he was a member of the board.

The Qantas head office, inherited from Australian Airlines in their 1992 merger, was one of the ugliest places I’d ever seen, exuding all the aesthetic charm of a Centrelink branch on the Gold Coast. Floor upon floor of beige cubicles and frayed grey carpet sat beneath pitiless tube lights. This pallid bureau rose out of industrial Mascot – trucks rumbling below – near Sydney airport; through the filthy external windows we could glimpse Sydney’s gleaming CBD in the distance.7

The work practices matched the decor. Joyce, when he was appointed, inherited an incredibly overweight and hierarchical organisation. (To his credit, he did drag the company into the modern age; swingeing managerial redundancies began almost immediately.) But even though many staff were set in their ways, or enslaved to obsolete processes, there was no questioning the industry expertise and the wholeheartedness of Qantas people, their consideration of the airline’s customers and their staunch adherence to the safety ethos. What particularly struck me was how besotted staff were with the company. People really loved working there (or at the very least loved to hate working there), almost to the point of fixation. Indeed, many employees had never worked anywhere else. This made the culture terrifically insular – something of a paradox given how multicultural the workforce was.

I was self-evidently far too cynical to slide into a cult-like trance upon induction. I was also fortunate enough to meet and share a cheerless nook with Lucinda Holdforth, an author and former diplomat who was Dixon’s and Jackson’s (and then Clifford’s and Joyce’s) speechwriter. Lucinda introduced me to obscure pearls of the literary canon, to books which I suspect altered my life’s trajectory, and together we found bleak humour in the crushing smallness of our professional lives.8

The first half of 2008, as Qantas waited on the announcement of its new CEO, was a bizarre period around the office. Every time I turned a corner, executives would abruptly break off their hushed conversations; doors were invariably closed and every rendezvous was analysed for potential significance. One particularly fraught morning, John Borghetti wandered into our department, entered the office of PR chief Belinda de Rome, and shut the door. While pretending to work but actually attempting to read a magnificent opus of nineteenth-century French nihilism, I watched Borghetti gesticulating through the glass. Barely thirty minutes after he’d left, Joyce appeared, entered de Rome’s office and shut the door. A heavy silence fell upon the entire department. The intrigue was scintillating. For me, it was almost a return to regular transmission. Only months earlier I’d been similarly agog as Peter Costello, Alexander Downer and sundry other ministers had traipsed in and out of Joe Hockey’s office as they plotted to depose John Howard.

Joyce was named CEO designate on 28 July 2008, with the handover to occur at the AGM on 28 November. Gregg resigned on the spot and Borghetti left in April 2009, becoming CEO of Virgin Blue in May 2010 and setting off a capacity war between Australia’s two major domestic airlines. A fortnight before taking the reins from Dixon, Joyce replaced de Rome with David Epstein, then Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s outgoing chief of staff. Epstein wandered the corridors speaking in riddles whose meanings we spent hours failing to surmise. In July 2009 he hired Olivia Wirth, and while Epstein left soon after, Wirth quickly became Joyce’s right-hand woman.9

Plenty was happening at Qantas in 2008 besides CEO succession. To great fanfare, the company took delivery of the first A380s: bigger, quieter and more luxurious, these were absolute game-changers to the amenity of international flying. Less welcome, in May, the licensed aircraft engineers launched rolling strikes in support of a 5 per cent pay increase. Dixon refused to budge from 3 per cent, famously telling the Australian Financial Review, ‘The management of this company has contributed far more to its wellbeing and success than any bloody union has.’ (We in the airline’s PR team first learned about this interview when it peered up at us from the next morning’s paper).10

Having moved from selling WorkChoices (not that anybody was buying it) to industrial relations pugilism at Qantas, I had incredibly jejune, almost cartoonish, ideas of good and evil in public life. Trade unions were pernicious. Union officials were devil spawn. Tony Sheldon, national secretary of the Transport Workers’ Union (TWU), which represented Qantas baggage handlers, was Lucifer himself. Fifteen years later, it felt quite surreal to be in absolute lockstep with Sheldon in the vanguard of those attacking Qantas for its pernicious conduct. We all ripen. But back then, Qantas’ position was a bit easier to defend: it was a formidable industrial relations opponent but had yet to cross the line into unapologetic law-breaking.

Qantas reached agreement with the engineers’ union on 18 July. One week later, and just three days before the succession announcement, an oxygen tank exploded on the Qantas Boeing 747 operating flight QF30 an hour out of Hong Kong, blowing a 3-metre hole in the fuselage. The pilots diverted to Manila and landed safely.

Up to that point, I’d thought that Coalition campaign headquarters during a federal election represented the height of operational bedlam, but that was nothing on an airline’s communications department after an in-flight accident in the same week as the announcement of a new CEO.

And then on 7 October, malfunctioning cockpit computers on a Qantas A330 seized control from the pilots on flight QF72 from Singapore to Perth, forcing the plane to suddenly and repeatedly pitch down, seriously injuring twelve people on board. The crew made an emergency landing at Learmonth airport, near Exmouth in Western Australia.

Notwithstanding the life-saving professionalism of both flight crews, Qantas’ hard-won global reputation for safety after two accidents in less than three months was abruptly under the microscope.

But the most memorable incident of all occurred the following year, when four baby pythons escaped from their container in the freight hold of a Qantas 737 flying from Alice Springs to Melbourne and slithered deep into the aircraft’s interior – beyond the reach of airport staff. The press quickly found out and the phones started ringing. ‘Snakes on a Plane’ was any news desk’s dream headline.11 After getting the full run-down from Qantas’ integrated operations centre (IOC), I was able to assure multiple media outlets – who duly reported it – that the aircraft had been fumigated to kill the pythons before it was loaded with passengers and flown to Sydney.

The next morning, the ramp supervisor phoned me and apologised for not returning my call the previous day. I told him I’d spoken to the IOC and there was nothing to worry about; the pythons had been eliminated. The bemused ramp supervisor told me I’d been misinformed: in fact, when they couldn’t locate the reptiles, ground staff had sent the plane on its way regardless, confident the (harmless) pythons would perish on the next leg. There was a negligible chance, the supervisor assured me, that one of the little suckers would crawl out of the dunny and nibble a passenger on the arse. I exercised my discretion not to update the media.

One of my regular tasks at Qantas was to produce the daily press clippings for the CEO and the executive leadership team. This comically antiquated process was one which, despite my bleating, none of my superiors would countenance ushering into the twenty-first century. When my turn on the roster came up, I would arrive at the office by 7am to cut every Qantas-related article out of that morning’s newspapers. Then, I would sticky-tape them onto blank A4 pages, make ten photocopies, and walk up to the executive floor to distribute them no later than 7:30am.12

I regularly hand-delivered the press clippings to Joyce at his desk. He knew me by name and was genial towards me, but I was too junior to have any meaningful working relationship with him. Neither of us could have imagined that fifteen years later, the most trenchant, scathing newspaper articles about him would most days be written by me.

I left Qantas late in 2009. On my final day at the company, I was due to attend a black-tie function immediately after work, and for some inexplicable reason I had bought a traditional bow tie. I had no conception of how to tie it, and nobody in my department possessed this bygone skill either. A call went around the office and soon my desk phone rang. It was Kate Hogg, the chairman’s executive assistant. Come upstairs, she said, the chairman would be all too happy to help. As a secondary problem, I was sporting a rather striking black eye after an unseemly altercation with a taxi driver in the early hours of that morning. Lucinda hurriedly caked my shiner in foundation before I shuffled upstairs for my formative – and farewell – life lesson from big Leigh Clifford.

