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PREFACE


Triumph and Demise is the story of the six-year Labor Government of Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard from 2007 to 2013. After eleven long years in opposition the return of Labor was invested with high hopes for policy and political successes. Yet the triumph of 2007 surrendered to the demise of 2013, with many of these hopes dashed or compromised.


This book argues three central propositions: that the destruction of the Rudd–Gillard partnership was the fatal event; that Labor in office was burdened by an institutional malaise that went to identity, policy and strategy; and that the deeper lesson from the Rudd–Gillard years is that Australia’s political system is in a crisis that threatens the delivery of national interest outcomes and, without correction, will damage our society and living standards.


The book draws upon my coverage of the Rudd–Gillard years but relies primarily upon more than sixty interviews with the main participants, in particular Kevin Rudd, Julia Gillard, Tony Abbott, Wayne Swan and Malcolm Turnbull. I interviewed more than twenty former Labor cabinet ministers, a number of senior Coalition politicians, other ALP political figures, some ministerial staff, policy experts, corporate leaders and public servants, both retired and current. I made an effort to persuade people to speak on-the-record and I believe this is a valuable feature of the book.


I want to thank those who co-operated, often giving me many hours of their time. I apologise to others to whom I should have spoken. An unfortunate reality of combining journalism with contemporary history writing is the ruthless limit imposed by time and logistics.


This book began as a different project: it was to be the second half of the Howard era from 2001 to 2007 as I explained in my earlier book, The March of Patriots. Indeed, I had completed a large amount of research and writing to this objective. In the end, however, I felt the Labor period was so compelling that it had to become the heart of this project.


I owe a special thanks to the Editor-in-Chief of The Australian, Chris Mitchell, whose support for this book has been critical and who tolerated my extended absence to complete it. At Melbourne University Publishing I thank Louise Adler for her belief in the book and enduring support. Cathryn Smith has been a dedicated manager of the project. I thank her and the entire team at MUP.


My son Joe, a journalist who covered some of these events, came up with the title. I liked it from the start. He provided vital help in reading and editing the manuscript and offering advice that led to important changes. There are many other people I should thank for their contributions at various stages: Dennis Shanahan, who covered the Labor Government and whose help and insights were highly valuable, Chris Richardson and Stephen Anthony for helping me to understand better the budgets of the period, Elena Douglas for assistance on editing, Mary Corkhill for interview transcriptions and many colleagues and friends on The Australian for their help over the years.


I assume responsibility for the book in its strengths and defects. This was a difficult period to write about because, more than any other era I have covered in book form, it is plagued by contested views over facts, events, conversations and policy assessment. I remain open to further refinements for subsequent editions.


Sydney 2014





INTRODUCTION TO THE NEW EDITION


It is rare in Australian history for a former prime minister to release their memoirs little more than twelve months after losing office. That Julia Gillard was driven to this effort is no surprise. Her prime ministership is remarkable in nearly every sense and is enshrined in her standing as the nation’s first female prime minister.


Gillard’s memoirs were released a month after the publication of Triumph and Demise, my account of the six years of the Rudd–Gillard– Rudd government. In preparing my book I conducted two long interviews with Julia Gillard—in January 2010, five months before she became prime minister, and a four-hour interview in October 2013, the month after Labor lost power. They were supplemented by a further long discussion in February 2014 about her position and attitudes.


The former prime minister was generous with her time and frank in her remarks. She was invariably direct, down to earth, hard-headed, blessed with a good memory and put her case effectively. Many of the arguments, stories and anecdotes she recounted in these interviews reappear in her book. But her memoirs constitute her consolidated view of history and warrant a response—hence this introduction.


Gillard’s period in office is unprecedented for another reason: its indelible association with political violence, by her own hand and then against her by her enemies. She became prime minister because of her political assassination of Kevin Rudd and she was deposed when Rudd retaliated in kind. Gillard was prime minister for three years and three days, yet for most of this time she was in minority government and endured an environment more lethal than that of most of her predecessors.


Femininity, brutality and resilience—these are the hallmarks of Gillard’s prime ministership. They constitute its drama, tragedy and contradictions. Gillard’s period is unique because it involves gender. Her assertion of this is confronting: ‘Even if you are the single most powerful person in your country, if you are a woman, the images that are shadowed around you are of sex and rape.’ This is Gillard’s perspective of Australia from high office.1


In the end Gillard’s proposition is that she faced more abuse than other prime ministers because she was the first woman. It sounds initially plausible yet it is nonsense. Gillard, undoubtedly, was subjected to sustained and grossly offensive sexist and misogynist attacks for which there is no excuse and no equivalent experience for a man. The reality, however, is that the overwhelming majority of day-to-day criticism of Gillard arose from her policies and political actions, not because of her gender. They included her removal of Rudd, her carbon tax broken promise and the deals she did—some sleazy—to sustain her minority government.


Gillard’s experience leads her to the accusation of sexism and misogyny in Australia’s culture and its power structures. She is explicit: the problem was not just in society’s margins. It came from the mainstream: the Opposition, business and media. By laying this considered accusation, Gillard’s gender story becomes inextricably woven into her political story. The two parallel narratives run together and intersect.


This leads to the irresistible question: did Gillard fail the nation as prime minister or did the nation fail Gillard by dishonouring the first woman to hold the highest office? How is Gillard’s fate as prime minister to be explained—is it her fault or ours?


This is the explosive conundrum that lies forever at the heart of Gillard’s story. She provides no definitive answer but puts the question on the table.


In her manoeuvre Gillard, therefore, raises the question of how she should be judged. Is the test her failure to win government in her own right at the 2010 election and her 2013 political execution by her own party? Or is the test something different that transcends politics—her inspiration to women because she called misogyny when she saw it, thereby empowering women everywhere?


The best preliminary answer is that Gillard became a cultural symbol for many women—yet this was a phenomenon outside politics that neither assisted her standing as a political leader nor substituted for her political and policy failures. Sadly, it entrenched her status as a divisive and polarising figure. The resentment she felt at sexist insults from establishment figures is palpable in the pages of her book, My Story, published in September 2014, suggesting that Gillard, despite her toughness, has been personally scarred by these events.


Gillard has the honesty to say that of all her experiences as prime minister, gender ‘is the hardest to explain, to catch, to quantify’.2 Yet as a political professional, Gillard knows she cannot rely upon gender to define her legacy. Her 461-page memoir is, above all, a defence of her political and policy record in office and virtually every initiative of substance is contained within its pages. In the end, Gillard gives priority to policy over gender.


With the political body of the Labor government barely cold, Gillard has rushed into print as the active engineer of her legacy. She has two opponents in her construction of history—Kevin Rudd, her arch nemesis, and Tony Abbott, her Coalition opponent every day of her prime ministership. Having eventually succumbed to the cruel pressures of Abbott before her and Rudd behind, Gillard is impatient to stake her claim before history.


The narrative she constructs is that of resilience in the teeth of adversity that was largely unwarranted. The memoirs of every former leader are personal. But Gillard’s is more deeply personal. She builds a story around her unique dilemma: the first female prime minister under a battery of personal and political assault.


Gillard writes: ‘Throughout my prime ministership people would ask me when I met them, “How do you do it?” They would search my face for clues, wanting to know why I wasn’t at home hiding, sobbing, screaming.’ The heart of her answer was her resilience. She called it ‘a modern buzz word, yet a term that came to encapsulate so much about my life’.3


The technique in her memoir is to turn every insult into another proof of her fortitude. Her writing exposes her emotional inner life: the tears, anger, frustration and her stoical resistance. Because Gillard is a private person, it would have been difficult to write.


Gillard believes that since the last days of Sir Robert Menzies every prime minister has had to shoulder ‘a crushing constant workload, a relentless, often negative media, and many road blocks to policy change’. But she argues, with justification, that her situation was different and tougher. This was because of three factors—chronic Labor party instability, the tribulations of minority government and the role of gender playing into perceptions of leadership.4


Gillard invests her memoir with a claim to superior moral virtue. She presents as a politician of purpose and honour. Her targets are Rudd and Abbott—but Rudd is the ultimate agent of infamy. It is a variation of an old theme: the enemy within is the worst enemy.


She sees her prime ministership as subject to an immoral insurgency from a man of irredeemably flawed character. The issues of gender, virtue and loyalty are fused in June 2013 with Gillard’s political executeon at Rudd’s behest. This is where her book begins. The first sentence is carefully chosen: ‘I felt a sense of stillness and loneliness on the walk from Labor’s caucus room to my office, having just been voted out of the prime ministership. Around me was anything but stillness.’ Indeed, around her was a media frenzy. Her staff lined the corridor, applauding in sad tribute, some crying.5


Gillard depicts her removal as a moral failure on Labor’s part. She says that Rudd, as a plotter, left ‘nothing to chance’, briefing politicians, business leaders, journalists and editors against her. Gillard decided such bad behaviour should not be rewarded. ‘I was never going to voluntarily submit to the Labor Party being taken over by Kevin and those who had behaved so disgracefully for so long,’ Gillard writes. To allow their victory was to accept ‘the ugliest brutality in the pursuit of self-promotion’. By its action Labor invited the conclusion that ‘putting the party first means nothing today’.6


She cannot leave alone the moral contrast between herself and Rudd. Her disgust is undisguised and undiminished. ‘Kevin himself was offering no sense of purpose,’ Gillard wrote. ‘His whole leadership campaign had been about him and his popularity.’ Sitting on the back bench ‘he never developed one truly new, original policy idea for our nation’s future’. Gillard would bitterly joke to colleagues that if Labor accepted Rudd’s logic then Kylie Minogue would be a perfect pick for Labor leader because ‘she is popular, has millions of twitter followers and fans gather wherever she goes’.


Gillard knows that leadership contests are dominated by the electoral appeal of the combatants. She argues, however, that in June 2013 Labor took a ‘giant step’ beyond anything done before. Gillard argues Labor had never previously endorsed as leader ‘someone they knew had no talent for governing, someone they knew could not actually do the job, simply because they thought he might do better at an election’. She admitted that she ‘could not stomach this rejection of purpose’ implicit in the resort to Rudd over herself. She felt sure if Rudd was returned, he would run a ‘shocking and purposeless campaign’.7


Her self-serving lack of introspection is startling. Does Gillard not grasp that she set the rules by her own behaviour and died by the rules that she made? It is a ritual as old as human nature.


At the moment of her martyrdom, having lost her job, Gillard knew she must project courage without tears. ‘I was not going to stand before the nation as prime minister and cry for myself,’ she said. ‘I was not going to let anyone conclude that a woman could not take it. I was not going to give any bastard the satisfaction.’8


The image she cultivates before history is unmistakable: female courage amid betrayal.


What was the final act of ‘Julia the honourable’? It was to put the party first and accept its decision, not to create havoc. Again, she invites the moral contrast with Rudd after he had been deposed in June 2010. ‘I could have claimed the vote was not truly the judgement of my colleagues, but it was all the work of factional faceless men,’ she writes. ‘I could have distracted the media, shaped the contest differently and run for Parliament again, demanding a ministry.’


But Gillard ‘was never going to do that’ because ‘it is not the way to show loyalty to the Labor Party’. It would not have shown respect to her colleagues; such destabilisation ‘is simply not right’.9 This closes Gillard’s story of honour in her abandonment.


It invites two conclusions. Gillard did stick by her code of Labor loyalty. Her behaviour after losing the leadership was impeccable. She stayed in the shadows and gave Rudd a clear run in sunlight. Yet there is another version, untold in Gillard’s memoir. In the end, the party felt obliged to remove her in its self-interest. The caucus did not want to recall Rudd. It neither liked nor loved Kevin. Indeed, many caucus members loathed him. Its preference was to remain with Gillard; its heart was with Julia. But Gillard singularly failed as prime minister to give the party enough reason to follow its preference and its heart. This was an extraordinary political failure on her part.


It is about her failures as prime minister that Gillard either stays silent or offers unsatisfactory accounts. On too many pivotal issues she excuses herself with a blend of sophistry, dissembling and silence. The flaw in Gillard’s memoir is her inability to recognise she is the architect of her own problems. There is a delusional theme in this book. She casts the net wide when attributing blame: to Rudd, to Abbott, to the media and to sexists and misogynists. This is part true yet even greater part fantasy. It will appeal to many readers, presumably women readers. Yet at its heart lies the real tragedy of Julia Gillard—she was brought undone by a series of decisions for which Gillard alone is responsible.


These decisions testify to her personal failure and the weakness of Labor as a political institution. And they dominate much of my narrative in this book.


In reality, Gillard is a ruthless, tough and pragmatic political operative. Ultimately, it was Gpragmatic political operativeillard’s decisions that shaped the Rudd–Gillard–Rudd era. Her judgements, in particular, determined the three epic leadership events of the period.


It was Gillard who made Rudd the leader of the Labor Party in 2006; it was Gillard who destroyed Rudd as prime minister in 2010; and it was Gillard’s political ineptitude in 2013 that made possible Rudd’s recall. No previous ALP figure has such a history. These are the events that defined the era. This is what counts, not portentous laments about misogyny.


Gillard is transparent about the foundational event: the rolling of Kim Beazley as ALP leader. This happened only because Rudd and Gillard formed a partnership and attacked Beazley as a team, a story recounted in chapter 7 of Triumph and Demise. Gillard was the enabling agent because she decided to run on a ticket as Rudd’s deputy.


‘I bear the responsibility for creating his leadership,’ Gillard said of Rudd. It sounds pretentious yet it is true. Without her support, Rudd had no chance of winning the caucus majority to depose Beazley. Now Gillard, in hindsight, confesses a degree of guilt.


