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Foreword


Misha Ketchell


Editor, The Conversation


There is no better example of how public debate can be reduced to an evidence-free zone than the way in which the term ‘fake news’ was rapidly rendered meaningless in 2017. After the 2016 US presidential election, BuzzFeed journalist Craig Silverman investigated a wave of demonstrably false stories about Hillary Clinton that had circulated during the campaign. He discovered many had been produced by a small group of industrious teenagers in Macedonia, who had figured out there was money to be made by feeding the more fantastical beliefs of the alt-right. Silverman coined the term fake news to describe these stories. It referred quite specifically to articles made up, for profit, by people who knew they were false.


For a nanosecond the words fake news described a real thing with some precision. Then Donald Trump co-opted the term to attack media outlets, such as CNN and The New York Times, whose reporting he disliked. Fake news morphed into a term of mere derision. We were plunged into relativism, and the fog of confusion descended.


If you’ll indulge on America for just a moment longer, the journalist Kurt Andersen wrote a terrific article in the September issue of The Atlantic, describing his nation’s unique and long-standing preference for fantasy over reality. ‘How America Lost Its Mind’ is a rigorous history of American magical thinking, which ends on a surprising note of optimism. Andersen calls for ‘new protocols for media hygiene’ and a grassroots movement ‘that insists on distinguishing between the factually true and the blatantly false’.


The Conversation has been at the vanguard of such a movement since being launched in Melbourne in 2011. Our mission is to provide reliable information to a broad public, and we now operate in the UK, US, France, Africa, Canada, Indonesia, New Zealand and Australia. In a little over six years, The Conversation has grown to be read by more than 5.5 million users a month directly, and more than 35 million via republication.


Put simply, The Conversation was established to give academics a voice in public. In doing so, we aim to rebuild trust in experts as a source of reliable information.


Reliable information is essential for healthy democracy, but it does so much more than help guide us in how we vote: it can help us decide what to eat, or keep our children safe online, or avoid the risks of problem gambling. Quality journalism provides essential context to help people make sense of a complex and confusing barrage of information, as well as making markets more efficient and providing essential insights into our environment, our culture and our history.


In the digital age, in which social media spread content without regard for its accuracy, the business of muddying the waters on matters of public importance—most notably climate change—is cheaper than ever. We face a smattering of fake news and a deluge of dodgy information.


The Conversation was set up to counteract this trend as a not-for-profit project that draws on academic expertise to inform the public. The articles featured in this collection are products of that mission. Many are quite explicit in addressing post-truth politics and the world of alternative facts described above. A common thread is that we are living in an age of uncertainty, about matters ranging from political power and the impacts of climate change, to the state of the economy and rapid pace of technological change.


Picking standout pieces is fraught, but as usual Michelle Grattan is rigorous and insightful in her observations on the state of the governing Liberal Party in Australia. Hugh Mackay writes wonderfully about contemporary Australia in an article called ‘The state of the nation starts in your street’. Superb articles on John Clarke, Dr Google, Indigenous history, smart cities, our healthcare data and backyard skinny-dippers provide just a taste of the daily variety that The Conversation offers.


I’d like to thank the editor of this collection, John Watson, for the rigour and flair he has brought to the task of shaping a disparate assortment of 50 articles in this book. As always, I’m grateful to our authors, who are unfailingly generous with their time, knowledge and wisdom, and to all my colleagues whose hard work has made The Conversation such a success.





CHAPTER ONE


Navigating an Age of Uncertainty







If defeat comes, what then for the Liberals’ succession?


Michelle Grattan


Professorial Fellow, University of Canberra


If the Turnbull government’s present agonies become death throes and the election is lost, coping with opposition will test to its very core a Liberal Party that in power has been fractured and self-indulgent.


For a start, would the conservatives, who at the moment have an ideological mortgage over the party despite moderates holding some key cabinet posts, be able to foreclose and, if so, with what consequences?


It’s almost two years since a widely hailed moderate prime minister overthrew a conservative one. Yet in many areas Malcolm Turnbull has not been able to assert his authority over the party. Instead, he has been forced to, or chosen to, accommodate the right’s demands and embrace senior conservatives as his closest ministerial confidants.