Rummaging through a box of old paraphernalia recently, I came upon a faded copy of the December 2008 edition of ‘Qantas News’, the company’s in-house monthly newspaper for its (then) 37,000 staff. The page one splash proclaimed, ‘Re-Joyce: Alan takes the reins… by Joe Aston’. Fifteen years later, on 6 September 2023, the front pages of real newspapers coast to coast – from the West Australian to Sydney’s Daily Telegraph – deployed the same ‘Re-Joyce’ pun as they trumpeted the early resignation, in disgrace, of Qantas’ veteran chief executive.



Aviation is a tiny industry. Straight out of Qantas, I briefly worked for a communications firm, CPR, where my major client was Air New Zealand. My main contact, and the carrier’s boss in Australia at that time, was Cam Wallace, who in 2023 was appointed by Alan Joyce to run Qantas’ international division. Then, in 2010, I was (again briefly) employed as a speechwriter for Etihad Airways’ garrulous CEO, James Hogan, based in Abu Dhabi. While I was there, Etihad struck a comprehensive alliance with the newly rebranded Virgin Australia, inadvertently pushing Qantas into the arms of Emirates two years later. Virgin’s PR boss at the time was Danielle Keighery, who in 2024 was hired by new Qantas CEO Vanessa Hudson to help her rehabilitate the airline’s ravaged reputation.

In November 2011, I joined the Australian Financial Review. It was quite an anomaly for someone in corporate PR with negligible experience in journalism to score a senior staff role at a national newspaper. Plenty of my new colleagues were bemused. It was also an inversion of the curious (and oft remarked upon) tradition of Financial Review reporters defecting to Qantas. The AFR’s aviation reporter, Jane Boyle, joined Qantas in 2003, running investor relations before landing a plum posting in LA just as Geoff Dixon was retiring. In 2006, another AFR aviation reporter, Tansy Harcourt, joined Qantas in a strategy role, then was posted to London. She left Qantas in 2008, also just before Dixon retired, and returned to the AFR for several years. Both Boyle and Harcourt were personally close to Dixon. And then in 2013, yet another AFR aviation reporter, Andrew Cleary, went to work for Qantas, also in investor relations.

The Qantas–AFR symbiosis – or at least revolving door – became a running joke in the media industry, making their great schism of 2023 the more remarkable. My own relationship with Qantas as a newspaper columnist was initially wary: I was naturally distrusted, having spent the prior eighteen months at Etihad, by then Virgin’s major international partner (Qantas and Virgin were, at the time, locked in a domestic capacity war of profound enmity). This was not helped when in November 2012, I published the immortal gossip item that Olivia Wirth, the dark arts operator behind the union-busting Qantas CEO, had hooked up with Australian Workers’ Union secretary Paul Howes.

But relations ultimately defrosted. At Lachlan Murdoch’s Christmas party in December 2015, Joyce and conservative News Corp columnist Miranda Devine had a heated argument about gay marriage. Devine started it, but Joyce gave as good as he got, and it was so hostile that Lachlan; his wife Sarah; the Daily Telegraph’s editor, Paul Whittaker; and News Corp Australia CEO Peter Tonagh were all involved in attempting to de-escalate the feud. When some months later Devine launched into Joyce in the Tele, suggesting he was ‘doing a pretty good impersonation of an authoritarian dictator with his demands that corporate Australia promote same-sex marriage’, which Joyce wasn’t demanding at all, I weighed in on Joyce’s side and reported the argument in my column.

Devine and I then became entangled in a nine-month feud of our own, with me in Joyce’s corner. It ran right up to the next Murdoch Christmas party, in 2016, from which Devine was a last-minute withdrawal. Only the week before, she had written, ‘Joyce accosted me at a party once to rant furiously’, but ‘I can handle myself just fine against angry leprechauns’.

There was a further rapprochement in 2016, when Qantas approached me to write an in-depth feature on its plans to launch direct flights from Perth to London in 2018. I experienced the Qantas star treatment at its highest wattage. I was given wide-ranging access to the company’s executives and big-name collaborators, and was flown to Japan with celebrity chef Neil Perry and industrial designer David Caon, who at the Noritake factory in Nagoya selected the new inflight crockery for Qantas’ international flights. I interviewed Joyce at Mascot, and we photographed Joyce, Perry, fashion designer Martin Grant, and industrial designer Marc Newson on the Sydney airport runway in matching black suits, Reservoir Dogs-style.13 When the story appeared on the cover of the AFR Magazine in February 2017, Miranda Devine was – perhaps justifiably – unimpressed.

But the affair continued. In October 2017, I was one of twenty-five journalists Joyce invited to Seattle to collect Qantas’ first 787-9 Dreamliner from Boeing’s immense Everett factory and fly on it home to Australia. The first Qantas representative to greet me in Seattle was Annabelle Cottee, a PR manager in the airline’s Los Angeles office who is now my wife.14 Yes, I even have Alan Joyce to thank for my marriage.

The 787-9 was perfectly capable of flying non-stop from Seattle to Sydney but we nevertheless overnighted in Hawaii to prolong the festivities. A photograph of Joyce, Perry and me alighting on the tarmac at Honolulu airport, arms linked and draped in leis, subsequently made multiple appearances on ABC’s Media Watch. The travelling party was conveyed to the Royal Hawaiian, the famous ‘Pink Palace’ on the beach at Waikiki, which had a tremendous mai tai bar. It was a boisterous occasion, I dimly recall. And I’m fairly sure that was the very last time I ever saw or spoke to Alan Joyce.






Eleven Weeks from Bankruptcy

Nov 2019–March 2020

As 2019 drew to a close, it must have seemed for all the world to Alan Joyce like he was nearing the summit of Mount Everest. Only five years earlier, he had been begging the federal government for a $3 billion debt guarantee and was rebuffed, had then embarked upon a defining restructure, shedding fifty aircraft and five thousand jobs, and handed down a whopping $4 billion loss for 2014.

Now, the Qantas share price, having plumbed the depths of 97 cents in 2012 and 2013, was soaring at a record high of $7.40. The company had generated $1.3 billion of annual pre-tax profit for the 2019 financial year, Qantas’ fourth successive year of profits greater than $1 billion. The airline was again paying shareholders respectable dividends, and since 2015 had handed them a further $3.2 billion in share buy-backs.1 Eight years since Joyce abruptly grounded the Qantas fleet to break rolling industrial action by his pilots, engineers and baggage handlers, industrial peace – or at least subjugation – now reigned across the highly unionised airline. In November, research company Roy Morgan placed Qantas at seven in Australia’s top ten most trusted brands, while the company’s own research found that ‘half of Australians claim Qantas as the #1 business supporting the Australian community’.2

Joyce, therefore, had finagled the holy trinity of Qantas shareholders, employees and customers into a satisfied balance. This was ‘very unique’, according to Qantas’ largest shareholder, Australian fund manager Pendal. As Crispin Murray, Pendal’s head of equities, put it then, ‘The position of the business in terms of the product and the trust in the brand, that’s actually improved despite rationalisation and restructuring, and [Joyce has] restored employees’ belief in the company and engagement.’