Her view is that her judgement of Rudd’s campaigning skill was correct. Yet her judgement of his character ‘proved to be dreadfully wrong’. For Kevin, she concludes, ‘there was never enough applause, approval, love’. The suggestion of narcissism hangs in the air. Gillard says Rudd’s flaws originated in his childhood difficulties. There was ‘a hole in him that had to be filled by success and the poor substitute for real love that is political homage’.10 Her patronising view of Rudd knows few limits.


In truth, Gillard was backing Rudd to deliver her the deputy prime minister’s job, a position unavailable to her under Beazley. She felt Beazley lacked the fire to succeed and feared that Howard would defeat him for a third time. The prospect of another Labor defeat consumed Gillard. ‘Was I wrong in my judgement of Kim Beazley in 2006?’ she writes. ‘I fear I may have been.’ In politics, as Gillard says, there is no control test, no certainty of what might have been. Gillard comes to the brink, but never says their rolling of Beazley was the wrong option. This is because she cannot. The leadership change was a success. Rudd and Gillard brought Labor to office at the 2007 election.


Gillard says that by anointing Rudd she did not expect to become a future ALP leader. ‘In joining forces with Kevin, I accepted the probable consequence that I was unlikely to ever lead the Labor Party,’ she writes. ‘I had not come into parliament with an ambition to do so.’ Many will sneer at this sentiment. But Gillard made the same point in her January 2010 interview with the author. If she was so desperate to be prime minister and was king-making Rudd, then the cynics must explain why she didn’t impose a succession pledge on their partnership. Gillard probably realised it was neither prudent nor necessary. In reality, Gillard had ambitions but she knew her succession to the highest position depended upon events that defied calculation. She could live with that.11


The second defining event for Gillard—and the pivotal move in her career—was her successful strike against Rudd on the night of 23 June 2010. It is now best seen as high tragedy. This is the misjudgement that defined her character. In an act of abrupt ruthlessness, legitimised by the caucus yet catching the Australian public by surprise, Gillard deposed Rudd and seized the office of prime minister. It was an unprecedented event: the removal of an elected prime minister in his first term by a challenge from his deputy.


Gillard’s memoir is strong on her policy activity as prime minister but weak on how she got the job. This omission, ultimately, does not serve Gillard’s case. A full disclosure would have been better.


In beginning her account of Rudd’s removal, Gillard does not hesitate to sketch his dysfunctional style as prime minister. This sets the scene for her strike. Her charge is that Rudd failed to articulate the government’s core mission. She retraces ground well trodden yet nonetheless vital to enable people to grasp what happened.


Rudd’s forte was tactics not strategy. Huge policy reforms agendas ‘were hostage to a haphazard decision-making style’. Rudd demanded more paperwork and set punishing deadlines, only to then ignore the material provided. Meetings were called but failed to result in decisions because Rudd was too busy to master his brief. Rudd thrived during the global financial crisis but was unable to adapt later. In the end, the four person Strategic Priorities and Budget Committee (SPBC), comprising Rudd, Gillard, Wayne Swan and Lindsay Tanner, virtually replaced the cabinet. Yet Rudd was often absent from its meetings. Gillard reveals she chaired fourteen of the eighty-four SPBC meetings in 2009 and 2010. Gillard said caucus members had no phone number for Rudd and were being diverted instead to a staffer. She tried to facilitate preparations for the 2010 re-election campaign but found Rudd was resistant.


‘Time after time I explained to Kevin the need for him to change his way of working and to confront and resolve the major issues before the government,’ Gillard said. She would enter Rudd’s office, seek to bolster staff morale, fish out papers other ministers were screaming about, get Rudd to sign them or authorise decisions herself. ‘The sense that things were out of control was becoming impossible to contain,’ Gillard writes.12


Gillard correctly identifies the malaise: Rudd was inept as a manager of his government. It is the defect that leads to ruin and the flaw that proves popularity alone cannot suffice. Rudd became ‘spooked’ by the way the politics of climate change had turned against him. He mismanaged both asylum seeker boat arrivals and the hospital reform package. Gillard said long hours were spent at budget meetings with Rudd refusing to confront the proposal for a super profits tax on mining.


Towards the end she found ‘Kevin’s demeanour was now unremittingly one of paralysis and misery’ such that ‘he appeared to hate every minute of his day and to be frustrated by every person and every event’. Gillard felt Rudd was in a catch-22 trap: he bemoaned how little people were helping him but was unable to surrender control to let them help.13


This fits into the fuller account of Rudd’s malaise documented at length in parts V and VII of this book. In an abject failure Rudd lost the confidence of his caucus. In this period Gillard said she neither canvassed colleagues for a leadership spill nor briefed journalists against his leadership. Finally, however, she moved, upset and then provoked by a newspaper report on the morning of 23 June that left the impression Rudd no longer trusted her. ‘If Kevin did not trust me then there was nothing left,’ she writes.


Gillard asked to see party elder John Faulkner, and then dissolved into tears over the story. Faulkner held her and consoled her. ‘It is the only time I have ever shed tears for myself,’ Gillard writes. She seemed ashamed of her indulgence. But tears quickly surrendered to retaliation. Gillard the politician crossed the Rubicon: she decided she must challenge or resign. She confided in senior cabinet minister Tony Burke in a meeting around lunchtime that day.14 Burke, in his own version to the author, on page 323 of this book, confirms Gillard’s account. Another Gillard supporter, David Feeney, who saw her earlier that morning, told the author he left 90 per cent confident she would challenge Rudd.


Gillard barely explains in her memoir how a newspaper story could produce such a complete reversal of her position. Senior cabinet minister Anthony Albanese told the author it was untenable to believe the challenge arose merely because of a newspaper report that morning. It is a persuasive assessment. A fuller explanation, surely, is that Gillard saw an opportunity and seized it—she realised Rudd was weak, she sensed the party was prepared to roll him and she now felt a moral justification for action. It was a perfect trifecta.


In her memoir Gillard is reluctant to confront the magnitude and consequences of her decision. Her strike against Rudd was a mistake. She says she has no regrets. Yet her memoir is unpersuasive on the merits of her decision and, frankly, hardly mounts a case on behalf of her challenge. This absence reinforces the argument in chapter 1 of this book: that Gillard’s removal of Rudd was the death warrant of the Labor Government. Within months Labor was reduced to a minority government and never looked like winning the 2013 election.


It is unfortunate that Gillard has declined to tell her full story about these events. Her account of her strike against Rudd borders on caricature. She writes as though she was dispensing an act of kindness to a sick man. She claims she ‘truly did believe’ that after Rudd emerged from losing his job he would experience ‘the feeling of relief ’. This is because ‘he had been so unhappy’ as prime minister and many around him ‘were concerned about his psychological state’. Gillard says that even as Rudd wept for himself at his courtyard media conference the day of the removal ‘it was my strong belief that after some recovery time, his dominant emotion would be relief—he had become so wretched while leader’.15


How convenient. Such sophistry beggars belief. Having conducted a sudden and surprise political assassination of Rudd, having taken his job and offered him nothing, having seen Rudd choking and weeping and his family in grief, Gillard asserts Rudd will feel grateful for the deliverance she provided. The claim is ignorant of human nature and the rich literature of political betrayal. When, pray, does the assassinated leader ever turn to the assassin with gratitude for making their life easier?


The views expressed by Gillard provoke an almost irresistible conclusion— that Gillard has exaggerated Rudd’s personal misery and psychological difficulty to legitimise her assault. Lindsay Tanner has made a similar point. He said the removal of Rudd was such an ‘extreme’ step the perpetrators found it necessary to ‘enormously exaggerate the deficiencies in Rudd’s leadership’.


When the author interviewed Gillard there was one issue she declined to discuss: the decisive Rudd–Gillard conversation with Faulkner as impartial witness in the prime minister’s office on the evening of 23 June. In her book Gillard says she entered the meeting with hesitance. She knew Rudd was ‘tragically incapable of changing his behaviour’ yet she wished that he could. She wished their ‘easy friendship’ of earlier days was still alive. Gillard paints herself as the reluctant assassin. Yet Gillard was under no compelling obligation to depose Rudd. Her decision was voluntary. She was a free agent with open options.


Rudd has given his own explosive account of this meeting to the author. He said Gillard initially agreed to his proposal that he remain prime minister for the next several months but would stand down before the election if it was felt, with Faulkner as arbiter, that he was an impediment to Labor’s re-election. Rudd says Gillard agreed, left the room, returned, changed her mind and said she wanted a leadership ballot.


In her memoir Gillard fails to provide her account of this exchange. It is a glaring omission. Indeed, she declines to provide her account of many other already documented discussions concerning Rudd and the leadership. She says of this critical conversation, her regret is it lasted too long. But Gillard does concede she gave Rudd ‘false hope’ because they discussed the notion of ‘giving Kevin more time to change’.16 In fact, the idea that Rudd could have purchased another several months in office was untenable: the media already had the leadership crisis story.


In short, Gillard was hesitant initially in their conversation but this cannot gainsay the reality: Gillard had been gunning Rudd from early that morning. She forced the crisis. She went after Rudd. She had told Burke it was resignation or challenge. And resignation, obviously, was not an option.


Her readiness to strike was discernible. In extraordinary language she likened the conversation with Rudd to that of a ‘patient with terminal cancer who is maintaining that it is merely a head cold and they will soon be better.’17 Yet the idea that Rudd faced certain defeat in the next election was far from established. Indeed, it is too contested to suffice as justification for Gillard’s strike. And Gillard’s poll ratings as prime minister were consistently far below those of Rudd in June 2010.


My argument in Triumph and Demise is that Gillard was unready for the leadership, devoid of any game plan and unable to explain to the people why she felt driven to remove Rudd. Her memoir confirms such judgements. She says her overnight elevation ‘allowed no time to brace for the new weight’ of high office. Her partner Tim Mathieson, in a rush to get to Canberra for the swearing-in, had dressed with one black boot, one brown boot. Gillard had to borrow a necklace from her staffer, Sally Tindall. Gillard admits she ‘did not have the luxury of starting afresh’, given the problems of the mining tax, carbon pricing and boat arrivals. She further admits her failure to offer the nation any credible explanation for Rudd’s removal in an overnight assault. Gillard concedes the public was taken without warning and left ‘shocked’. Finally, she says ‘it was the hardest of circumstances in which to become prime minister’.18


Yet these were the circumstances she chose. Gillard writes as though this had slipped her mind. If the situation was so hard then that was Gillard’s fault. This statement merely brings to a zenith the doubts about Gillard’s decision to seize the prime ministership at this point. Gillard had not prepared professionally for the most important decision of her career. As many of her supporters later conceded, she never recovered from the way she got the prime ministership.


Having rolled Rudd, she felt she had to go to a prompt election and secure her mandate. Yet Labor wasn’t ready. No campaign strategy work had been done. Gillard was trapped as a new leader driven to an election with an unprepared party.


From the start, she mismanaged Rudd. She believed he should have done the ‘decent thing’ and retired at the 2010 election, accepting the judgement of his colleagues. Yet Rudd’s premature termination made that highly unlikely. This was not a leader being removed after a long and successful prime ministership. Rudd was consumed by the instinct of unfinished business. He wanted to be Foreign Minister but Gillard reveals her thinking was more in the Indigenous Affairs area.19 Rudd would have seen this as an insult. In any seizure of power an elementary tactic is management of the deposed leader. Gillard had no such tactic.


Having piled humiliation upon humiliation onto Rudd, she seemed startled when he set upon revenge. Rudd’s subsequent undermining of Gillard was unforgivable and caused outrage across the party, but it was not inexplicable. It revealed Gillard’s inability satisfactorily to manage the core conditions for a successful change of prime minister.


Gillard survived the August 2010 election by outmanoeuvring Abbott and striking deals that installed her as a minority government leader. It was a brilliant tactical achievement—and Gillard delights in telling this story. Yet her concessions to Tony Windsor, Rob Oakeshott and, less successfully, to Andrew Wilkie weakened her government in the public perception. The pivotal deal was with the Greens under the leadership of Bob Brown. It contained the seeds of her final destruction and the ultimate Gillard tragedy.


Her memoir confirms that the compact with the Greens was to legislate a carbon pricing scheme, provided they could agree on the design. Gillard says she ‘bet my future’ on two things: getting the Greens to accept a workable scheme and, once legislated, winning public acceptance. The former was achieved but the latter was unrealisable. In fact, she was fatally wounded by Abbott’s early 2011 assault on the Gillard– Greens–independents carbon policy/tax framework. Gillard was breaking an election pledge. ALP National Secretary George Wright said ‘Julia never recovered’ from the broken bond of trust.


Gillard makes a revealing concession: had she won majority government she doubts she would have been able to negotiate and secure an emissions trading scheme during the 2010–13 term. This suggests her carbon scheme was only a function of minority government. And the political price it extracted doomed her government.


The historic carbon scheme passed Parliament on 8 November 2011. It meant Gillard prevailed where Rudd had failed—briefly. She told the Parliament the real test was: are you on the right side of history? Gillard has left a strange hybrid legacy. Having legislated carbon pricing in office, Labor feels it cannot abandon the policy in Opposition. Yet Gillard never persuaded the nation and the Abbott Government repealed the scheme in 2014. The upshot is that Labor is pledged to its resurrection and the seeking of a new mandate at an election.