The conservatives’ very effective strategy—from their own point of view if not electorally—is to reap what victories they can while Turnbull leads. But their real moment could be in prospect if he loses (assuming he takes the party into the election).


It would depend on who emerged as leader—which in turn would be affected by the size of the defeat and the composition of the post-election party. But conservatives, already shaping the internal debates, would seem well placed in the field of successors.


Who’s in the running?


Peter Dutton, their hardman, has gone from the minister Turnbull didn’t want on cabinet’s national security committee to the prime minister’s adviser and protector, recently rewarded with the creation of the proposed home affairs portfolio.


Dutton can afford to be a mainstay of Turnbull’s praetorian guard. His best chance of leadership lies in Turnbull losing and his pitching as the tough Tony Abbott-style headkicker the Liberals might think they need in opposition.


Meanwhile, the immigration minister burnishes his right-wing credentials by relentlessly milking the border protection issue, assiduously feeding friendly Murdoch tabloids, and maintaining a warm dialogue with 2GB shock jocks.


If not Dutton—who could conceivably lose his marginal Queensland seat—the Liberals would be looking at Scott Morrison, Abbott, Christian Porter (also vulnerable in his Western Australian seat), Josh Frydenberg and Julie Bishop.


Morrison is an ideological chameleon, so it would be hard to predict where the Liberals would head off to under him. While his stocks have receded, in opposition he might be viewed as a compromise.


Abbott would surely be seen as yesterday’s dog.


Porter, a former WA treasurer and attorney-general, arrived with much promise but so far has lacked the popular touch.


Frydenberg probably wouldn’t be regarded as ready.


Bishop doesn’t appear up to—or up for—years of opposition slog, and would likely quit parliament.


Of this list, only Bishop is (sort of) a moderate; Frydenberg is (sort of) centrist.


Moderates are subdued


The lack of moderates in the succession list is notable, given Christopher Pyne’s ill-judged boast to that faction that it was in the ‘winners’ circle’. It’s not, if we are talking about future leaders. Nor is it articulating, in the sense of a broad manifesto, what the party stands for, according to moderate lights.


This failure to proselytise—something they did diligently at times in the past—is one source of the moderates’ current weakness.


For the most part, Turnbull has failed to chart a philosophical path ahead for the Liberals. Buffeted by political circumstances, bad opinion polls and determined internal critics, he has lacked the opportunity or will to do so. Or perhaps, as a primarily transactional politician, he doesn’t have the intellectual bent for that sort of task.


Turnbull’s much-talked-about July speech in London, in which he said the Liberal Party belonged in the ‘sensible centre’—a phrase he’d taken from Abbott, though each would identify the centre’s content differently—generated intra-party controversy without inspiring the followers.


In contrast, Abbott has the time, inclination and intellectual heft to set out directions, with numerous articles, speeches and radio interviews.


While Abbott has only a small band of loyalists in personal terms—because he’s seen as electorally unpopular and as someone undermining the government’s chance of surviving—he espouses positions supported by many other conservatives within the party and their commentariat sympathisers.


A party divided over its values


The response to Pauline Hanson’s burqa stunt in the Senate highlighted the divisions among Liberals over some basic values. Attorney-General George Brandis tore strips off Hanson in a spontaneous and emotional speech, drawing a standing ovation from Labor and Greens. Education Minister Simon Birmingham—one consistently gutsy moderate voice—tweeted support. But positive reaction from the government benches in the Senate was more muted.


Brandis has subsequently come under attack from some conservatives for his speech. Peta Credlin, Abbott’s former chief-of-staff and a significant extra-parliamentary player in the ‘Liberal wars’, who advocates banning the burqa, wrote: ‘Rather than condemn Hanson to win the applause of Labor and the Greens, George Brandis should have shown leadership on an issue where women are denied their rightful place in our community.’


A Sky ReachTEL poll taken after Hanson’s action found 56% support for a burqa ban.