And on 2 November 2019, Joyce married his long-term partner Shane Lloyd on the roof of the Museum of Contemporary Art at Sydney’s Circular Quay.

But although things were very, very good in 2019, a reasonable argument could be mounted that 2017 was actually Joyce’s personal annus mirabilis. That year, he helped lead (and finance) the successful campaign for gay marriage in Australia. He was made a Companion of the Order of Australia, the nation’s highest civil honour.3 The Australian Financial Review named Joyce its businessperson of the year, while GQ named him its man of the year. He was paid a record $24 million. So by 2019 his accomplishments had set in the national psyche like dye: deliverer of an historic corporate turnaround, redeemer of a broken national icon, the cultural significance of which could not be overstated. His personal stock was in the clouds, a hero to economic conservatives for his hard-line industrial relations tactics, and adored by progressives over marriage equality. Market research by leading pollster JWS Research conducted in July 2019 identified Joyce as Australia’s fourth most recognised businessperson, after Rupert Murdoch, James Packer and Gina Rinehart, all of whom were billionaire proprietors, not company managers; Joyce stood alone as the nation’s singular celebrity CEO.

And he was rich. In just four years, he’d been paid an extraordinary $58 million. These were truly Joyce’s halcyon days.

Ahead of him was the ‘final frontier’ of aviation, a pioneering ambition which Qantas codenamed Project Sunrise: to transform long-haul international travel with non-stop commercial flights from Sydney to London and New York, to launch in 2023. Crispin Murray hoped ‘that this doesn’t become a project that’s the final trophy at the end of the tenure of the CEO’.

On 15 November 2019, the newly married Joyce stepped off a 19 ½-hour test flight from London Heathrow into hangar 96 at Sydney airport. At that stage, it was all just a PR stunt – a joy ride on a near-empty 787 Dreamliner, a plane that can’t fly the route bearing a full load of passengers. The aircraft that could – either the Boeing 777X or the A350-1000ULR – hadn’t been built yet and Qantas hadn’t even placed an order for it. As US aviation journalist Brian Sumers put it, ‘They weren’t testing anything except the appetite of media to take free flights and write gushing stories.’ The arrival reception, like the media coverage, bordered on ecstatic. Joyce was met by a cheering 1,200-strong crowd, including Prime Minister Scott Morrison and opposition leader Anthony Albanese, as a white-smocked children’s choir belted out their well-worn rendition of ‘I Still Call Australia Home’. This was rapture not seen again at the airport until Taylor Swift touched down in 2024 for her Eras tour; the launch of a real flight could only be imagined.

Within the company, Joyce’s power was unchallenged. His original chairman, Leigh Clifford, had retired the previous year after a decade standing immovably behind Joyce’s leadership, even as Joyce grasped around for a plausible strategy in the early years and stumbled to that record $4 billion loss in 2014. Clifford’s successor, the affable Richard Goyder, was only twelve months into the job. With the benefit of hindsight, it would be too generous to say Goyder was still finding his feet, because he never found them. There was no question around the boardroom table, or the investment market, who was responsible for the tremendous shape the airline was in.

There was not even a plausible successor to Joyce. Just six months earlier, the untimely departure of Qantas International head Alison Webster had necessitated a reshuffle of Joyce’s senior team, with Vanessa Hudson promoted to chief financial officer. At the same time, the board asked Joyce to stay on for another three years until ‘at least’ 2022.4

Had Joyce declined that request and called time in 2019 on his eleven-year tenure, he’d have retired a hero, an Australian business legend. Today, he’d be the chairman of a major bank or a mining giant, a person of uninterrupted high status. Instead, Alan Joyce became the most hated businessman in Australia, virtually forced to leave the country when he resigned in September 2023, two months before his scheduled retirement. The same month, a Senate committee threatened to throw him in jail. Having fled the Australian mob, he hid out with his elderly mother in Dublin, where he was chased to the local shops by paparazzi.5

What happened in those four years is the focus of this book. Of course, nobody in their wildest imaginings could have foreseen the coronavirus pandemic that would paralyse the global aviation industry just weeks after Qantas’ December 2019 high, let alone predict Joyce’s response to it and the spectacular unravelling of Qantas as it emerged from the pandemic in 2022 and 2023.

In a bizarre accident of timing, Joyce sat for the cover story of the March 2020 issue of the Australian Financial Review Magazine, published as the virus first seeped into the country. ‘The most frequent failing of a successful long-term chief executive is not recognising when things start to go wrong,’ the profile foreshadowed. ‘Or more precisely, that moment when people become unwilling to challenge the all-powerful hero boss… Can Joyce avoid falling into the trap?’



In Ernest Hemingway’s first novel, The Sun Also Rises, Bill asks Mike, ‘How did you go bankrupt?’ The immortal response: ‘Two ways. Gradually and then suddenly.’

In the opening weeks of the year 2020, the novel coronavirus seemed to be approaching Australia gradually. On 22 January, Flight Centre founder Graham ‘Skroo’ Turner said, ‘At the moment I’m not too worried. People just get a bit excited about these things.’ Three days later, Australia had its first confirmed coronavirus infection.

Australia shut its borders to China on 1 February, and on behalf of the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Qantas operated two rescue flights from Wuhan to Australia early that same month, by which time Australia had just fifteen confirmed cases. The next week, Beijing’s top medical adviser predicted the outbreak would be over by April.

On 18 February, a third DFAT flight operated by Qantas evacuated 180 people stranded at Yokohama port in Japan on board COVID-stricken cruise ship the Diamond Princess.

Qantas announced its first-half results on 20 February like a company well accustomed to what Joyce’s predecessor Geoff Dixon labelled ‘constant shock syndrome’. Joyce took some modest evasive measures in reaction to the virus (‘Calmly tweaking the dials’, according to the AFR’s Chanticleer column): grounding eighteen jets, reducing flights to Asia by 15 per cent (equivalent to 5 per cent of Qantas’ total international flights) and forecasting a profit hit of $125 million. ‘It could get better, it could get worse, but we are projecting what we can see today,’ Joyce told the media. Qantas shares rose 5 per cent to $6.67.

‘This will be a short-term issue,’ Sydney airport CEO Geoff Culbert said the same day.

In the first week of March, Australia reported its first two coronavirus deaths and closed its borders to Iran and South Korea. Qantas shares fell 16 per cent to $4.66.

On 10 March, with 110 reported coronavirus cases in Australia and three deaths, and with Italy now in a national lockdown, Qantas announced what, briefly, seemed like radical measures. Joyce grounded a further thirty-eight aircraft (including eight A380s), reduced international seats by 23 per cent and domestic seats by 5 per cent. Two thousand staff were asked to take annual or unpaid leave. Joyce and Goyder both elected to work without pay until 30 June and executive bonuses were zeroed out for the financial year.

On 11 March, the World Health Organization designated COVID-19 a pandemic. Australian shares sunk officially into a bear market, down 20 per cent in three weeks flat. Qantas shares fell 9 per cent to $4.04 and another 10 per cent the next day to $3.64.