It is significant that Gillard said the ‘greatest’ price she paid for minority government was her inability because of the numbers on the floor of Parliament to ‘decisively deal with the insurgency and destabilisation’ of Rudd and his group of agitators called ‘the cardinals’.20 Gillard had been re-elected leader after the 2010 election. Pointing to the Ruddinspired media destabilisation against her, Gillard says that over the next three years she faced 150 publicly reported claims that she was about to be deposed very soon or by a specific deadline. No journalist ever apologised when such stories were proved false. Gillard defeated Rudd in a leadership challenge in February 2012. In March 2013 she opened the leadership for a ballot only to find Rudd refused to contest and she was again elected unopposed. Her thrashing of Rudd’s perpetual rivalry became resilience personified.


But in June 2013 she succumbed, finally, and was narrowly deposed by Rudd 57–45 in a caucus ballot. Gillard’s tragedy was writ large—the absence of clear political air from the day she became prime minister. Her government was consumed by leadership instability, perceived incompetence and Gillard’s inability to project authority.


Rudd supporter and former Treasurer Chris Bowen said Labor under Gillard faced an ‘existential crisis’—he feared a defeat that ‘would cast into doubt the historic mission of the party’.21 Bowen was not alone. Gillard’s bizarre policy and political blunders during 2013 reduced Labor’s primary vote to below 30 per cent, an untenable level that gave the caucus little choice but to remove her for Rudd. Given her polls, Bob Carr wondered why Gillard had not resigned. ‘Her selfishness struck me,’ he said. Incredibly, one of Gillard’s final moves was to play the misogyny card, suggesting abortion might become an issue courtesy of ‘men who think they know better’. It was an act of desperation; the ALP primary vote among men then slipped below 25 per cent. Upon calling the ballot, Gillard accepted her demise with dignity and discipline.


On election night Gillard sat alone as the results came in. She wanted it that way. George Wright said the switch to Rudd saved Labor at least 25 seats; the Gillard camp rejected this notion.


In her memoir, Gillard enshrines ‘sense of purpose’ as the life force that sustained her. It is akin to her personal engine-room or her remarkable inner drive. Nobody could doubt Gillard’s will or resilience. But ‘sense of purpose’ is a limited political concept and threadbare as an idea. It is important for many people—footballers, bank bosses and fashion models—as well as politicians. It neither equates to competent governance nor a coherent policy framework. And it was not enough for Gillard, PM.


She sketches her origins within a traditional Labor family in a coal mining district of Wales. Her family values shaped her Labor values. Unionism was an article of faith; the denial of a proper education for her father and mother left in Gillard a passion to locate education ‘at the centre of my government’; and her family ethos of hard work became her watchword virtue. From the start she was interested in practical gains. As a leftwing university activist her earliest ‘experiences in public action’ were in protests against Liberal governments for cutting university education, not global ideological causes. Her guiding stars were: work, education, respect.22


In her first speech as prime minister, Gillard said she believed in a government ‘that rewards those who work the hardest, not those who complain the loudest’. But ‘hard work’ is equally a virtue arising within the Liberal Party’s middle-class morality championed by Menzies and Howard.


Putting her defining emphasis on personal virtue, respect, work and dignity gave Gillard the opportunity to reach across boundaries in Australian society. Yet this did not happen. The reason is because Gillard, in practice, had a narrow view of Laborism, even arguing she led not a social democratic party—a notion championed by Gough Whitlam—but a Labor Party constituted by its trade union bonds. In this sense Gillard became a prisoner of traditionalism.


Her ‘hard work’ mantra never converted into a set of policies that backed personal aspiration. Judged by her deeds, she did little to advocate reform of Labor’s structure or culture for a more diverse society. In office she failed to strike an acceptable policy balance between unions and business, with a vision of job creation tied heavily to union strategies rather than private entrepreneurship.


In her memoir there is no world view, no sense of Labor’s political evolution and little cognisance of the historical challenge the party faced after the Hawke–Keating era. Unlike many previous ALP leaders, Gillard’s political formation did not originate in economic policy or national security/foreign policy convictions. Indeed, until she became prime minister, Gillard had displayed little interest in the climate change debate. In the end, she ran a divisive government pushing pro-union laws, anti-business rhetoric, a carbon policy dictated by her alliance with the Greens and a misogynist campaign.


Her memoir rejects the criticism—a theme of this book—that Rudd and Gillard represented a departure from the Hawke–Keating tradition. Yet her argument is feeble and Gillard seems unable to come to grips with intellectual analysis of Labor’s past or future. Retreating to cliché, she says while there are ‘golden threads’ that tie modern Labor governments together, each leader devises their own long-run vision.


Central to Gillard’s memoir is unremitting advocacy for Labor’s policy agenda. In a personal sense, the National Disability Insurance Scheme and Gonski school reforms take priority. The tears she shed while introducing a bill to increase the Medicare levy to help fund the NDIS revealed a moment of unforeseen emotion tied to a crusading dedication. The NDIS will be realised and become a singular icon in Gillard’s legacy. The utility and funding of the Gonski agenda is more problematic. Gillard is methodical in her exposition of My School reforms, the Fair Work Act, the NBN, university reforms, skills and training initiatives, revamped hospitals policy, interventions to protect Aussie jobs and her foreign policy in Asia and America.


Yet the memoir mirrors Gillard’s view of politics: get the job done, don’t agonise about the past, don’t cut the critics any slack, recite the mantra that Labor is for the good and the true, and then show me the next problem to be solved.


In her final press conference as prime minister, Gillard said gender ‘doesn’t explain everything’ about her prime ministership but ‘it explains some things’. Yet her book fails to elaborate adequately on those things. In the end, Gillard played the misogyny card not just because she felt ignoring such attacks didn’t work, but because her prime ministership was in trouble. We will never know, but the idea of a successful female prime minister resorting to this attack is surely fanciful. Gillard decided to define herself, in part, by accusing Abbott of misogyny. There should have been a better way for the first female prime minister to carry her banner.


Labor in office had avoided a recession and presided over a growth economy. It deserved a stronger electoral position than what it got—the collapse in Labor’s vote over two and a half years from early 2011 revealed flaws in Gillard’s style and governance. Her memoir concedes tactical mishaps she cannot deny: equating her climate scheme to a carbon tax and the backlash from making Peter Slipper the Speaker (he was later forced to resign and was subject to charges and convicted).


Gillard did make minority government work in that her government passed 566 pieces of legislation, more than in Howard’s final term. But minority government had a poisonous perception in the public arena. It was irrevocably tied to the ignominious behaviour of Slipper and Labor MP Craig Thomson, of deals with Windsor and Oakeshott and of an alliance with Greens that contaminated Labor’s integrity. Above all, minority government created the impression of Gillard cutting repeated deals to save herself.


Gillard was inexperienced in dealing with the power centres of Australian life, notably business and media. Too often her policy and political judgement was flawed. Gillard’s core strategic mistake was that she failed to govern from the centre or middle ground in the established practice of leaders such as Bob Hawke. Indeed, Gillard seemed devoid of any strategic conception of how Labor should govern to succeed. Her memoir is conspicuous because it lacks the self-reflection needed to analyse and confront the bigger mistakes she made that cast a shadow across Labor’s future prospects. The Rudd–Gillard generation had its achievements but it looms as a largely negative inheritance for the next ALP generation.


In retirement Julia will not sulk or lament. She gave it her best shot. Her spirits are high. She is proud of her record. She concedes to mixed emotions (how could she not, after such a turbulent ride). She admits to the taste of bittersweet but says the sweet is ‘by far the stronger’. This admission, surely, is recognition that it could have happened another and better way.23


Sydney
7 October 2014





I


TURNING POINTS





CHAPTER 1


THE DESTRUCTION OF A GOVERNMENT


Julia Gillard’s request was lethal—that Kevin Rudd surrender as prime minister, in her favour. ‘I have been talking to my colleagues,’ she told him. Gillard now knew Rudd had lost the confidence of the Australian Labor Party. She wanted Rudd to resign but if he refused she would seek a leadership ballot. Gillard delivered the final blow only after being assured she had the numbers. Labor was ready to execute Kevin Rudd, hero of its 2007 election victory.


This was the final stage of the Rudd–Gillard meeting on the evening of 23 June 2010 in the prime minister’s office. ‘In her view,’ Rudd later said, ‘I could not win the election.’1 He was angry and shocked. Resentment against Rudd had a long fuse but the detonation came with a brutality and speed unmatched in Labor history. The Rudd–Gillard partnership died that evening.


Gillard, in effect, had signed the death warrant of the Labor Government. It is a contested judgement but the evidence is persuasive. The destruction of Rudd triggered a series of falling political dominoes that would reduce Labor to a minority government within months and would see its convincing defeat three years later. By her action Gillard assumed political responsibility for the consequences.


This became the pivotal moment in the six-year Rudd–Gillard–Rudd Government. Labor would never recover; the destructive forces unleashed assumed a life of their own. There were many dismal consequences: the destruction of Rudd as prime minister; the crippling of Gillard as the new prime minister; the conversion of Rudd into a compulsive insurgent; and a bitter Rudd–Gillard rivalry that would endure unabated until they both left politics. Despite Labor’s achievements in office, the public’s perpetual image became that of a government consumed by the Rudd–Gillard war.


Gillard’s tragedy is that Rudd’s flaws provoked her strike. She had an excuse and a rationale. Her justification lay in party sentiment. Gillard acted as agent of a Labor Party that was weak, panicked and faithless. It wanted an end to Rudd. Labor, as a political party, had failed at the task of governing and had misunderstood its responsibility to the nation.


In just a couple of hours Rudd had seen his ambitions and dreams reduced to dust. It was a time of tears, rage and incomprehension. Rudd has given his own account of that night, saying the Rudd–Gillard conversation rambled over a range of Gillard’s concerns and for Rudd its essence was the argument that he could not win the election. ‘That’s the proposition that was put,’ he said. ‘There was nothing else.’2


Towards the end, with Labor veteran John Faulkner in the meeting as an honest witness, Rudd thought he had bargained his way to survival. Interviewed for this book, Rudd said he offered Gillard a compromise and that they reached an arrangement.


He said: ‘It was a proposition from me … he [Faulkner] can be the arbiter of this. I am clearly relaxed about that. I said if he is of the view that I am an impediment to the government winning the election come when the election was due, which is still frankly six months hence, and six months is quite a long time in politics, then of course I would vacate the position.’3 Rudd proposed to put his leadership into Faulkner’s hands on behalf of the party’s interest.


It was a bizarre notion. But Rudd was desperate. He was fighting to survive, with the caucus going into meltdown around the building. Rudd wanted a time of grace to re-establish his government’s momentum. If that failed, he would surrender to Gillard.


Continuing his account, Rudd said: ‘The words I actually used about it were: “So we are agreed upon that?” And she said “Yes”.’ Rudd said they did the deal.4 Faulkner was witness to her consent. Gillard left the room.


Rudd felt he had secured his survival. He immediately told his closest caucus supporter, Anthony Albanese, ‘It’s peace in our time.’ Albanese confirms these words. Albanese said: ‘Kevin said, it is resolved, yeah, no challenge.’ Albanese started to spread the message that all was ‘okay’.5 Rudd felt sure he could recover support among the people of Australia. The threat to Rudd came from the Labor Party, not the populace.


In the preceding months Rudd had governed badly. This flaw, combined with his dismissive treatment of too many caucus colleagues, had produced a unique event: a first-term, election-winning Labor prime minister had lost the confidence of his caucus. This was Rudd’s own work, the result of his political incompetence and character defects.


But Rudd was fooling himself. The proposal he put to Gillard was unworkable. The leadership crisis story was in the media, broken on the ABC’s 7 p.m. television news bulletin on a tip from one Gillard backer and confirmed by another Gillard backer, cabinet minister Tony Burke.6 The genie was out of the bottle and the publicity put Rudd under intolerable pressure. Gillard had crossed the threshold to a leadership crisis. After the meeting broke, she went to another room in the prime minister’s suite and made some phone calls. The message Gillard received was: things have gone too far, the caucus wants a leadership change, individuals are making commitments. The public façade of Rudd–Gillard unity had been fatally breached.


Gillard then returned to Rudd’s office. According to Rudd,





She came back and said, ‘I am now advised that you no longer have the confidence of the caucus and I am therefore requesting a leadership ballot.’ To which I just said, ‘You are what? We just had an agreement ten minutes ago that we shook on in the presence of Faulkner that these matters would not be dealt with till the end of the year and that Faulkner was to be the arbiter of it.’ Then she comes back and reneges on the deal. There’s not a word of exaggeration, it’s exactly as it transpired.7


The history of leadership contests—witness Hawke–Keating—is that the participants have varying accounts of such critical exchanges. In long and frank interviews for this book there was one issue Gillard declined to discuss: this conversation. No doubt she will offer her own version in due course. It is vital, however, not to miss the wood for the trees. Gillard had moved relentlessly throughout the day of Wednesday 23 June towards this decision while keeping her options open. Her supporters confirm this. As a professional she delayed the final blow till assured she had the numbers.


For Rudd, the idea that only Gillard could save Labor was a fantastic concoction. He failed to grasp what had happened: his flawed leadership and contemptuous treatment of some colleagues had turned the once-proud Labor Party into an irrational tribal rampage. The crisis would testify to Labor’s collapsing internal culture.


When Gillard eventually returned to her office it was flooded with caucus members. It had become a spontaneous uprising. People were feral to remove Rudd. The treason against him was open and rampant.


One of the right-wing faction leaders involved in his removal, David Feeney (later a frontbencher), gave the author the best summary of the originating impulse:





The events of June 2010 can only be understood with an appreciation of the insufferable atmosphere of fear and intimidation that prevailed amongst MPs and senators. A supine cabinet and a caucus routinely subject to punitive abuse meant only a spontaneous uprising could overthrow the tyrant. Incremental reform and heartfelt advice would only be greeted by a purge.8


So comprehensive was Rudd’s humiliation that he did not contest the leadership against Gillard the following morning in the party room. It was the steepest descent from power of any prime minister in Australian history.