Brandis lost out in Dutton’s win on the planned home affairs department, but managed to retain responsibility for approving warrants for ASIO activities.


In the battle for the party’s soul Brandis may think he has little to lose by taking a stand. He’s under pressure to quit the parliament at the end of the year to open the way for Turnbull to reshuffle; it’s not clear whether Brandis would or could seek to stay a while beyond that.


Given the conservatives’ present power in the Liberal firmament, it is worth revisiting Brandis’ 2009 Alfred Deakin lecture, in which he argued that the party’s much-heralded ‘two traditions’—conservative and liberal—theory ‘was a specific contribution of John Howard’s’, rather than a historical feature.


‘This awkward blending of two different systems of values was very much a reflection of John Howard’s own personal values, shared by no other significant Liberal leader. Alfred Deakin, Robert Menzies, Harold Holt, John Gorton, Malcolm Fraser were all happy to describe themselves simply as liberals. Howard was the first who did not see himself, and was uncomfortable to be seen, purely in the liberal tradition,’ Brandis said.


In that lecture Brandis also pointed to the contest, when a party goes into opposition, between those who want to be brutally honest about past failings and those seeking to defend the legacy.


Unless a lot changes fairly quickly—and admittedly the election isn’t due until 2019—extolling a rather scattered Turnbull legacy might be a challenge.


What would opposition do to the Liberals?


In government, the Liberals’ own goals have given Labor many breaks. In opposition, the challenges in getting their act together would be considerable.


The broad right is already splintered, with Cory Bernardi’s Australian Conservatives, Pauline Hanson’s One Nation and, toward the centre, the Nick Xenophon Team all competing with the Liberals and Nationals.


If worse came to worst, the right could fragment further in opposition. There was muffled talk previously of those from the Liberal National Party of Queensland wanting to sit as a separate group, although this isn’t considered practical.


If their vote held up better than that of the Liberals, the Nationals would likely be angry with their partners after a rout. They are already blaming Liberal ineptitude for the Coalition’s woes—although the crisis over Nationals MPs’ citizenship saw the exasperation suddenly flow the other way. A blame game would make harder the adjustment to the loss of power.


While unrelenting negativity can be an effective path for an opposition, as Abbott showed spectacularly, there is no guarantee it is enough. Bill Shorten has picked up a good deal from the Abbott playbook, but Labor under him also has a quite strong, and in parts daring, policy agenda.


The Liberals could not simply rely on a Shorten government being a shambles. They would need to develop over time a positive program—and one that connected with ordinary people, rather than being in an indulgent la-la land of the hard right.


Much would depend on leadership in a party that turns on the axis of the person at the top. That takes us back to the apparent problems of succession.


Of course, there might be nothing for the Liberals to worry about. Turnbull—with his device of covering uncertainty with the definitive declaration—assures us the government ‘will win the next election’. Many of his colleagues just wish they believed him.


Article published August 31, 2017.



Climate change’s signature was writ large on Australia’s crazy summer of 2017


Andrew King


Climate Extremes Research Fellow, University of Melbourne


David Karoly


Professor of Atmospheric Science, University of Melbourne


Geert Jan van Oldenborgh


Climate researcher, Royal Netherlands Meteorological Institute


Matthew Hale


Research Assistant, UNSW


Sarah Perkins-Kirkpatrick


Research Fellow, UNSW


Australia’s summer is officially over, and it’s certainly been a weird one. The centre and east of the continent have had severe heat with many temperature records falling, particularly in New South Wales and Queensland.


For much of the country, the heat peaked on the weekend of February 11–12, when many places hit the high 40s. That heatwave, which mainly affected New South Wales, was quickly attributed to climate change. But can we say whether the whole summer bore the fingerprint of human-induced climate change?


Overall, Australia experienced its 12th-hottest summer on record. New South Wales had its hottest recorded summer.


The New South Wales record average summer temperatures can indeed be linked directly to climate change. We have reached this conclusion using two separate methods of analysis.


First, using coupled model simulations from a paper led by climatologist Sophie Lewis, we see that the extreme heat over the season is at least 50 times more likely in the current climate compared to a modelled world without human influences.