Panic was accelerating. On 13 March, Qantas shares fell 13 per cent to $3.18 as US president Donald Trump banned flights from Europe, and the Australian Grand Prix in Melbourne was cancelled mere hours before the Friday practice laps were scheduled to begin. When on 15 March the Morrison government introduced mandatory fourteen-day self-quarantine for all passengers arriving from overseas, it was obvious that international flying at scale had been rendered unworkable.

On 17 March, Qantas cut its international seats by 90 per cent and domestic seats by 60 per cent. That meant grounding another 150 aircraft, including the entire wide-body fleet.6 Qantas and Jetstar customers were given the option of cancelling any existing flight booking and converting the value of their ticket to a travel credit. The process could be completed online at qantas.com, and customers were asked not to contact the airline’s deluged call centres. On 18 March, Qantas emailed ticketholders saying, ‘We strongly encourage customers to retain the value of your upcoming flight to a Qantas flight credit’ via qantas.com.

Bear in mind that when Qantas cancelled a flight due to ‘events beyond [its] control’, customers were unambiguously entitled to a full refund.7 Qantas’ conditions of carriage, which was the legal contract between the airline and its ticketholders, stated that ‘if we are unable to rebook you on services acceptable to you, we will refund the applicable fare’. And yet here was Qantas urging ticketholders to accept a flight credit and omitting any mention of their entitlement to a refund. In multiple further emails and public announcements, Qantas continued to hard-sell flight credits to its customers without ever mentioning the ‘r’ word.

‘It’s now fair to call this the single biggest shock that global aviation has ever experienced,’ Joyce said on 17 March. ‘We can’t shy away from the fact we have a very tough journey ahead of us. But we will get through.’ Nobody was seriously questioning whether Qantas would get through. For its domestic rival, Virgin Australia, however, that was fast becoming a matter of febrile speculation.

As he responded to each of Qantas’ capacity announcements with his own, Virgin Australia’s chief executive, Paul Scurrah, only twelve months into the job after succeeding Joyce’s archrival John Borghetti, was desperately broadcasting the fact he had $1.1 billion cash in the bank and no major debt maturities for eighteen months. But Virgin was plainly in trouble. It was loaded with $4.3 billion of net debt, and in the six months to 31 December 2019 – when operating conditions were peachy – it had generated barely enough cashflow ($199 million) to cover the interest payments on that debt ($172 million).8 In November, maxed out with its banks and shareholders, the company had raised a fresh $325 million by issuing ASX-listed debt notes (offering an 8 per cent interest rate). That cash was used to buy back the 35 per cent stake in the Velocity frequent flyer program that Virgin had sold to private equity in 2014. Those notes were issued at $100 but by 17 March were trading below $42, well into distressed territory.9

There was no prospect of tapping shareholders for new equity capital. Eighty per cent of Virgin Australia’s shares were owned by four foreign airlines – Etihad Airways, Singapore Airlines, and China’s HNA Group and Nanshan Group – while another 10 per cent was owned by Richard Branson’s Virgin Group. Each of them was in its own sea of red ink.10

On 17 March, the Morrison government announced support measures for the aviation industry, with a headline value of $715 million. Yet upon closer inspection, the package was largely a waiver of fees and taxes that grounded airlines wouldn’t accrue anyway. Treasurer Josh Frydenberg described the package as ‘a down payment’. ‘It will help, undoubtedly,’ Scurrah said on 18 March as he grounded his international fleet and cut domestic capacity in half, but he added that ‘everybody in our industry may need further government support’. Scurrah was walking a fine line. On the one hand he needed Commonwealth cash and needed to exert pressure on Canberra to provide it. On the other hand he was reassuring his lenders and customers that ‘We have a solid position’ and that Virgin would be ‘in a strong position at the other side of this crisis’.

On 19 March, the government announced that Australia’s borders would close to all non-citizens or non-residents at 9pm the following day. That same morning, Qantas announced the suspension of its entire international network and the deferral of its dividend (conserving $200 million). It also took the radical but patently necessary step of standing down two-thirds of its workforce – some 20,000 people – until at least the end of May. While those affected could draw on any paid leave they had, they were otherwise without pay, released into an economy in freefall.11

Mass stand-downs are permitted by the Fair Work Act under certain circumstances, including ‘a stoppage of work for any cause for which the employer cannot reasonably be held responsible’. Qantas was the first company to avail itself of this clause. ‘We’re in a strong financial position right now, but our wages bill is more than $4 billion per year,’ Joyce said. ‘With the huge drop in revenue we’re facing, we have to make difficult decisions to guarantee the future of the national carrier.’

‘To avoid further inconvenience’, Qantas announced on 19 March, it would unilaterally convert into flight credits all bookings on the thousands of flights it had just cancelled. What had been an option for customers now became compulsory. This was patently contrary to Qantas’ legal obligation to refund the applicable fare.

And there was still no honesty with customers about their right to a refund. Qantas’ flight credit confirmation email, sent to all credit-holders, was thoroughly misleading.12 Some customers who miraculously managed to reach a Qantas agent by telephone reported being told – wrongly – that they weren’t entitled to a refund. A button to request a refund instead of a flight credit was removed from qantas.com on 27 March.

Qantas had succeeded, by breathtakingly sharp practice, in preventing crushing – and rapid – cash outflows. Over the next several weeks, the company shifted $1.6 billion of ticket sales into flight credits, which were utterly useless to home-confined (and in many cases, abruptly unemployed) customers for the foreseeable future. In the laundry list of almost unthinkable steps the airline took in March 2020, this one was most central to Qantas’ reputational inferno, and Joyce’s downfall, three and a half years later.

At a press conference with Joyce on 19 March, CFO Vanessa Hudson told the media she was confident of unlocking more cash by taking out new loans against Qantas’ youngest aircraft, its 787-9 Dreamliners, which had been purchased outright between 2017 and 2019. She expected to finalise an agreement with Qantas’ banks the following week. And on 25 March, Qantas did indeed announce that it had raised a fresh $1 billion of debt by mortgaging seven of its eleven 787-9s. The ten-year package was secured at the attractive interest rate of 2.75 per cent and, critically, had no financial covenants.13

Qantas now had $3 billion of cash, another $1 billion sitting in an undrawn facility, $3.5 billion of unencumbered assets it could still borrow against, and 20,000 employees whose salaries it was no longer paying. It had $5.1 billion of net debt, still at the low end of its target range, and no major debts maturing until June 2021.14

Qantas shares had their best day in almost two decades, regaining 26 per cent. Investors’ confidence in the company’s future had found a floor. Qantas, the market believed, was going to make it.



At a sold-out Victorian Chamber of Commerce luncheon on 5 April 2022, as Qantas was bungling its surge out of fitful COVID hibernation, Joyce presented a very different picture of those weeks in 2020.

In the intervening two years, nothing had changed in Qantas call centres. The average wait time for customers was ninety minutes, something for which Joyce apologised to the 400-strong crowd at Melbourne’s Convention Centre. And he planted the seed of a whole new idea: that when COVID hit in March 2020, ‘We had 11 weeks of cash left and we were dead, bankrupt.’