The deal Rudd put to Gillard had assumed, implicitly, caucus tolerance of Rudd’s period of grace. But such tolerance was gone. In just two and half years Rudd had expended the loyalty of the caucus majority. This invites two insights: Rudd was defective as a leader of people; and Labor as a party had shrunk to one core purpose—it existed only to govern and would execute any leader or idea to stay in power.


Gillard is sure the party made the correct decision. Asked why, she said:





In my assessment Kevin was not going to be able to come out of the spiral that he was in. It was leading to more and more chaos. He was miserable. His demeanour in those last few weeks was that everything about the job annoyed him, from the woman who put a cup of tea in front of him. He was depressed. The show wasn’t functional. If he had been capable of pulling out of that spiral he would have by then. This issue was about more than winning an election. The government just wasn’t functioning.9


Influential right-wing leaders had decided Rudd could not win the election. Research done in New South Wales in four marginal seats pointed to defeat: it showed a 7 per cent swing against Labor and a 55–45 Coalition lead on the two-party-preferred vote.10 But the published polls were not nearly so bad. The Newspoll conducted before Rudd’s execution showed a 52–48 per cent Labor-winning lead. The three Newspolls before that averaged at a 50–50 split. The argument of the anti-Rudd faction chiefs that Rudd was in an irrecoverable position is unpersuasive. Former prime minister John Howard and his deputy, Peter Costello, said later they believed Rudd would have won any 2010 election against Tony Abbott. This was the view of many Labor ministers, including Faulkner. History is on Rudd’s side: the notion that the Australian public would dump Rudd at his first re-election for an untested Abbott who had been Opposition leader for a mere few months is unconvincing.


The Rudd–Gillard generation went off the rails at this point. The execution of Rudd and elevation of Gillard were premature. Caucus assumed the public had decided against Rudd, yet subsequent events suggest this was dubious. The public was unprepared for the Labor leadership change and reacted with hostility. Rudd was soon the most popular politician in the country—again. The best that Gillard could summon was minority government in 2010 and a landslide polling debacle in 2013 that saw her replaced by Rudd. It is, surely, the most powerful evidence that the June 2010 execution was wrong.


Gillard, far from being Labor’s saviour, had a short honeymoon. This leads to the final extraordinary feature of the events of 23 June.


Gillard had no strategic game plan for office. She had no blueprint to revive Labor. Given that she seized the leadership from Rudd close to an election, the expectation is that she was ready with coherent plans. Yet this was not the case. ‘I didn’t have a plan,’ says Gillard, attributing this omission to her innocence of any long-run plot.11 The Labor Party had failed to conduct its due diligence on Gillard. While an impressive deputy, she assumed the office of prime minister too early and in the wrong way. She was not well known to the Australian public, nor had her credentials for the leadership of the nation been widely or deeply canvassed in public debate. Gillard’s ruthless overnight elevation into the job—often called a ‘coup’—came as a total surprise to most Australians.


The transition was brainless in its absence of virtually every requirement needed to make Gillard’s elevation into a sustained success. Its brilliance was tactical: the swiftness of Rudd’s despatch. Yet it was a strategic catastrophe and Gillard was unable to establish herself convincingly in office. There was a recklessness to the act. It was as though the removal of a first-term Labor prime minister after a few months of disappointing polls was a routine move after which Labor’s standing was certain to rise again. If only it were so easy! In reality, there were no adults left to manage the party and Labor was consumed by a fatal trifecta: hubris, panic and incompetence.


Many of Labor’s experienced warriors were dismayed and when asked for their opinions some years on are still adamant.


Rudd backer and future deputy Anthony Albanese said: ‘I told a gathering that evening if you do this you will destroy two Labor prime ministers.’ His prediction was fulfilled. Albanese said Rudd’s destruction meant Labor could not campaign on his achievements, while Gillard’s elevation meant she was permanently tarnished by these events.12 He was proven correct on both counts.


Finance Minister Lindsay Tanner, one of the ‘gang of four’, said: ‘Panic was a significant factor in the removal of Kevin Rudd.’ He believed Rudd would have won the 2010 election. Beyond that, Tanner said, Labor had done long-run damage to itself as a party.





Removing a first-term elected Labor prime minister by a caucus vote, ostensibly because of his management style, is such an extreme thing to do that those involved have found it necessary to enormously exaggerate the deficiencies in Rudd’s leadership. It was impossible to attack the Rudd Government without undermining the Gillard Government.13


Former Labor leader and former ACTU president Simon Crean said: ‘I said at the time I did not support a challenge. My view is that Kevin would have won the 2010 election.’14 The Minister for Resources and another former ACTU president, Martin Ferguson, was incredulous and outraged on the night and told Faulkner: ‘We’ve just killed our government.’15 Faulkner did not dissent; he was appalled at Gillard’s actions, the mindlessness of the caucus and saw Rudd’s removal as a disaster.16 Faulkner had previously warned Gillard: ‘You cannot assume responsibility for moving against a first-term Labor prime minister just because there is a polling problem.’


Yet it never occurred to the conspirators that they were destroying not only Rudd but Gillard. They were blind to the real meaning of their actions.


Labor’s Senate leader at the time, Chris Evans, said:





I was deeply, deeply worried—I was not in the know—that we could suddenly overturn a prime minister in this way. I think I was the last cabinet minister to go and see Julia the following morning. I told her I was very uneasy about it. I liked her a lot, rated her highly but I didn’t think this was a good idea.


There is no doubt as far as I’m concerned these events destroyed both Kevin and Julia. Our inability to recover meant the government was doomed. I am deeply saddened about what happened to what I think could have been a very successful government. I think Julia had the capability to be a good prime minister. The problem was the circumstances of her coming to the job.17


Chris Bowen, who was shadow treasurer after the 2013 loss, said:





The big problem with June 2010 is that it was a surprise for the Australian people. People went to the bed with one prime minister [in the job] and woke up with another. I believe this fatally undermined Julia’s legitimacy from the beginning. I understand the rationale of those who did it that way. But I believe, in hindsight, it was a fundamental error. The case was not made to the people for a change. I think it was difficult for the legitimacy issue to ever be overcome, the minority parliament and the carbon issue all rolled into the legitimacy question.18


Passionate Gillard backer and former Australian Workers’ Union boss Paul Howes, who publicly called for the leadership change that night on television, later recanted and recognised the scale of the folly, unique in Labor history. Interviewed in mid-2013 Howes said:





The tragedy is that we have destroyed someone who could have been the greatest leader we have ever had. I think this woman has an amazing ability to be a great leader but she is consistently hamstrung by the way she became leader. Of course, it was a stupid way to do it.19


Greg Combet, once seen as a future leader, called the event a ‘tragedy’ for the Labor Party. He said:





I think the leadership change defined us in government over six years. That’s how people saw us. What they knew about the government was Rudd’s replacement by Gillard and the divisions and destabilisation that came with it. If you ask most people, that’s what they remember about Labor in government, despite all the good things we did. Julia was massively handicapped by it. The way you become leader in any institution defines you. Coming to leadership in a way that spoke of secrecy, midnight manoeuvres, factions, union leaders speaking out, it crystallised a lot about the way the Labor Party had come to operate. I don’t think she ever really recovered.20


One of Gillard’s strongest backers as prime minister, Craig Emerson, said: ‘In my view there should not have been a leadership change.’ Kevin was performing poorly and there were huge issues not being addressed. But the change of prime ministers came as a shock and it put Julia on the back foot, particularly in Queensland where we had won many seats in 2007.’21 Another supporter of Gillard when she was prime minister, Stephen Smith, said: ‘I felt that in an election campaign despite all the problems that Kevin would have been able to win. Having been re-elected we could have addressed an orderly transition to Julia.’22


Significantly, this was also Treasurer Wayne Swan’s preferred position. Swan did not want a leadership change. He felt it would be a mistake and he mobilised against it. The weekend before the change, Swan lobbied senior caucus figures (including Smith) and argued that it was too close to an election to switch leaders. Swan says he spent some time ‘letting people know that in my view it was a bad idea’. Swan told the author: ‘I felt it would be potentially too disruptive. I conveyed this position to the New South Wales Right. Kevin knew my position.’23 Swan became Gillard’s great supporter as prime minister but he had played no role in instigating the change and joined the push against Rudd only when its momentum was irresistible.


Foreign Minister under Gillard, Bob Carr said:





It was a crucial error and abnormal behaviour for the caucus to bring down a first-term Labor prime minister. The decision was made by factional bosses. There was no justification for it. The polling showed the normal retrievable position. I believe Rudd’s continuing grievance about it was justified and from that time on the government became a Shakespearean tragedy laden with paradox and vengeance.24


Interviewed for this book, John Faulkner said: ‘It is the seminal moment of the six years in government. My view was that neither of them would survive it—and neither of them did survive it.’25 ALP National Secretary for the 2013 election George Wright said: ‘Without passing judgement on the people, there is no doubt in my mind this is the original sin from which everything else flows for the next three years. What happened in 2010 was an awful mistake for the party and government.’26


The Labor leader after the 2013 election, Bill Shorten, a supporter of change at the time, stands by the decision to dump Rudd. Asked in 2014 if he still agreed with Rudd’s removal, Shorten said: ‘Yes. But it was spontaneous. I certainly formed the view by June 2010 that we were in electoral trouble of a very serious nature.’27


Labor’s veteran adviser Bruce Hawker, temporarily working in Rudd’s office at the time and closely tied to the right-wing faction, was dismayed. His immediate reaction was: ‘This would end in tears—and not just Kevin’s. Had they thought this through? There will be a massive public backlash and they will blame Julia—one of our best assets. We will be burning two leaders.’ For Hawker, the party was ruining the present and the future.28


Former New South Wales Party Secretary Senator Sam Dastyari said:





It was a mistake. In one night Julia Gillard went from being lady-in-waiting to Lady Macbeth. She was never able to get rid of that image. Julia had a legitimacy problem and it sprang from that night. At the time I thought the leadership change would be good for the election and bad for the party. In hindsight, it was bad for both. The damage we did, not just to Kevin but to the legacy of Julia, haunts us to this day.29


Albanese described how Labor, at one stroke, had ruined its past and its future:





It meant Labor couldn’t sell what we had done in government. We had protected jobs in the GFC, we had a great story to tell. But the obvious response from voters was: ‘Well, if you’re so good why did you depose your prime minister?’ Looking forward, it meant everything we did from that point was tarnished. Julia Gillard was weighted down by the way she got the job.30


For this book the four key factional figures most associated with Rudd’s removal—Mark Arbib, Feeney, Kim Carr and Don Farrell—were tested on their retrospective views.


Arbib, national Right factional convenor at the time, was unrepentant: ‘The caucus was left with little choice. Unfortunately Kevin’s position had become untenable.’31 South Australian Right leader Farrell says he had always been consistent on Rudd: he opposed Rudd for the leadership in 2006, voted for Rudd’s removal in 2010 and voted against his return in 2013. He had no reason to revise any of these decisions.32 Left-wing faction leader and cabinet minister Kim Carr, who backed the change, conceded his blunder: ‘This event was the key in the destruction of the Labor Government,’ he says. Carr later re-joined the Rudd camp and became a fierce Gillard opponent. He lamented his role, saying he wished he had gone to see Rudd on the day.33


The most nuanced response comes from Feeney:





The decision to switch from Kevin Rudd to Julia Gillard saved the Labor Government from impending political defeat. It was the right decision. The execution of the leadership change, however, was flawed in that we had learnt the wrong lessons from the Hawke–Keating transition. The swiftness of the decision and broad base of caucus that supported it was no compensation for the fact that the wider community and even the political elite were left bewildered and even shocked.34


The ALP National Secretary at the time, Karl Bitar, argued that his research pointed to Labor’s defeat under Rudd. This remains his view: ‘While I was convinced we would lose the election under Rudd, I was not convinced that if Gillard was leader it would enable us to win. We would need to demonstrate a clear change in direction through our policies and action.’35


How should blame be allocated? It should be shared. Rudd is culpable because he lost the confidence of the caucus and Gillard is culpable because she decided, ultimately, to step into the breach and overthrow Rudd.


Evans insisted on a wider responsibility: ‘I take the blame, my fair share of the blame, for what happened in the Rudd Government. In the final analysis cabinet should have been braver, we should have used the cabinet to pull Rudd into line. And we didn’t.’36 As an agitator for change, Howes insisted on collective blame on the part of the conspirators: ‘We are all in on it. You can’t just blame Julia Gillard. It is our naivety. The naivety of the party to think we could execute a leader in such a way that there wouldn’t be credibility problems for her. That is the tragedy of Julia Gillard.’37


The sheer extent to which ALP figures see the event as terminating Rudd but dooming Gillard justifies the death warrant description. The Labor Government would linger for another three years but Labor did not recover from this night. It is rare in history that the timing of a government’s death warrant can be so exactly identified, but that is the meaning of 23 June 2010.


Throughout his leadership, Kevin Rudd had assumed that Gillard would succeed him; this was also the universal view in the Labor Party. The transition should have been managed in Rudd’s second term. Labor was blind to the lessons of history: Bob Hawke had won three elections before Paul Keating confronted him on the leadership and had four election victories under his belt before Keating deposed him. By contrast the caucus of 2010 was consumed by haste and was devoid of judgement.