This was reported cursorily by the Herald Sun, but the phrase must have pleased Joyce’s ears as it fell from his lips, because three weeks later, he floated it again. At a press conference to unveil a major new aircraft order on 2 May 2022, he told the press, ‘We were 11 weeks from bankruptcy.’ The idea began to catch on among Joyce’s lieutenants: two and a bit months later, with operational chaos continuing and Joyce in Europe on extended vacation, Qantas’ acting CEO, Andrew David, wrote an opinion piece in Sydney’s Daily Telegraph trying to explain the airline’s acute disruption, and repeating, ‘Early in the pandemic we were 11 weeks from bankruptcy.’ Then on 1 September 2022, a Qantas spokesman told the Daily Telegraph, ‘During the early stages of the pandemic we were 11 weeks from bankruptcy…’ Back in Australia, Joyce addressed another business lunch on 24 October, this one hosted by AmCham at the Four Seasons hotel in Sydney. ‘I think people forget how low everything was back in March, April, May, June 2020,’ he said. ‘There was no vaccine, there was no hope it could be as effective as it was. We had to stare into this 11 weeks of survival.’

Joyce may well have been familiar with the illusory truth effect, which is the tendency for people to believe that a false piece of information is correct after they hear it repeatedly. Once he’d concocted his idea, he stuck with it. ‘We were burning a lot of cash, we had 11 weeks to survive,’ Joyce told journalists on the day his retirement was announced, 2 May 2023, and he repeated the line at his final results briefing in August. And the effect worked. Hours later, the Financial Review’s esteemed Chanticleer column reported as fact that ‘the pandemic left the airline just 11 weeks from bankruptcy’. A hagiography of Joyce written by Peter Harbison and published in October 2023 even contained a chapter entitled ‘Eleven Weeks Left’. ‘We figured that we had eleven weeks left of cash before we’d go bankrupt,’ Joyce told Harbison. This was the same Harbison who told the AFR on 19 March 2020 that Qantas was ‘probably the financially safest airline in the world’.

At first glance, this might look like a small loose thread, but it’s by picking at threads like this – evidence of a careless alteration – that the bigger Joyce story of these final years at Qantas can be unravelled. The ‘eleven weeks from bankruptcy’ delusion represents the first example – and it’s a powerful one – of Joyce’s malfunctioning behaviour and thinking. His implausible public assertions and rewriting of history became a drumbeat in 2023 that was central to the disintegration of his credibility, and it makes a fascinating psychological study of how power can send leaders mad. We will encounter several others.

The words ‘11 weeks from bankruptcy’ never appeared in any of Qantas’ multiple disclosures to the Australian Securities Exchange in March or April 2020, nor in any of its public commentary. Rather, Joyce told the ASX on 10 March 2020, ‘We’re in a good position to ride this out,’ and he told the media later that day, ‘Qantas is probably the most fit, the airline most capable of being able to manage this. This will be the survival of the fittest.’

Nine days later, when the government announced the closure of Australia’s borders, Qantas, after grounding 150 planes and standing down 20,000 staff, saw its shares close at $2.14, down 70 per cent in two months. Yet Joyce remained unequivocal. ‘Qantas will not be going under – I think the lenders know that. We have one of the healthiest balance sheets out there so we will have plenty of liquidity to last a very, very long time.’ He backed that up the next day, 20 March, telling Sky News, ‘We’ve built up a good reserve of cash, we’ve built up a large number of aircraft, $4.9 billion worth, that we can secure financing on, so we’ve got plenty of bandwidth to last a very, very long time.’

I asked Qantas in 2023 to explain how, and from exactly what date, it had calculated that it was eleven weeks from death, but the company flatly refused to do so. Under new management in 2024, Qantas was willing to say that it had been ‘our expected weekly cash burn in March 2020 compared to our available cash balance if we did not raise debt or equity’. So the premise was absurd from the outset. If you were running out of cash, and you owned billions of dollars of assets, why wouldn’t you raise debt or equity?

Nevertheless, let’s unpack the calculation on that basis. Based on the previous six months, Qantas’ expenditure, excluding fuel (which you self-evidently don’t need to buy once your airline is grounded), was $253 million per week – or, to adopt Joyce’s time period, $2.8 billion per eleven weeks. As of 10 March 2020, Qantas had access to $2.9 billion of cash and open credit, so that would just about match up.

However, on 10 March, Qantas hadn’t yet been grounded. Cash was still coming through the door. The airline’s drastic capacity cuts only came into effect at the end of March. By then (thanks to the $1 billion Hudson raised against the 787s), Qantas was packing $4 billion of cash and open credit. Also by the end of March, Qantas’ costs had fallen considerably: it had stood down two-thirds of its employees without pay, which was saving it another $55 million per week.15 The last day of March also marked the hasty introduction of the JobKeeper program, under which Qantas received $20 million per week. Initially, Qantas paid $15 million directly to stood-down employees and banked the rest as a subsidy.16 So by 31 March, now at a burn rate of less than $195 million per week, Qantas had roughly twenty weeks’ cash remaining, not eleven.

Of course, these assessments of head room are based on a plainly flawed assumption: that Qantas would take no further protective action during those eleven (or twenty) weeks, watching the remaining cash fly out the door as it settled every outstanding invoice, continued paying major overheads like rent, and even maintained its regular outgoings on inflight catering – at a grounded airline. That is what Joyce in 2022 and 2023 was asking his audiences to believe.

Has any company in the history of the world, faced with the sudden and almost total evaporation of its revenue, elected to do nothing? Joyce was offering a false dichotomy. In late March 2020, every business in the economy was scrambling to negotiate – or simply impose – standstill agreements on its liabilities. Qantas was no different. By the first week of April, it had already sparked a brawl with major airports by withholding rent and aeronautical charges that were due, plus it had found an innovative way to prevent its customers from getting their money back for their cancelled tickets.17

By 5 May (five to six weeks into the mythical eleven-week period), Qantas unlocked another $550 million of cash by mortgaging three more 787-9 aircraft, and told the ASX it had ‘sufficient liquidity to respond to a range of scenarios, including one where the current trading conditions persist until at least December 2021’.18 This was the first time Qantas had quantified its financial head room in calendar terms, and its assessment wasn’t eleven weeks, it was eighteen months! Indeed, Joyce boasted, ‘At the start of the crisis we said this was about survival of the fittest. In practical terms that means the carriers around the world that can survive for long periods with very little cash coming through the door. By that measure, Qantas is one of the fittest airline groups in the world.’ And it would get fitter: he flagged that by 30 June, the airline’s cash burn rate would fall to just $40 million per week – an extraordinary feat of contraction.19

Beyond the logical and arithmetical defects, the other problem with Joyce’s ‘11 weeks’ narrative was that it conflated running out of cash with being bankrupt. Companies don’t go bankrupt, only individuals do. Companies become insolvent, then enter administration, receivership or liquidation. The fact that Joyce didn’t even use the correct terminology – terminology he was all too familiar with – shows how nakedly he was playing to a retail audience with his fable. This is the real tell that the ‘11 weeks’ yarn was spun not for the financial community or even readers of a book like this, but for breakfast television and talkback radio, where every day, without challenge, implausible things are asserted to be true, where glib lines are king, where the illusory truth effect prevails.20 Eleven weeks – not twelve weeks or three months – also gilded the idea with an overtone of precision, making the lie sound credible.

Even if Qantas had effected no changes to its balance sheet or its rate of expenditure, and eleven weeks into the COVID shutdown had zero cash left, that still is not insolvency. And it is certainly not ‘death’. A company is insolvent only if it cannot meet its debts as and when they fall due. Qantas had repeatedly advised the market that its debts were free of financial covenants and that its next debt maturity was not until June 2021. It also still owned $3.5 billion of aircraft assets it could securitise for more cash, or it could raise equity through a share issue.

Not only could Qantas do both of those things, Qantas did do both of those things. After the $1.6 billion of debt it raised in two tranches against the 787-9 fleet, the airline then raised $1.4 billion in new Qantas shares in June 2020, and a further $500 million of debt via a bond issue in September. It was able to do all of that because its balance sheet was in tremendous shape. That is to Joyce’s great credit. His statements boasting of Qantas’ balance sheet fitness were intended to calm his investors during a crisis with no historical equal. They also happened to be true.

In the years preceding the pandemic, Joyce had prioritised the airline’s financial muscle above all else. Qantas was in such good shape that it could afford to pay $3.2 billion to shareholders in buy-backs (on top of dividends), largely at the expense of buying new planes or investing in technology. The Qantas balance sheet was also blessed with natural advantages.

As at 31 December 2019, a whopping $4.3 billion, or 24 per cent of the company’s total liabilities, was in fact revenue received in advance, also known as unearned revenue – either cash paid for unflown trips or unredeemed frequent flyer points. This was the very best kind of liability – entirely different, for instance, to owing a bank $4.3 billion – because Qantas had significant discretion over when (and indeed whether) these could be recouped. Qantas could deflate the liability by, say, radically devaluing frequent flyer points. It could remove or severely limit the availability of Classic Reward redemptions, which offers business class seats to London for 144,000 points, and it could force members into the Points Plus Pay option, where the same seat costs 1.5 million points. It could also defer the liability by denying passengers cash refunds for cancelled flights in favour of flight credits. Better yet, it could even convert the liability into pure profit by making those flight credits expire.

Given Qantas’ later conduct in relation to flight credits, to which we will return (not to mention the inflation of frequent flyer points in line with the Argentinian peso), you have to wonder if, at some point in 2020, Joyce and Hudson asked themselves, and each other: How real are these liabilities, really?

It was scarcely an accident that Joyce first alighted upon, then leaned into, his ‘eleven weeks’ tale just as Qantas was coming under huge public pressure over its dismal performance in the Great COVID Reopening of 2022. The tale was both self-congratulatory for rescuing Qantas from near-death and a self-justification for everything that was now quite unexpectedly going wrong.

But which Joyce are we to believe? Alan Joyce in the eye of the storm or Alan Joyce after the fact, looking back at his heroics through his enchanted spectacles? Were Joyce a Hemingway character and Bill asked him, ‘How did you go bankrupt?’ Joyce could’ve responded, ‘Only in retrospect.’



There is another glaring problem with the post hoc notion that Qantas was careering towards insolvency. Why was Joyce arguing fiercely against Qantas receiving financial assistance from the federal government? Qantas shares closed on Thursday 19 March at $2.14, as low as they would go, but Joyce had clearly made a calculation of how to use this crisis to his advantage. Qantas could survive for many months – probably multiple years – in total hibernation. Virgin Australia, however, could not.

‘Alan is quite an opportunist,’ Virgin Australia’s then CEO, Paul Scurrah, told me. Remembering March 2020, he says, ‘I think Alan had one eye on survival and one eye on opportunity, whereas I just had both eyes on survival.’

Joyce well understood the huge windfall potential of Virgin failing. Having defected from Ansett in 2000 to lead Qantas’ network planning function, he had seen up close the overnight structural dominance that accrued to Qantas upon Ansett’s collapse in 2001. Qantas’ domestic market share vaulted from 54 per cent to 90 per cent, and with that came enormous pricing power.21 Qantas printed strong profits in 2001 and 2002 – even as the global airline industry lost more than US$30 billion in the wake of the September 11 terrorist attacks – and again in 2003 and 2004 during the SARS epidemic.22 If Joyce played COVID the right way, he might well recapture those boom times for Qantas.

On Friday 20 March, the day after Qantas’ share price nadir, The Australian published a column headlined ‘PM looks to nationalise failing firms’, by its political editor Simon Benson. Benson was carrying on a co-dependent relationship with the prime minister of the day, Scott Morrison; his reporting was uncritical and his commentary was unctuous, and by no coincidence he metronomically broke news of the government’s decisions prior to their announcement.23 It was widely understood by anyone inside the beltway of Australian politics that Benson’s words were transcribed directly from the prime minister’s mouth. Joyce must’ve broken into hives.

‘Scott Morrison is heading down a road that may require him to do what was politically unimaginable only three weeks ago. Some companies may end up having to be nationalised, if even only temporarily,’ Benson’s column began. ‘There are privately run bus services, even airports and airlines and basic economic infrastructure that, if they are about to fail in the hands of private enterprise, may ultimately have to be transferred into taxpayers’ hands for a time.’

Benson’s article continued: ‘Virgin could be one example of a company, if it were to go to the wall, that the government might consider a “strategic” priority. There is no way it will allow Australia to return to a virtual single-carrier environment in a post-virus world.’

Clearly blindsided, Joyce immediately hurled himself into the fray, live on Sky News from the lobby of Qantas’ Mascot headquarters early that morning; the window behind him showed that it was still pitch-black outside. Nationalising Virgin Australia, he said, would be ‘completely unfair to our sector of the economy. It would mean that we are competing against the Australian government and Qantas couldn’t do that. That would be a completely unbalanced competitive environment.’

Joyce was right and his alarm was justified. The Business Council of Australia’s chief executive, Jennifer Westacott, hit the airwaves the same morning, saying, ‘The problem with nationalisation is what Alan Joyce said: it’s about picking winners. What we need to come out of this crisis is a modern market economy, not an economy that looks like something out of the 1950s.’ Westacott was also right.24

The alarm in Joyce’s voice was the first hint of something that would only be revealed to the Australian public much later – indeed, something that will be a major theme of this book. The competitive environment in aviation was already completely unbalanced – often secretly – in Qantas’ favour. The enormous commercial advantages Qantas had extracted over decades from the Australian government would be compromised, if not reversed, by Virgin becoming a government business.

Joyce was explicit in his Sky News interview: the Morrison government ‘can’t pick winners and losers’, and since Qantas didn’t need a cash injection, Virgin must be allowed to fail. The government ‘has to allow the healthy companies like Qantas to look after itself… and not look after the badly managed companies that have been badly managed for ten years that have [sic] resulted in them being very weak.’

Joyce the formidable campaigner emerged. Later that Friday, he addressed an all-hands conference call with Qantas staff (twenty-four hours since announcing most of them were being stood down without pay). He urged employees to contact their federal MPs and lobby them against any government financial assistance for Virgin Australia beyond what was offered to Qantas. ‘It is in your interest to make sure your member of parliament, if Scott Morrison is your member of parliament, to make it clear that you expect equal treatment for the airlines in this country… I’d ask you for a call for action to make your point very clear to every politician in this country.’ He also strayed into jingoism, saying that Australian ‘governments are not there to support a company that’s owned by Singaporeans, Chinese, Abu Dhabi and a British billionaire. They are there to do what’s best for Australia.’ Revealingly oblivious to the 10,000 Australians employed by Virgin, his pitch was also faintly ironic, considering Joyce had campaigned for years – unsuccessfully – to have the federal government remove the 49 per cent foreign ownership cap on Qantas. Indeed, Qantas was itself 36 per cent foreign owned at that time, and the dollar value of those foreign-owned Qantas shares far exceeded the value of all the shares in Virgin Australia.