There was no compulsion in Gillard’s move. It was a voluntary act. Her supporters applauded her courage in stepping forward to ‘save’ the government. Yet she created a new and deeper series of problems. The truth is, Rudd and Gillard needed each other. They had succeeded as a partnership. They could not succeed when that partnership was ruined. This was not Rudd’s era; it was not Gillard’s era. It was the Rudd–Gillard era. They came to the Labor leadership in a joint enterprise. They would succeed or fall as a joint enterprise. When their enterprise was detonated in 2010 it was the end of their alliance and their government.


To this day Faulkner is one of the few prepared to confront the truth: ‘They were both at their best and the Labor Government was at its best when they worked as a team. Kevin was a better PM when Julia was with him. Julia would have been a better PM with Kevin’s support.’38 Together they succeeded; separated they were diminished.


Labor had never executed a prime minister in the first term. The issue will remain in dispute but the evidence is that the leadership change would not have happened in a properly functioning political institution. It testifies to deep flaws in the culture, values and power structures of Labor in government. If the mistaken execution of a Labor prime minister does not prove this point to the party then it is hard to imagine what else would do the job. Some corrective measures have since been taken but they are not enough.


Rudd and Gillard were the brightest stars of their generation. Yet the true nature of this Labor generation was deceptive. It was unusual because it was a shared leadership. It was different from the recent ALP norm, which was one of a dominant leader with authority in his own right (witness Gough Whitlam, Hawke and Keating). In December 2006, Kevin Rudd had become ALP leader in a 49 to 39 defeat of Kim Beazley. But he won only because of Gillard’s numerical support as his deputy; neither Rudd nor Gillard could have defeated Beazley in their own right, yet they prevailed as a team. ‘The point is that we needed Julia Gillard,’ said the pivotal New South Wales Right organiser and Rudd champion Mark Arbib. ‘We couldn’t win without her.’39 Beazley said his survival depended upon Rudd and Gillard remaining rivals: ‘Once they united, then I was finished.’40


As leader, Rudd lacked the internal authority of Whitlam, Hawke or Keating. As prime minister he had the opportunity to establish such a power base in his own right but failed to do so. The source of Rudd’s power lay outside the party—it was with the Australian people. In 2007 Rudd became the third Labor leader since the Great Depression to bring the party into office at a general election. But Kevin’s internal position was vulnerable: it still rested on his unity ticket with Julia.


The same limitation applied to Gillard. At the November 2007 election victory Gillard began her dramatic rise to high office when she became Australia’s first female deputy prime minister. Around the nation women applauded. Yet Gillard won this honour only because of her deal with Rudd. Most of her enthusiastic backers denied reality: Julia’s success depended upon her unity ticket with Kevin. As a realist Gillard had known this. In 2006 she put the party’s interests first and deferred to Rudd. ‘I made a clear decision,’ Gillard said. ‘I put it to Kevin, and I believed it, that he was ready to go, that he was the right person to lead us into the contest against Howard.’41


It was a far-sighted decision by Gillard. It created the Rudd–Gillard team, the essential step in Howard’s defeat. The power reality that was obscured at the time was that Gillard was the key actor. ‘I was the change piece for Rudd in running against Beazley,’ she said. ‘Without my support, which was probably greater numerically than his at that time, he couldn’t have become prime minister.’42


Rudd proved a more successful campaigner than his backers had dared to hope. Howard was convinced that Rudd made the difference, saying Labor ‘would not have won the election’ under Beazley.43 Faulkner says: ‘I would rate as Opposition leaders Whitlam as number one pre-1972 and then little to pick between Rudd and Abbott.’44 Gillard, as his female deputy, played a complementary role in Rudd’s victory but he did not need Gillard to win the election. Rudd needed her in order to become ALP leader, and he needed her in order to stay ALP leader; it was their compact.


Interviewed towards the end of his first year as prime minister, Rudd told the author he talked with Gillard ‘all the time’ and that ‘it is a very good relationship’. He said: ‘There is complete transparency, trust, common analysis of politics. I think that’s based on a high degree of mutual respect.’Asked what quality he most admired in Gillard, Rudd nominated her loyalty. This was ‘her most remarkable quality’. ‘I have taken that as a given because I have seen it so often,’ Kevin said of Julia’s loyalty.45 For Rudd in late 2008, the idea of betrayal by Gillard was inconceivable.


Interviewed six months before she removed Rudd and having no premonition of such an event, Gillard praised their partnership. Her description of its significance is remarkable. ‘This has been a stable government and that stability will be there for the long term,’ Gillard said. ‘I think there is a natural equilibrium within the government.’Julia, in effect, was saying that she and Kevin had created the right internal balance for long-run success. She said she trusted and respected Rudd.


Gillard was explicit: when their agreement was sealed in 2006 she brokered no deal with Rudd on her own leadership succession. As a realist, she knew it was likely. But Gillard was content to remain deputy while Rudd remained a successful leader. ‘If I do this current job [deputy prime minister] for the long term, that will be enough for me,’ she said.46 People will scoff but it is true: Gillard could have lived happily without being prime minister. This is not to deny her ambition. The truth is that in early 2010 Gillard was not plotting to roll Rudd.


There is indeed a Shakespearean quality to this story: Rudd and Gillard were a brilliant team before their destruction born of human frailty. From the start they seemed possessed of a maturity. Labor’s two stars had united in mutual interest; yet Howard and Costello were locked in unresolved rivalry. Labor had moved to the next generation; the Coalition was trapped with Howard and unable to secure generational change to Costello. Many argued the Rudd–Gillard team was doomed from its inception but such claims are nonsense. It was a real partnership and, for three years, it was highly successful. In this period it was the most successful Labor team since the early days of Hawke and Keating.


However, in politics the lure of power can blur the reality. It became too easy to forget the foundational axiom: if the Rudd–Gillard partnership fell apart the Labor generation and its government was in jeopardy. A brainless caucus did not grasp the first rule about its government: as long as Kevin and Julia worked together, Labor faced a potential golden age. Gillard was positioned to ascend at the desired time.


Rudd and Gillard needed each other not just because of caucus numbers; they needed each other because of their complementary strengths and characters. Each substituted for the other’s weakness. It was a strange but profound truth.


Kevin and Julia were polar opposites. For many caucus members their partnership had been improbable. Beazley said Gillard had ‘no particular regard’ for Rudd.47 The main facilitator of their compact was Victorian Socialist Left powerbroker Kim Carr, who spent months during 2006 working on them both. ‘Kevin and Julia were very different people who distrusted each other,’ Carr said, looking back. ‘Bringing them together on a joint ticket was not easy to achieve.’48 The extent of their contrasting lives and outlook was remarkable.


Kevin came from outside the Labor Party while Gillard was born into a Labor family. Kevin hailed from a southeast Queensland farm and was raised in a conservative family, his father, Bert, being a Country Party supporter and his mother, Margaret, being DLP. There was no Labor birthright, no trade union ties, no class consciousness.49 Kevin came from one of the nation’s deepest conservative heartlands with a long National Party suit. He was born into an understanding of conservative Australia.


Julia, by contrast, came from a working-class family steeped in Labor faiths located initially at Barry, a coal-exporting and industrial port for the Welsh mines. Her father, John, admired the Welsh political hero Aneurin Bevan and, after migrating to Australia in 1966 and doing it tough in Adelaide, he became a hospital nurse and active trade unionist. The family thrived on the glory days of Whitlam in Canberra and Don Dunstan in Adelaide. ‘Dad was pro-Labor, Mum was pro-Labor, that’s just who we were,’Julia said. Labor politics were in her blood and in her home.50


Kevin was a Christian while Julia embraced atheism. At university Kevin’s membership of the Christian evangelical group was as conspicuous as Julia’s plunge into student politics, the Labor Club and a campus job with the Australian Union of Students. Kevin met his future wife, Therese, in his first week of university, aged eighteen. ‘I think you’re the first Kevin I’ve ever met,’ she told him. Meanwhile Julia at sixteen told her mother she had no wish to have children; she didn’t see herself as a wife and mother.51


Julia thrived in Melbourne working at the AUS office on the corner of Grattan and Lygon streets, the social and intellectual heart of the inner city, a focus of progressive and left-wing politics. She absorbed its values and had a relationship with another AUS organiser, Michael O’Connor, later National Secretary of the Construction, Forestry, Mining and Energy Union (CFMEU), to whom she paid tribute in her maiden speech. Julia learnt the factional and networking skills for Labor politics in her early twenties. She was a radical activist, whereas Kevin was conventional and traditionalist, a natural right-winger.


Kevin and Therese married at beautiful St John’s Anglican Church at Reid, just off Anzac Parade, in 1981 and had three children. At the Australian National University, Kevin had lived at Burgmann College among future politicians and public servants. He shunned the funloving bar crowd and had no interest in student politics. The scholar Pierre Ryckmans, who supervised the Asian Studies student’s thesis, said Kevin was ‘neat, courteous, sound, reliable and articulate’.52 He was too perfect to be true. Kevin studied Mandarin, lived in Taiwan for a year and then became a diplomat with postings in Stockholm and Beijing. Former DFAT chief Dick Woolcott said he was a future secretary. From university their divergent paths were set—Julia was being socialised into Labor politics while Kevin headed towards a lofty career in public policy.


Julia chose law, kept her focus narrow and joined Slater & Gordon, a firm specialising in trade union briefs where, after only three years, she became a salaried partner at age twenty-nine. The firm was a Labor stronghold, wired into the party’s factional and union players and represented, among other unions, the powerful right-wing Australian Workers’ Union. Julia’s professional and social life became intertwined. Acting for an AWU Victorian official, Bruce Wilson, with whom she had a relationship, Gillard gave advice leading to the establishment of a legal entity on Wilson’s behalf that, unknown either to her or the AWU national leaders, was used by Wilson to defraud companies. The upshot was Gillard’s resignation; it would be the only shadow on her relentless path to the Lodge.


In personal terms, Julia was unpretentious, smart, devoid of vanity, a tough woman succeeding in a man’s world. She would not be intimidated but knew when to defer to power. In the office she dressed conservatively, embraced a punishing work schedule and was known for calmness under pressure. She was a feminist but never ran on feminist issues. She had charm and an appealing frankness. Her style was captured when, handing out political material in Melbourne, an older bloke looked at her photo, looked at Gillard and said, ‘Taken on a good day, wasn’t it, love?’ She shot back: ‘And you’d be bloody Robert Redford, would you, mate?’53 This was pure Julia; what you saw is what you got.


Rudd came at Labor from the outside. At each step he was an irresistible force: a smooth-talking atom of intelligence and ambition. As a fifteen year old he wrote to Gough Whitlam saying he wanted to become a diplomat. He joined the Labor Party not by virtue of tribalism but because of intellectual commitment to Whitlam’s China policy. He landed the top position with a surprised Queensland Premier Wayne Goss by answering a newspaper advertisement. When he decided to enter politics everybody was shocked except Therese.


Gillard’s progress, by contrast, came from within the ALP beast, the legacy of years wrestling with factional and union powers. At university she worked part-time with the Socialist Forum, a rallying point for left-wing ideas. Yet Julia was more pragmatist than ideologue. She had a tense time with Victoria’s Socialist Left faction, headed by Kim Carr, who was hostile to the Socialist Forum and suspicious of her. Her ascension to Parliament was highlighted by bitter factional feuds, her relentless determination and a pre-selection where she was opposed by Tanner and Carr but put together a coalition of both Left and Right support. The O’Connor brothers, Michael and Brendan, were important, along with the Right powerbrokers.54 Julia had proved her stamina, pragmatism and intra-party skills.


Kevin was an outsider and Julia an insider. As politicians, Rudd’s success was his appeal to the public while Gillard’s strength lay within the party. Their complementary qualities made them a powerful team but, if left alone as individuals, exposed their deficiencies. In the end they tortured each other as enemies because their rivalry defied resolution.


Rudd was grounded in the Australian community and Gillard was grounded in the culture of the Victorian Labor Party. Rudd was a conservative God-fearing family man, though a modernist with the ability to appeal to both conservative and progressive voters. Gillard was an unmarried Leftist with a radical past, possessed of emotional fortitude, superior at party management, a heroine for some party loyalists but viewed with suspicion by many from the Labor Right and Left. Gillard was hardly representative of wider Australian society.


Once they were united, they were formidable. Rudd and Gillard took control of the Labor Party, steamrolled Howard and, in office, looked set to ignite a brilliant chapter in Labor’s saga. Their tragedy lay in the wilful, unnecessary and premature destruction of their partnership. This event doomed the Rudd–Gillard generation. It would destroy the Labor Government they had won and provoke recognition that the party faced a deeper crisis.





CHAPTER 2


THE MAKING OF AN OPPOSITION


On 26 November 2009, Liberal frontbencher Tony Abbott, reluctant yet determined, confronted his party leader Malcolm Turnbull in his office and instigated an upheaval that would shape Australian politics for years. Abbott asked Turnbull to abandon his support for carbon pricing. He was accompanied by Senate leader Nick Minchin, the ideological spearhead of the campaign against Turnbull and the engineer of this encounter. This meeting would unleash unpredictable winds that would ruin Turnbull’s leadership, catapult Abbott into the office of Opposition leader and eventually destroy both Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard.


It triggered the remaking of conservative politics in Australia under Abbott’s leadership. The upshot is that the conservative side strengthened its electoral base yet excited huge hostility from the progressive political class. There were furiously contested views about what the rise of Abbott actually meant. However, by 2013 the consequences were manifest: the remaking of conservative politics under Abbott had been pivotal to the eclipse of the Labor Government. It is a story of resurrection from the ashes.