There was also a strange echo of his own unfair treatment: although Joyce had taken citizenship nearly twenty years earlier, whenever he was in for criticism, Joyce was pejoratively Irish to the Australian public.

Virgin’s Scurrah responded with dismay. ‘We all need to remember we’re in a national crisis at the moment and now is not the time for rivalry, for these unhelpful comments. This is not a game of Survivor. It’s a global pandemic creating unprecedented challenges that require unprecedented decisions. We should see people joining arms and pulling each other through this. We see that as the Australian way and that’s what we’re doing.’

Scurrah wasn’t the only person who seemed to have a different point of view. Three weeks later, Qantas chairman Richard Goyder was asked, in his capacity as AFL chairman, to reflect on the comparative survival prospects of the country’s COVID-shuttered football codes, Aussie rules and rugby league. ‘This is not a time to pick fights,’ he said. ‘It’s also a time where you look inward a little and just try to manage your own affairs.’ Many took this as an implicit rebuke of Joyce’s Hunger Games tactics towards Virgin, though if that really was Goyder’s intention, it was the only time he ever showed any stomach for moderating Joyce’s worst instincts.

The eruption of the Virgin–Qantas brawl ended a defining week in which both airlines’ shares lost another quarter of their value, and the true impact of COVID-19 on Australian society became frightfully clear. Goyder had at least found himself a silver lining. He told the AFR, ‘You wouldn’t wish this on anyone, but it’s been quite invigorating.’

Nobody was invigorated on Monday 23 March as the Morrison government ordered all pubs, clubs, cinemas, gyms, and even places of worship to close indefinitely at noon, and interminable queues snaked out of Centrelink offices around the country.

Virgin Australia had used the weekend to lodge a complaint with the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission against Joyce’s commentary, and even accused Qantas of spreading misinformation to damage Virgin. ‘We have received reports of Qantas briefing journalists on the false pretence that Virgin Australia cash reserves are running out within days and that Virgin Australia has appointed administrators,’ the letter said.25 Qantas denied being the source of rumours that were undeniably circulating the investment market. But Virgin had found a sympathetic ear in ACCC chairman Rod Sims. ‘It’s obviously a serious matter,’ Sims told the Financial Review. ‘At a time of crisis when so many companies are working to… keep Australia afloat if you like, to have comments about “survival of the fittest” and implications publicly made to allow Virgin to go under, I just think that’s unhelpful.’

The complaint was never heard about again, dropped by Sims on closer inspection due to a lack of evidence.

Behind the scenes, the government had already been taking discreet soundings about Virgin. Assistant Treasurer Michael Sukkar approached prominent private equity investor Ben Gray around 20 March for advice on structuring a potential bailout facility for distressed Australian companies, to be modelled on the US government’s GFC-era Troubled Asset Relief Program (TARP). In particular, Sukkar wanted Gray’s take on Virgin Australia. This is the same Ben Gray who, with sidekick Simon Harle, had turned up in Canberra in 2007 as part of a consortium seeking to privatise Qantas; in 2017, Gray established BGH Capital with Harle and former gun Macquarie banker Robin Bishop.26

After running its ruler over Virgin, BGH considered the airline to be insolvent and its equity to be worthless. Gray went back to Sukkar to warn him against pouring public money into a company whose only real survival prospect was a balance sheet restructure through receivership. Thus an arguably more rational – albeit for Gray, self-interested – alternative to nationalising or bailing out Virgin was sown with the Morrison government.

The debate over government financial support continued throughout the final week of March. Deputy Prime Minister and Transport Minister Michael McCormack announced a suite of funding assistance for regional airlines, including a $100 million program of untied cash grants, on 28 March. In microcosm, this was an illustration of what could go wrong with subsidies.

Of this money, $54 million was awarded to another airline, Regional Express (or Rex).27 There was no requirement to maintain any air services for regional communities and the money was not repayable. While small compared to the billions Qantas and Virgin were talking in, $54 million was a stupendous bequest because Rex was a tiny airline. Its total passenger revenue in the previous year was only $278 million, so McCormack had gifted Rex 20 per cent of its annual turnover, or the equivalent of two years’ pre-COVID profit, no questions asked. The equivalent grant of free cash to Qantas would’ve been $3 billion, or $1 billion to Virgin.28 This was the subject of mild uproar, given the political links between McCormack, the leader of the Nationals, and Rex’s deputy chairman, John Sharp, a longstanding official of the National Party and himself a former transport minister.

Labor’s transport spokesperson, Catherine King, wrote to the Commonwealth auditor general, Grant Hehir, asking him to examine the program’s design. His report, delivered in 2022, revealed that McCormack’s department had ‘received a letter on 20 March 2020 from a regional airline indicating that it proposed to suspend operations in the absence of government support’. No prizes for guessing which regional airline that was. Nevertheless, Hehir found that the design of all support measures had been ‘effective’.

Another emergency subsidy gave preferential treatment to Rex (which, like Virgin, was majority foreign-owned).29 In a second, $198 million scheme to maintain regional flights through the pandemic, Rex was awarded 35 per cent of that money, despite operating only 2.5 per cent of the available seat kilometres on regional routes.30 Off the back of this, Rex did something extraordinary: less than two months later, in May 2020, the airline announced it would lease 737-800 jets to launch services between capital cities.31 Up to that point, Rex had solely operated a fleet of aged Saab turboprops to or from regional airports. As Scurrah recalls, ‘They went from being on the brink of bankruptcy to being probably the only airline in the world that expanded in the pandemic. You do the maths.’



The government’s intentions in relation to Virgin had become no clearer, at least publicly, by 30 March, a week after the nationwide physical shutdown, when Morrison and Frydenberg announced their flagship economic stimulus program, a $130 billion wage subsidy called JobKeeper.32

Joyce had flagged the Morrison government’s consideration of such a scheme in the pitch-black early hours of 20 March, in his ‘winners and losers’ diatribe. He didn’t want sovereign lines of credit to keep other airlines afloat, but he was open to a subsidy of his own costs. And any subsidy designed per head would benefit Qantas more than anyone else, because Qantas was the largest employer. New Zealand had introduced its wage subsidy scheme three days before, and JobKeeper was a direct copy. Qantas would ultimately be Australia’s single largest JobKeeper recipient, receiving $856 million.

Administered by the Australian Taxation Office, the original version of JobKeeper paid employers $750 per week, per employee (no matter their position), for six months.33 Employers had to satisfy a revenue test, though it was barely a test at all: to qualify, a company with over $1 billion of annual revenue could show the ATO an actual monthly revenue decline of greater than 50 per cent versus the previous year; or, alternatively, that business could elect to merely predict that its future revenue would fall by more than 50 per cent. No data was required to support the prediction, and should it fail to occur, the business still got to keep the money. In that sense, JobKeeper was an honesty box, but instead of twenty-cent pieces, it was full to overflowing with signed blank cheques.