By late 2009 the Liberal Party that Turnbull led and the Coalition he headed were in crisis. After the Turnbull–Abbott–Minchin meeting, events would spiral out of control. For the next week the Liberals became a cauldron of chaotic manoeuvres driven by wilful politicians and clashing beliefs. When the dust settled the participants struggled to grasp the full meaning of the leadership transition from Turnbull to Abbott. This event became the great fulcrum of Australian politics, the point at which the system shifted, leaving a confused political class and media shaking their heads in disbelief.


Abbott’s election as leader mocked the idea of master tacticians controlling results. His elevation saved the Liberal Party, but it was an accidental event. On 1 December, Abbott was elected leader with a party-room vote of 42 to 41 against Turnbull, a result nobody in the party would have believed possible when Abbott had entered the leader’s office with Minchin five days earlier. Looking back from the perspective of 2014, Abbott said: ‘It may seem odd to say so now, but I became leader by accident.’1


A humble man with a turbulent personality but inner strength, Abbott has always excited conflicting emotions. Much of the Labor Party and political media believed he was unelectable as prime minister, yet his four-year record as Opposition leader would offer an alternative view: that only Abbott could have maximised the Coalition vote at the general elections of 2010 and 2013. It was a conclusion that Labor preferred not to comprehend. There is no precedent in the past half century for so many experts and participants to so comprehensively misinterpret the nature and impact of a political leader. His record suggests Abbott was the most successful Opposition leader since Gough Whitlam forty years earlier.


The Abbott–Turnbull struggle was never about popularity, a fact that distinguished it from the long Rudd–Gillard saga. Rather, it was about ideas and political identity and, as a result, it was a far more important contest: it arose from a profound internal crisis within the Liberal Party.


Minchin believed that Turnbull had to be stopped. He was convinced that Turnbull threatened the stability and unity of conservative politics. This dispute about climate change policy had a deeper meaning—it went to the identity of the Liberal Party. Minchin’s immediate purpose was to prevent Turnbull from realising his declared objective of voting in the Parliament to pass the emissions trading scheme (ETS) proposed by Rudd as Australia’s prime response to the worldwide problem of global warming. Minchin judged that if Turnbull proceeded then ‘all National Party senators and at least a dozen Liberal senators if not more would have crossed the floor’. The impact would vary from serious to catastrophic. Minchin said:





This would have resulted in the biggest crossing of the floor by Coalition senators in the history of the Coalition. It could well have meant the end of the coalition with the National Party. It could cause an irrevocable split, a literal split, in the Liberal Party. I foresaw thousands upon thousands of resignations from the Liberal Party if we had supported Rudd. I believed the consequences for the party would have been devastating.2


Minchin was not alone in this assessment. The Federal Director of the Liberal Party, Brian Loughnane, was alarmed at the consequences of Turnbull’s push for the Liberal Party to support Rudd’s Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme (CPRS). Interviewed for this book, Loughnane said:





With an unresolved situation on how to handle the ETS and potential for a significant number of senators to move to the crossbenches, our concern was this could spiral out of control into one of the worst crises in the history of the Liberal Party. If you have a group of senators move to the crossbenches then you essentially have a split in your party.3


Loughnane’s nightmare was the prospect of being caught at an election in the worst possible circumstances. At the time he told senior party figures that they faced one of the most dangerous internal situations since the founding of the Liberal Party by Sir Robert Menzies.


The most comprehensive survey of party sentiment had been made by deputy leader Julie Bishop over the previous two months. She had spoken to nearly all Liberal MPs and senators and probably had the best grasp of the mood. Bishop told the author:





I believe had we attempted to support Rudd’s scheme before the Copenhagen conference it would have led to the dissolution of the Liberal and National coalition. There would have been a very substantial number of Liberal parliamentarians, and in particular Liberal senators, who would have crossed the floor or abstained. I think Minchin as leader would have taken a lot of people with him.4


In short, the conservative side would have sunk into disunity, indiscipline and bitterness. Bishop’s survey revealed other powerful sentiments: a burning resentment of Rudd’s tactics and an emerging belief that if the Coalition surrendered to him it would sacrifice its integrity, reveal its weakness and become easy prey for Labor.


The depth of the 2009 crisis in conservative politics is rarely appreciated. But senior Labor minister Anthony Albanese, a student of the Parliament’s mood, told a caucus social event on the evening of 26 November that: ‘We’ve now got the Libs on the canvas and they are more internally split than any major political party since the great Labor split of the 1950s.’5 It was an extraordinary claim, but Albanese was right. He had picked the trend. There was much evidence to buttress his comment.


Abbott was steeped in the cultural dynamics of Australian conservatism. He realised, eventually, that the division over climate change had ignited every fuse within conservative politics—economic, cultural and political. Interviewed for this book, Abbott said:





It threatened to split our party and it threatened to break the Coalition. If Malcolm had remained leader and had asked us to vote for Rudd’s proposal there would have been a lot of former frontbenchers voting against his position and there would have been, I think, a united vote by the National Party against his position. It may well have broken the Coalition on this issue. Thank God it didn’t happen. The aftershocks would have been serious. The perception in the public’s mind would have been that on this critical issue we were utterly divided and, to use the immortal phase of Bob Hawke, if you can’t govern yourselves then you can’t govern the country. This was by far the most divisive crisis in my time in the Liberal Party.6


The late 2009 Liberal Party showdown is the most misunderstood event in recent political history. Yet it is the key to the politics of the period. It is, above all, a struggle for internal unity. In early October, Bishop made a note of what Abbott had told her: ‘The first duty of the leader is to keep the party together.’ In the end, this is where Abbott took his stand. He says: ‘My view in late 2009 was that we needed to find a position on the ETS that, as far as humanly possibly, kept the party together. This was the priority. This wasn’t a division about leadership. It was a division about policy and ultimately about belief.’7 That made it more dangerous. Abbott feared that if a satisfactory solution could not be found the result might be a Labor government, by default, for a number of years. The defining Abbott–Turnbull difference in the crisis was that Abbott was able to unite the Liberals when, under Turnbull, they were only becoming more divided.


Much of the media analysis over 2009–14 centred on the fact that polls showed Abbott was relatively unpopular while Turnbull was relatively popular. Such polls, however, were actually irrelevant as long as the over-arching reality remained: that Abbott could unite the conservative side and Turnbull couldn’t. The evidence lay in the record of Turnbull and Abbott as leaders. Ultimately, Turnbull’s intelligence and appeal were insufficient because he was unable to command his own army, a guarantor of defeat.


‘Tony made the point to me about unity,’Turnbull said. ‘When we were cycling around the lake one day he said, “Sometimes preserving unity is more important than getting the policy right.”That is true, unity is important. But at the time I felt a majority of the party room wanted the ETS.’8 The irony is that Turnbull’s support for an ETS had been John Howard’s 2007 election policy. This is the reason he began with majority support from his own side. Turnbull’s problem was the tide running against him.


With Rudd’s bills before the Parliament, a new mood was apparent in parts of rural, regional and suburban Australia. Prominent National Barnaby Joyce saw this and began waging an effective anti-ETS grass-roots campaign. For the first time people began to realise climate change action meant higher taxes and higher power prices. There was a sceptical cultural backlash from conservative voters suspicious about alarmist edicts from the scientific and political establishment and hostile to moralistic lectures demanding sacrifice now to save future generations from catastrophe. And there was mounting fear that Australia might be locked into action, short of any global deal, that would damage the economy. Yet this growing resistance had no political home. The Coalition was nominally lining up to back Rudd’s ETS scheme while the National Party was turning against the policy. The conservative wing of the Liberals saw the problem: there was a grass-roots revolt against carbon pricing within its constituency but Turnbull was on Rudd’s side.


Abbott had wrestled all year over his position. His internal struggle was later described by Turnbull on his blog:





Tony himself has, in just four or five months, publicly advocated the blocking of the [ETS], the passing of the ETS, the amending of the ETS and, if the amendments were satisfactory, passing it, and now the blocking of it … every time he announced a new position to me he would preface it with, ‘Mate, mate, I know I am a bit of a weathervane on this but …’


Abbott’s confusion had become a point of discussion among colleagues. Yet there was no shame in searching for the best path from a complex forest. When Abbott did decide, with much persuasion from Minchin, he found his political anchor. Abbott said of the ETS: ‘It was one of those things where the more you thought about it, the less you liked it.’9 And there was a redeeming feature: Abbott would call the politics right for the Liberal Party.


For much of the year Turnbull’s strategy had been persuasive. His real aim was to neutralise the climate change issue, which he saw as Rudd’s political strength. Turnbull said: ‘I felt the best way to deal with climate change was to get the legislation amended, get the scheme passed and get it off the table. That meant we could return to our core narrative, the economy, debt and deficits. This was our strength.’10 Turnbull’s constant fear was that Rudd, if denied, would call a double dissolution election on his climate change scheme and smash the Coalition.


The problem—as Abbott, Minchin and Loughnane saw—was that the conservative grass roots were staging a revolt against the price hikes and cultural symbolism of Rudd’s scheme. The more Rudd lectured people about their moral obligations, the more Barnaby Joyce was able to raise a populist backlash. The conservative wing of the Liberal Party concluded that implementation of Turnbull’s approach would crack the party’s foundations. This crystallised into a simple question: why are we supporting Labor? One of Abbott’s fiercest supporters, Bronwyn Bishop, later nailed this sentiment when she said Turnbull was trying to steal their party and they wanted it back.


Abbott’s message to Turnbull was simple: our task is to fight Rudd, not support him. Minchin explained the essence of their 26 November meeting: ‘I said Tony and I could not support Rudd’s bill and, as a consequence, we would resign from the frontbench.’ Minchin said the Senate deputy, Eric Abetz, would also resign. Turnbull asked Abbott: ‘Are you clearing the way for a leadership change?’ Abbott said the issue was not the leadership. ‘My aim is to change the policy,’ he said. ‘That’s why we’re here.’Ensuring Turnbull was left in no doubt, Abbott said: ‘If you change the policy then I will support you as leader.’11


It was a face-to-face dispute over policy. It is hard to imagine a greater contrast with the popularity-based sleaze of the Rudd–Gillard feuds. The cynics will scoff but the facts are irrefutable. There was no personal vanity in Abbott’s decision. Abbott’s behaviour over the next few days revealed that his prime motive was, in his view, to save the Liberal Party by reversing its climate change policy. He was ready to back Turnbull, and then Joe Hockey, as leader if they delivered the policy change. Abbott only contested the leadership when first Turnbull and then Hockey refused to turn against the ETS.


Turnbull was never for turning. Carbon pricing was one of his deepest beliefs from his time as Environment minister under Howard. He was well versed in this policy and the international experience. Convinced of the reality of human-induced global warming and a market response as the superior solution, Turnbull could not retreat. He told Minchin and Abbott: ‘How can I change the principles I have championed? What reputation would I have left?’Turnbull was going to fight. It was the honest and honourable decision. Those cynics who say politics is only about power know nothing of real political motivation. As leader, Turnbull took a courageous stand and almost saved his position.


Turnbull knew that this request of Minchin and Abbott, with resignations in their pockets, constituted political blackmail. ‘Their aim was to kill the ETS,’ Turnbull said. ‘When I asked them what our alternative policy was going to be they had no idea.’12 At one point Turnbull left the room to ring his wife, Lucy. Abbott looked across at Turnbull’s office chief, Chris Kenny, and said ‘Sorry mate.’ But Turnbull’s house was built on a cracked foundation. He based his position on a bitter party meeting two days before where there had been a narrow majority for supporting Rudd’s scheme. The conservative wing of the party refused to accept the decision. Minchin had called for the issue to be reconsidered by the shadow cabinet.


In a shock move, Kevin Andrews, convinced Turnbull was unfit to be leader, had challenged for the leadership in the party room on Wednesday 25 November where his leadership spill motion was rejected 48 to 35 votes. It was a strong vote for Andrews, who was not considered a serious contender. This event told the conservative forces that Turnbull was at risk. The numbers had a deep effect on Abbott. The next day Minchin pulled the trigger. He decided that he, as Senate leader, would not vote in the Parliament in favour of Rudd’s scheme. That meant he had to resign from the shadow cabinet. As soon as Minchin told Abbott of his decision Abbott said he would adopt the same position. Minchin had been the decisive agent.


The Minchin–Abbott position was a declaration of political war against Turnbull. When Turnbull refused to buckle, the upshot became a three-way struggle for the leadership between Turnbull, Abbott and Hockey. In this contest Turnbull supported an ETS, Hockey supported a conscience vote on an ETS and only Abbott rejected carbon pricing.


The Liberal Party, just two years after Howard’s 2007 election defeat, had reached a crossroads. This issue transcended climate change and went to identity and values. Howard’s genius as leader had been to openly proclaim his party as a ‘broad church’ representing two great political traditions, the liberal and conservative traditions. This was the single greatest lesson Howard had learnt from his failed leadership during the 1980s. Upon his return and for eleven years as prime minister, he ran his government and selected his cabinet to harmonise these two traditions, liberal and conservative. Howard promoted a large number of liberals or moderates—namely, Robert Hill, Philip Ruddock, Brendan Nelson, Julie Bishop, Turnbull, Amanda Vanstone, Michael Wooldridge, Kay Patterson and Hockey—and in doing so secured a new internal peace. For Howard, this strategy went beyond mere unity. ‘We are the custodians of both traditions in the Australian polity,’ Howard said of liberalism and conservatism.13 His broad church aimed to occupy enough of the voting spectrum to put Labor under permanent pressure and create a Liberal Party with far wider support than that enjoyed by its counterpart, the British Conservative Party.


The Abbott–Turnbull showdown now threatened this broad church. Climate change had become the ideological wedge between liberals and conservatives. Turnbull and Abbott represented these warring outlooks. For Turnbull, the policy debate was a no-brainer. He ‘knew’ the ETS was the ‘right side of history’. Accepting the economic argument that the market was the most efficient means of containing emissions, Turnbull saw any retreat as a policy and political blunder. He asked his colleagues: Are we really saying Howard, who backed an ETS, was too green?


Turnbull represented the Sydney seat of Wentworth, one of the richest, most socially progressive, most climate change–sensitive areas in the nation. By contrast Abbott was sceptic enough to call climate change ‘absolute crap’, realist enough to distrust prospects for a global deal on emissions trading, smart enough to see the coming populist revolt over higher power prices and, because he was a conservative suspicious of grand plans, increasingly of the view that Rudd’s new carbon apparatus would increase domestic power prices without any tangible impact on the global problem. Abbott concluded that Rudd’s ETS was flawed as both a policy and a political instrument.


The politics of climate change had been transformed since the 2007 poll. For Rudd, climate change was a weapon to be mobilised by Labor to smash the electoral standing of the Coalition. Abbott grasped that Labor owned the issue of carbon pricing. He saw the consequences: if the Coalition under Turnbull voted for Rudd’s scheme then Rudd would be vindicated. The Liberals would get no thanks from Labor or the voters. They would be left vanquished and broken, nursing a deepening internal row and facing an even greater election defeat. How crazy was that?


Before the leadership ballot, Hockey sought Howard’s counsel. He stayed neutral but offered critical advice: the task was to keep the Liberal Party united. Howard got to the essence. This test became the key to Abbott’s success.


Abbott’s judgement was that only one policy—rejection of Rudd’s ETS—could hold the Liberal Party and its constituency together. Abbott’s insight was to discern that the anti-ETS side, then a minority in the country, could become a majority over time and furnish a viable platform for the Coalition parties. This was a prescient judgement, as proven by events. On 1 October, during a long car trip, Abbott formed the view that opposing Rudd’s policy would invest the Coalition with a new hope: a campaign against Labor’s ‘giant new tax on everything’.14


In September 2009, after Turnbull returned from talks with Britain’s Tory leader, David Cameron, he nailed his faith to the wall. ‘I will not lead a party that is not as committed to effective action on climate change as I am,’Turnbull said.15 Abbott saw immediately that it was a most unwise formula. He said: ‘I found myself thinking: “Mate, you’ve just given an ultimatum to the party and you may not like the way it responds.”’16 This was Whitlamesque in its fatalistic grandeur:Turnbull purported to define the party’s values and tied his leadership to this view. But as the divisions deepened, Turnbull was stranded.


‘We thought Joe Hockey was the person who should lead the party,’ Abbott said. ‘We all knew Joe was popular. I only decided to contest the leadership ballot after it became clear that Joe was not ready to change the policy should he become leader.’17 With Turnbull pledged to the ETS and Hockey seeking a middle way, only Abbott was committed to sinking the ETS and reversing course. He stood to represent that position.


In the end Abbott emerged as leader not by calculation but by accident because Turnbull and Hockey split the pro-ETS vote. ‘I’m a bit overwhelmed,’ Abbott said on leaving the party room as leader. It was a surprise result. Many Liberals were stunned. A Newspoll published the day before the party meeting showed Abbott by far the least popular of the three candidates. It had Hockey 33 per cent, Turnbull 30 per cent and Abbott 19 per cent.


As soon as the leadership was settled, Abbott moved to a vote on the ETS, the trigger for the crisis. A secret ballot on a policy issue was a highly unusual process and the vote was extraordinary—a resounding 54 to 29 vote against the ETS. Many Liberals were surprised by the size of the vote against Rudd’s scheme. The party, recognising Abbott’s victory, had accepted its policy logic. The truth is that Abbott’s position was far stronger than his personal one-vote margin implied—the party was behind his crusade to destroy Rudd’s scheme. They had completed a leadership and policy revolution.


Turnbull, a progressive liberal, had been eclipsed by Abbott as a conservative populist. It was one of the wildest events in politics for decades, triggering a range of emotional and confusing reactions. The core judgement, however, was manifest: that in the interests of unity and self-preservation the Liberal Party had to recast itself against Rudd’s scheme.


There was a deeper reality at work. With his origins in the conservative wing of the party, Abbott was in the tradition of Howard and Fraser, both tied to the party’s conservative ethos and philosophy at the time when they became prime ministers. Indeed, it was Turnbull, a classic progressive, who constituted the radical departure from the tradition of successful Liberal prime ministers. The ETS demonstrated that the Liberal Party and the Coalition were more comfortable with a leader whose roots lay in the conservative rather than the progressive wing of the party. It is the core insight.


Much of the political class had a different view. Laura Tingle, writing for the Australian Financial Review, called the transition ‘a disaster of epic proportions’ for the Liberals because they had taken ‘a major step to the Right’ and ‘away from mainstream voters’. Peter Hartcher, in the Sydney Morning Herald, said the Liberals had decided it was more important to be ‘combative than to be electable’. He followed up by branding Abbott as ‘aggressive, unpredictable, unsettling, perhaps even a little creepy with his well-publicised talk about female sexuality’ and compared Abbott to Mark Latham. David Marr quoted a National Party senator saying of Abbott that ‘even my mother won’t vote for him’. The Sydney Morning Herald’s political correspondent, Phillip Coorey, wrote on the weekend after Abbott’s election that: ‘Abbott is on notice. If polling does not improve by early next year, he might become the third Liberal leader to succumb to climate change policy.’18


Such assessments capture the bedlam surrounding what is best called the great conservative revolt. Abbott’s elevation was a high-risk move, and to pretend otherwise is nonsense. These media commentaries were neither aberrations nor without justification. They revealed the challenge that Abbott’s elevation posed to entrenched orthodoxies of Australian politics as seen by much of the media and virtually all of the Labor Party.


The above commentary may have been vindicated had Kevin Rudd done what was expected of him: stand up to Abbott. But Rudd backed off—and made Abbott.


The orthodoxies would linger for years; namely, that a populist conservative leader was outside the mainstream and would never be accepted by the Australian people; that a leader as personally unpopular as Abbott with such socially conservative views and overtly religious commitment must fail; that the only viable course for the Liberals was to support carbon pricing, not oppose it; that Abbott, because of his alleged extremist views, could not unite his own side; and that Rudd and Gillard were closer to the norms of contemporary Australia and enjoyed a decisive advantage over Abbott.


Each of these doctrines would be disproved. But their tenacity revealed a culture war around Abbott that would only intensify with his election as prime minister. Progressives in the media and politics had a deep investment in Abbott failing because his success contradicted their view of the nature of Australia as a nation. Abbott succeeded brilliantly as an Opposition leader—but his ability to succeed as prime minister is a separate issue.


Within days of Abbott’s election, Rudd said the Liberals had embraced an ‘almost Joh-for-Canberra agenda’. Gillard said the Liberals were ‘spitting in the face of the Australian people’. Bob Hawke said Abbott would be a ‘temporary’ leader. Greg Combet said ‘extremists, climate change deniers and conspiracy theorists’ had taken over the Liberal Party. The near-universal social media response was to condemn Abbott as a Catholic extremist. In response a joking Abbott said his daughter mocked him as a ‘gay, lame, churchie loser’.19 One of Rudd’s press secretaries, Sean Kelly, said: ‘We were thrilled when the news came through that Abbott was leader. We had stunned grins on our faces.’20


Interviewed for this book, Turnbull was magnanimous. As he reflected on events over 2009–13, he said:





I did not want a climate change election and I didn’t envisage the next four years of our narrative being about the abolition of the carbon tax. Now I recognise this has been politically successful. In that sense, you can say the challengers to me were proven to be correct in political terms. I would have to say their judgement on the potency of an anti-carbon tax campaign turned out to be correct and my reservations were ill-founded.21


Personal relations between Abbott and Turnbull survived the leadership transition. Turnbull told the author: ‘I never found Tony to be slippery or treacherous or disingenuous. In so far as he was a stabber, he was a front stabber with ample warning. My differences with him have always been straightforward.’22 There is no greater contrast than with the Rudd–Gillard battle. Labor destroyed itself at this point; the Liberals made themselves at this point. The Labor contest was purely about power; the Liberal contest was about substantial issues of policy, unity and identity. Personal relations between Rudd and Gillard were poisoned while Abbott and Turnbull retained a mutual respect and working relationship. This contrast became fundamental to the Coalition’s defeat of Labor.


By mid-2010, just seven months after the Abbott revolution, the course of politics was defying the orthodoxies. Abbott had prevailed where Turnbull failed by uniting his own side. He had made the rejection of carbon pricing an electoral plus, exposed Rudd’s lack of nerve, proved that attacking Labor from a conservative stance was the superior strategy and cast doubt on views that his social conservatism was an insuperable obstacle to electoral success.


What if Turnbull had stayed leader, as many experts had preferred? The answer is speculative, by definition, yet the likely result is not hard to discern. The psychology of politics would have been transformed; Rudd would have carried his carbon scheme and become a Labor hero for the ages worshipped as another Whitlam or Keating; Rudd would have remained undisputed leader through 2010; the risky carbon pricing issue would have been taken off the table with Turnbull co-sponsor of Rudd’s policy; the conservative side would have sunk into crisis with bitter relations between the Liberals and Nationals and a poisonous mood inside the Liberal Party with Turnbull’s leadership in permanent jeopardy; the media narrative would have focused on the internal Liberal crisis, making the Coalition unelectable; and in this situation Rudd would have won the 2010 election. Labor would have avoided minority government, the alliance with the Greens and Gillard’s destructive carbon tax broken promise. For Turnbull, the tragedy is that he could not hold his party together behind a pro–carbon price policy in 2009 or at any other time before the 2013 election.


Asked which leader—Abbott or Turnbull—would have constituted Labor’s most formidable opponent, the ALP’s National Secretary, George Wright, said in 2014: ‘I think Abbott, though Turnbull is very capable, popular and may have broader appeal. But Abbott delivers; he gets the job done. He has been a very formidable opponent for us. Abbott is disciplined and highly effective in situations of combat.’23 Rudd’s chief media adviser, Lachlan Harris said: ‘There’s no doubt Abbott was much more formidable against Rudd—Turnbull may have been better suited against Gillard.’24 These are revealing, but not typical, opinions.


Much of the progressive political class was sure Turnbull would have been a superior leader to Abbott. That Rudd’s main political adviser, Bruce Hawker, was actually worried in the 2013 campaign that the Liberals might switch leaders and return to Turnbull is an illuminating commentary on the misjudgement of the political class. It bordered on delusion.


It misunderstood the nature of Liberal Party politics and the conditions for unity within conservative politics. The Abbott–Turnbull dispute did not originate in popularity but in the best climate change stand for the Liberals. Indeed, it could not be separated from that judgement.


Abbott may succeed or fail as prime minister. But there is no denying his remarkable success as Opposition leader. He proved the orthodoxies to be wrong. The elevation of Abbott became the making of the Opposition. It was the decisive step within the Liberal Party leading to the 2013 victory.





II


THE LABOR MALAISE





CHAPTER 3


FIGHTING ON TWO FRONTS


The Rudd–Gillard governments were under assault from both sides—from the Greens on the Left and populist conservatives on the Right. This was unprecedented in Labor’s history. Facing a structural change for which its culture provided no answer, Labor fiddled with tactics and spin as its core vote eroded. The feature of contemporary politics is Labor’s strategic failure. The Labor centre was stretched too thin and could not hold.


Rudd’s victory in 2007 was based on a Labor primary vote of 43.4 per cent. At its 2013 defeat that vote had fallen to 33.4 per cent. It is not easy to lose 10 percentage points of your vote over two elections in office, but Labor achieved it. The Green vote in 2013, by contrast, was still above its 2007 level while the Coalition vote was substantially above its 2007 level. George Wright, the ALP National Secretary since mid-2011, sketched the dimensions of the problem:





The Greens are completely focused on taking votes and seats from Labor. They do not compete with the conservative vote. Fighting the conservatives is left solely to Labor. So Labor now must fight for the conservative vote on the Right with fewer resources than it used to have and also defend against the Green vote on the Left. It’s hard going.1


Former New South Wales premier and former Foreign Minister, Bob Carr says social democratic parties around the world are under assault from the populist Right and pro-green Left. ‘The stresses for social democratic parties are intense,’ Carr said. ‘They need exceptional leaders, like Bob Hawke and Neville Wran, to straddle these contradictions, to hold left-leaning middle-class voters yet keep the blue-collar voters thinking you are protecting their jobs and upholding law and order in their streets.’2


On the Left, the Greens constitute a global ideological movement fanned by a grass-roots populist idealism that appeals to inner-city students, teachers, academics, progressives and environmentalists, many once ALP voters. On the Right, Tony Abbott duplicated the proven Howard technique and stole both working-class Labor supporters and ‘aspirational’ voters from Labor. Many of the Howard ‘battlers’ became the Abbott ‘battlers’.


Labor failed to meet either challenge. It was complacent about these threats and resistant to change. Yet these challenges went to Labor’s historical mission. The question raised by the Rudd–Gillard failures is whether Labor survives as a party that governs in its own right. Have the structural changes in Australian politics terminated Labor’s historic mission as a stand-alone force?


As long ago as November 1995, Tony Abbott told the Parliament during a censure motion against then Prime Minister Paul Keating: ‘Next year, 1996, is going to be a watershed in Australian politics. It is going to be a watershed like 1949 because Howard’s battlers are going to be to the 1990s what Menzies’ forgotten people were to the 1940s and 1950s. It is on their shoulders that a new generation of Liberal dominance is going to be created.’3


This was not merely prescient in predicting the basis of Howard’s success. Abbott predicted eighteen years before the event, the strategy he would deploy to win the 2013 election. It is proof that what counts in politics is long-run strategy, not spin. It is where Labor has unravelled.