So what did Australian businesses do? They submitted terribly gloomy forecasts! Only days into the shutdown, negative sentiment was of course justified, but as Charlie Munger’s famous adage goes, ‘Show me the incentive and I’ll show you the outcome.’34

There was never any question that the airlines were eligible for JobKeeper. The scheme was intended and designed for the businesses most affected by government-mandated shutdowns, and the travel industry was more exposed than any other. The way JobKeeper worked, however, meant that it was never going to help Virgin Australia survive the early weeks of COVID, when virtually all of its staff were stood down. That’s because when a company’s workers were stood down without pay, JobKeeper accrued directly to those workers. As it should have. But when employees were working, their JobKeeper accrued to their employer. Of the $856 million Qantas received in JobKeeper over twelve months, about half went to staff on leave without pay, while the other half was retained by the company as a subsidy.

It was immediately clear that JobKeeper wouldn’t save Virgin. On the same day that the PM and treasurer unveiled the scheme, The Australian reported that Scurrah had formally requested a $1.4 billion loan from the government. Under its proposed terms, the loan would convert to an equity stake in Virgin if not repaid within two or three years.

The leak of Scurrah’s proposal had come from the government side, and initially Virgin interpreted this as a sign that Morrison and Frydenberg were softening the ground to lend Virgin the money. ‘My instant thought was that the government had leaked it to gauge sentiment, to see if there’d be a major backlash or not,’ Scurrah told me. ‘But in a nanosecond, they were out criticising us – and it almost seemed scripted.’

Finance minister Mathias Cormann, a key figure on the expenditure review committee of cabinet, told the ABC on 31 March, ‘It is not our plan to take a stake in an airline.’ Privately, Cormann had argued vehemently against lending to a company which, he observed publicly, already ‘had serious challenges prior to the coronavirus pandemic’.

Qantas was straight out of the blocks the same day, insisting that if Virgin got $1.4 billion, Qantas would need a $4.2 billion loan of its own.35 By lunchtime, Virgin was forced by the ASX to confirm The Australian’s report.

According to Scurrah, ‘The government and Qantas were both using the same language, which was that the government “shouldn’t pick winners and losers”. I don’t blame Qantas for using its connections in Canberra for its own benefit – everyone tries to do that. It’s the extent to which the government fell for it that disappoints me the most.’

By 2 April, the government had plainly decided to forsake Virgin. Ministers were spinning a new line to the Canberra Press Gallery that access to the domestic market could be facilitated for a new carrier if Virgin failed.

That week, Scurrah railed desperately against the dangers of a Qantas monopoly, while opposition leader Anthony Albanese called for the government to buy an emergency stake in Virgin, but the cause was all but lost. On 14 April, Virgin’s shares entered a trading halt on the ASX. The airline had been given one month’s grace by its lenders to obtain government support, which Scurrah relayed to the Prime Minister’s Office and senior ministers. The government was unmoved.

Two weeks earlier, Scurrah was being coached by the government’s most senior mandarins on how to maximise government support. ‘Then suddenly it all changed,’ he told me. ‘That was the impact of Qantas’ lobbying, but then also, other parties close to the government smelled a carcass and an opportunity. There were the really good bones of a product at Virgin they wanted to get for a bargain.’

Behind the scenes, Frydenberg had been engaging with BGH Capital. On his knees begging Frydenberg for a loan, Scurrah now also engaged with BGH. Only then, Scurrah says, did senior government figures begin referring publicly to ‘a market-led solution’ to Virgin’s financial infirmity, as opposed to a taxpayer bailout. ‘Their language around a market solution – we read that to mean BGH.’

Ben Gray and Robin Bishop had a phone hook-up with Morrison, Frydenberg and Cormann to discuss a potential takeover of Virgin. BGH took verbal assurances from that meeting that the government would provide a new Virgin owner with competition guarantees and material sweeteners. Virgin established a data room and over the weekend of 17–19 April, BGH conducted limited due diligence on the airline. Macquarie AirFinance also had a look but immediately walked away.

After three days of intensive meetings with BGH, Virgin management pushed the private equity firm for a $200 million bridging loan to tide them over. BGH baulked and negotiations ended. Forty-eight hours later, completely out of options, Scurrah tipped over his king. In Australian aviation’s game of Survivor, Virgin had been voted off the island. The airline fell into voluntary administration, with the board of directors appointing Deloitte as administrator.

BGH, according to Scurrah, aggressively sought to pre-empt any competitive auction and negotiate a quick sale, painting themselves as the only serious bidder. ‘Ben Gray said to [Deloitte administrator] Vaughan Strawbridge and I, “There are no fairies at the bottom of the garden; you do know this, don’t you?” ’ But Deloitte did proceed with an auction and BGH was knocked out of the process on 2 June. After Virgin was sold to rival private equity firm Bain Capital, Gray sent a self-deprecating email to Strawbridge saying, ‘What do you know, there are fairies at the bottom of the garden.’

On the face of it, the prime minister’s position on Virgin changed radically between 19 and 31 March, but twelve days in March 2020 was the equivalent of twelve months in normal times. Morrison, his senior ministers and advisers were making decisions under extremely low forward visibility, rapidly shifting operating assumptions, and with demands for budget-smashing expenditures flying in every direction.

The $64,000 question is: who, if anyone, convinced Morrison not to extend a lifeline to Virgin Australia? Was it Alan Joyce or was it Ben Gray? ‘It has to be a combination of both,’ Scurrah surmised to me. ‘I think for the government not to ultimately support us, they needed a reason other than Qantas, and I think Ben Gray became their reason. It made it easier for the politicians to do what they did to us because they could credibly claim that Qantas had nothing to do with it.’

The ‘market-based’ rationale provided by Morrison, Frydenberg and Cormann was consistent and reasonably persuasive. But the poison in their supposed philosophical purity was their egregious cash giveaway to the National Party’s airline of choice, Rex. This made a bald-faced lie of Morrison’s claim of solely ‘sector wide’ decisions. The rigour of policymaking in those days of radical uncertainty was a victim of its required speed. JobKeeper’s architectural flaws were a prime example. But the cover of emergency was also used to allocate money in improper ways, and to act improperly – Morrison’s secret self-appointment to additional ministries being the standout example. In the context of $320 billion of emergency measures being rushed out of the cabinet room that month, McCormack’s $71 million fund (as window-dressing for a $54 million handout) was small beer. This is perhaps why McCormack thought he could get away with it; and he was right.

McCormack was a vaguely decent and not very clever fellow who had risen to the high office of deputy prime minister owing to the poverty of talent in the Nationals’ ranks. The parliament was packed to the gunwales with intellectually meagre representatives, but the Nats supplied almost every dunce in the class. In 2020 they made up 20 per cent of the Morrison cabinet. As well as a lack of rigour, some tribal favours – especially when they could be dressed up as support for ‘the regions’ – were inevitable. The adage never let a good crisis go to waste was a common refrain at the time, and many people did not.

By 2023 another adage might have occurred to Joyce: be careful what you wish for. As his troubles mounted, he could have wistfully imagined a world in which Virgin had been extended government support and continued to limp along under a mountain of debt and a bloated cost base. Most likely, Virgin would still have collapsed, just six or nine months later than it actually did. Instead, the operating economics of Virgin Australia were rejuvenated substantially in Deloitte’s restructuring process between April and November 2020, and after a bitter contest between private equity barbarians, Bain Capital emerged with a lean business poised to annex a respectable piece of the profit pool when normal conditions returned.

Four years later, however, Australian travellers were still awaiting normality.
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