There was no secret about the technique Howard and Abbott would apply to achieve success. They believed a mix of aspirational economics and social conservatism would ruin Labor at its base. What does the record show? It shows that Howard and Abbott, in succession, were the Liberal leaders at the seven elections held between 1996 and 2013. The Coalition won five of these seven elections and in 2010 it won more seats than Labor. In only one of these elections did Labor win majority government—in 2007 under Rudd. This is a dismal record that points to profound problems. Yet Labor has repeatedly fallen for its own propaganda. It has been intellectually weak and psychologically paralysed.


The centre-Left spectrum is shared by Labor and the Greens. The two parties are locked into a mutual support system via preference deals with Greens Senate victories depending on ALP preferences and Labor MPs relying on Greens preferences. Labor is divided about how to manage the Greens because it is confused about its own values. The cultural factor is pivotal to this failure.


Australia is split along rigid cultural lines. Its progressive opinion makers in the ABC, Fairfax, SBS and the education, arts and cultural sectors, along with social media, project an ideological view hostile to Howard–Abbott values. This accentuates Labor’s dilemma: it needs the backing of the progressive establishment yet it also needs to appeal to what Howard once called ‘the mainstream mob’ with its more traditional values.


Fighting on two fronts was a challenge the Rudd–Gillard generation never mastered. The initial damage was done at the 2010 election when Labor’s majority position was destroyed. It never recovered from this event. The main carnage at that election came on the Left, where Labor’s weakness against the Greens proved fatal. At this election the Coalition primary vote increased by 1.5 percentage points. But the Greens primary vote increased by an extraordinary 4 percentage points. It rose from 7.8 per cent in 2007 to 11.8 per cent in 2010, a remarkable surge over Rudd’s first term. Much was a protest vote from disillusioned ALP voters (with only 80 per cent of lost votes returned via preferences). Rudd had raised expectations on climate change sky-high and then smashed them.


In 2010 Labor’s primary vote fell to 38 per cent, an alarming drop from 43.4 per cent in 2007. If the Greens primary vote surge had been denied and its 2010 vote been the same as its 2007 vote then Julia Gillard would have won office in her own right, minority government would have been avoided and Labor would have continued in power with a reduced majority.4


In political history the 2010 election has a unique status. For the first time a national Labor government lost its majority position primarily because of attack from the Left. It became, literally, too embarrassing to suggest in polite company that the Greens had shot the ALP government. Election analyst Malcolm Mackerras affirmed the historic moment: ‘This election was the only occasion where a federal Labor government lost a majority because of voting attrition on the Left and loss of votes to a party to Labor’s left.’5


Greens leader Bob Brown says the party took votes from both Coalition and Labor. Asked if he felt the high Greens vote was a factor in reducing Labor to minority government he said: ‘I think that’s right.’6 With his intimate grasp of inner-city politics, Finance Minister Lindsay Tanner said:





As the focus has shifted from material concerns to more abstract issues of environmental degradation, international cooperation and human rights, the Greens have prospered at Labor’s expense. The groups of people who helped reinvigorate Labor in the 1970s and 1980s have defected en masse to the Greens. They won’t be coming back in a hurry.7


In 2011, John Faulkner tried to inject a dose of reality into Labor: ‘We are a small party getting smaller, we are an old party getting older … we have lost some of our base and could lose more. We are facing our first electoral challenge in history from the Left, in the Greens. And we are a declining political force.’8


He was wasting his breath. Labor was paralysed, intellectually and politically. It is astonishing that Labor refused to respond as the Greens stole the ALP vote. Bob Brown, like Abbott, advertised his intentions. ‘We’re here to change the dynamics of politics and that means to become Opposition or government in the future,’ Brown said.9 Interviewed for this book, he said:





This is about power. I say to people we are not here to green up the other parties. We are not here to do a Don Chipp and keep the bastards honest. Our job is to replace them. The Greens are the third party now and I think there’s an inevitability about the Greens becoming one of the major parties. I read history. We once had a very different party structure to what we have now. That changed with the rise of the Labor Party. So the change I am talking about is not unprecedented and I think history will repeat itself. A time will come when Greens are in the cabinet at the national level, it’s inevitable. It is a gradual process—you gain parliamentary representation, you participate in power sharing and, down the line maybe, you form government.10


Such dreams are unlikely to be realised. The Greens vote fell at the 2013 election after Brown’s departure. But this misses the point—Labor was guileless and gutless in its response to the assault from the Greens. It is sad that Gillard’s reaction, after being put to the sword by the Greens at the 2010 election, was to enter an alliance with them to consolidate her minority government position. Many commentators, incredibly, applauded this as astute. That alliance, involving carbon pricing with an upfront fixed price, killed the Gillard Government. Gillard had her obvious tactical reasons for this decision. Yet it betrayed a deeper problem: Labor was confused over whether to treat the Greens as a friend or an enemy.


Labor’s 2010 election humiliation by the Greens had multiple dimensions. The Greens gained more than 20 per cent of the primary vote in 8 seats and they won the prized inner-city seat of Melbourne, held by retiring ALP minister Lindsay Tanner, giving them a crossbench role in the minority government. Tanner said that if he had contested the seat the Greens would have won anyway. They are now entrenched in that seat, with Adam Bandt re-elected in 2013. In the Senate the Greens primary vote reached 13.1 per cent, enough to give the party a Senate seat in each state at the 2010 poll and long-term influence in the Upper House.


While Labor gets back 75 to 80 per cent of the vote that it loses to the Greens, the net loss is material. George Wright says because public funding of campaigns is based on the primary vote share, such funding on the progressive side is split between Labor and the Greens. In addition, the Greens’ tactics are to concentrate their resources on a few ALP-held seats where they are able to mount formidable campaigns.


The ineptitude of the Labor Party in the new structure of Australian politics was exposed in the horror story of carbon pricing. There is no parallel in Labor history for the climate change saga over the 2007–13 period. When Rudd came to power, climate change was his issue. He owned it, he controlled it, he manipulated it against Howard. Yet Labor blew it—climate change became its lethal virus at the 2010 and 2013 polls.


In 2010, with Labor having abandoned its climate change scheme, the ALP saw a voting haemorrhage to the Greens that ruined its majority. In 2013, having legislated Gillard’s scheme in alliance with the Greens, the ALP suffered a more virulent loss of votes to the Abbott Coalition.


Labor mastered the art of losing both ways: it lost votes to the Greens when it failed to legislate and it lost votes to Abbott when it did legislate. Fighting on two fronts, it was punched from one side of the ring to the other. The problem was that Labor faced aggressive parties on both sides—the Greens exploited its retreat and then Abbott exploited its flawed commitment. Bob Carr pointed to the international dimension of Labor’s dilemma: ‘This is happening everywhere you look. The once-great Scandinavian, German and Austrian parties, they are losing votes to populist conservative parties on the Right and green or left-wing parties on the other side.’11


Because the Greens are not worried about governing in their own right they have two assets over Labor: they are purer, and they can promise more. On climate change they pledge to shut down the coal industry and demand higher emission-reduction targets. Tanner said: ‘The Greens can always outbid us because they are not weighed down by the need to deal with the material concerns and to win majority support in order to form a government.’12 Bob Brown and his successor Christine Milne had a standard taunt: Labor always sells out. It is the Greens gospel.


Unsurprisingly, Bob Brown said: ‘The real question these days is not for the Greens; it is for Labor.’What is the Labor strategy? Is it to move to the left and work with the Greens in future progressive alliances against the Coalition? Or is it to move to the right and offer a decisive alternative to the Greens?


The ‘fighting on two fronts’ trap is not a new event. It was basic in the demise of Mark Latham as ALP leader. In the final tight week of the 2004 campaign Latham turned John Howard into a blue-collar workers’ hero. That was when Latham lurched into an alignment with Bob Brown by moving to end logging in Tasmania’s old-growth forests. This triggered a fierce backlash, provoking what Howard called ‘one of the more remarkable events in my political life’. Some 2000 burly timber workers gave him thunderous applause at Launceston’s Albert Hall when he announced a Liberal Government forest policy that satisfied both the forestry industry and one of the nation’s most powerful trade unions, the Forestry Division of the CFMEU. It was the most electric moment of the 2004 campaign.


It is significant that Latham’s miscalculation was not his alone. He acted on the near unanimous advice of Labor’s campaign brains trust to make a final-week pro-green pitch to win the election. They hoped to pull off a masterstroke. The result: Labor lost 2 seats in Tasmania, and across the nation the Howard battlers decided Howard was the genuine workers’ friend and kept voting against Labor.


‘History will record it as an act of folly,’ Latham said later.13 But it was much more: it proved that Labor was divided between its traditional workers and its inner-city pro-green believers. Latham rose as an economic policy realist and died in the embrace of Bob Brown. It was a modern Labor tragedy.


The Hawke–Keating model saw Labor occupy the centre Right, confident that voters on the Left were captive. Holding the centre Right, the Hawke–Keating model delivered office by pushing the Coalition too far right. But the battle on two fronts has transformed this situation. Labor has not figured how to battle both the Greens and Abbott/Howard populist conservatism at the same time.


A clear exposition of Labor’s blunders came from Chris Bowen in his 2013 book Hearts and Minds, where he said Labor stood for economic growth, nationbuilding and job creation—yet the Greens rejected material-based economic growth as incompatible with the planet’s finite resources.14 They were an anti-growth party. ‘We are different parties that believe in different things,’ Bowen said. While he avoided direct criticism of Gillard’s 2010 ‘alliance’, he made clear his disagreement with it. It was one thing for Labor to form government with support from independents, as Curtin did in 1941 during wartime, but it was a mistake to offer concessions to a political party with a different philosophy in order to form government. Bowen said his conclusions sprang from Gillard’s lived alliance with the Greens from 2010 and the Greens dumping the deal in 2013.


‘We must govern alone or not at all,’ Bowen said. For Labor’s future, it is the essential principle. It is the foundation required to save Labor as a stand-alone party. Bowen saw the weakness in Labor’s heart: its drift to accommodation of the Greens. The consequence would be the end of Labor’s mission as a majority governing party. When Labor struck an alliance with the Greens, the Labor brand got tainted. The public asked: What does the ALP stand for?


‘People need to be very clear in their understanding,’ said Bowen. ‘If you vote Labor you will not get Greens polices by default. If you vote Labor, you get Labor’s pro-growth policies, not the Greens’ anti-growth policies.’


Tasmania is proof of this warning. After years of close collaboration with the Greens, the ALP has seen its vote reduced to the low 20s and Tasmanian Labor has jeopardised or even terminated its stand-alone future. Labor has engaged in two disastrous alliances with the Greens—one following the 1989 election and the other following the 2010 election. Before the 2014 state election, Labor Premier Lara Giddings terminated the Labor–Green coalition she had championed, saying Labor supporters had told her ‘we don’t like the Greens’. For Labor the lesson from its Greens alliances is that they are guaranteed to diminish the ALP vote.


Labor’s betrayal of the Tasmanian people has resulted in a fearful economic plight. Giddings’ belated and cynical move came amid an anti-Green backlash from the young Turks of the New South Wales Right led by its former secretary, Sam Dastyari, and former AWU boss Paul Howes. Their aim is to kill any Labor deals with the Greens at state and national level. Howes said Gillard’s 2010 deal with the Greens was ‘a nonsense deal, a ridiculous deal’, though he was more critical of the Tasmanian situation. For Howes, Labor has only one option: to build a strong centre. ‘The Greens do not share our values,’ he says.





They are fundamentally opposed to the essence of what it means to be Labor. Tying ourselves so closely with them is bunkum. It might sound a bit controversial but there was actually more in common between Labor and the Communist Party than there was between us and the Greens. They are actually opposed to our base having a decent standard of living. For Labor to be successful in the future we have to be a multi-tendency party, we need to hold the centre across economic and social issues.15


Reviewing Gillard’s decision, Dastyari says:





The mistake we made is that, effectively, we went into coalition with them. It was an unmitigated mistake. It was a positioning mistake for the Labor Party. We didn’t sufficiently recognise these people aren’t our friends; they have their own agenda. The idea that they are our natural bedfellows is wrong. They are not a centrist party. To get a winning majority in politics you need to keep your base and appeal to the centre ground and being associated with the Greens didn’t allow us to do that. Hindsight will show this decision was a huge mistake. I don’t think it will ever happen again.16


The cabinet minister most experienced in dealing with the Greens was Greg Combet, who conducted a long negotiation with them over carbon. What had Combet learnt about the Greens? ‘They have a disregard for the economy,’ he said.17 ‘This was the single outstanding takeout for me. Large regions, industries, businesses and workers can be profoundly affected by carbon pricing. I was determined to look after them. But this just wasn’t a factor for the Greens. They are driven by ideology.’ But Combet lays another charge against them—sheer irresponsibility: ‘The Greens have wrecked carbon pricing and climate change policy twice in this country. Once is when they voted with Abbott to finish Rudd’s scheme and the other is by their insisting on these targets that are economic lunacy. This is why, in the scheme I negotiated, we had to have a fixed price at the start.’
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“This is the definitive account of what really happened, with Kelly’s
unmatched and unbiased insight’
Davip Seeens, Sky News

“Paul Kelly writes political history as it happens—future historians
will regard him as the gold standard’
Saran Ferauson, WALKLEY AND LoG1E awaRrD wisner, ABC TV