We also carried out an analysis based on current and past observations (similar to previous analyses used for record heat in the Arctic in 2016 and central England in 2014), comparing the likelihood of this record in today’s climate with the likelihood of it happening in the climate of 1910 (the beginning of reliable weather observations).


Mean temperature deciles


I December 201 6 to 28 February 2017
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Source: Australian Bureau of Meteorology


Summer mean temperature anomaly


New South Wales and ACT; 1910 to 2016
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Source: Australian Bureau of Meteorology


Again, we found at least a 50-fold increase in the likelihood of this hot summer due to the influence of human factors on the climate.


It is clear that human-induced climate change is greatly increasing the likelihood of record hot summers in New South Wales and Australia as a whole.


When we look at record summer heat, as represented by average maximum temperatures, we again find a clear human fingerprint on the NSW record. In the past, before global warming, such extreme heat was a one-in-500-years event. At present, with 1°C warming, the frequency is one in 50 years. In a future of 2°C warming, it’s one in five years.


The Sydney and Canberra heat


So what about when we dig down to the local scale and look at those severe heatwaves? Can we still see the hand of climate change in those events?


As climate varies more on local scales than it does across an entire state like New South Wales, it can be harder to pick out the effect of climate change from the noise of the weather. On the other hand, it is the local temperature that people feel and is perhaps most meaningful.


In Canberra, we saw extreme heat with temperatures hitting 36°C on February 9 and then topping 40°C for the following two days. For that heatwave, we looked at the role of climate change, again by using the Weather@home model and by comparing past and present weather observations.


Both of these methods show that climate change has increased the likelihood of this kind of bout of extreme heat. The Weather@ home results point to at least a 50% increase in the likelihood of this kind of heatwave.


For Sydney, which also had extreme temperatures, especially in the western suburbs, the effect of climate change on this heatwave is less clear. The observations show that it is likely that climate change increased the probability of such a heatwave occurring. The model shows the same, but the high year-to-year variability makes identifying the human influence more difficult at this location.


A sign of things to come?


We are seeing more frequent and intense heatwaves across Australia as the climate warms. While the characteristics of these weather events vary a great deal from year to year, the recent heat over eastern Australia has been exceptional.


These trends are projected to continue in the coming decades. This means that the climate change signal in these events will strengthen as conditions diverge further from historical averages.


Traditionally, Sydney’s central business district has had about three days a year above 35°C, averaged over the period 1981 to 2010. Over the decades from 2021 to 2040 we expect that number to average four a year.


To put this summer into context, we have seen a record 11 days hitting the 35°C mark in Sydney.


It is a similar story for Canberra, where days above 35°C tend to be more common (seven per year on average for 1981 to 2010) and are projected to increase to 12 per year for 2021 to 2040. This summer, Canberra had 18 days above 35°C.


All of these results point to problems in the future as climate change causes heatwaves, like this summer’s, to become more common. This has many implications, not least for our health as many of us struggle to cope with the effects of excessive heat.


Some of our more unusual records


While the east battled record-breaking heat, the west battled extreme weather of a very different sort. Widespread heavy rains on February 9–11 caused flooding in parts of Western Australia. And on February 9 Perth experienced its coldest February day on record, peaking at just 17.4°C.


Back east, and just over a week after the extreme heat in Canberra, the capital’s airport experienced its coldest February morning on record (albeit after a weather station move in 2008). Temperatures dipped below 3°C on the morning of February 21.


The past few months have given us more than our fair share of newsworthy weather. But the standout event has been the persistent and extreme heat in parts of eastern Australia—and that’s something we’re set to see plenty more of in the years to come.


The Bureau of Meteorology provided data through its collaboration with the ARC Centre of Excellence for Climate System Science. This article was co-authored by Heidi Cullen, chief scientist with Climate Central. Article published March 2, 2017.



What economics has to say about housing bubbles


Timo Henckel


Research Associate, Centre for Applied Macroeconomic Analysis, Australian National University


The b-word is doing the rounds, barely a decade after the United States house price bubble burst spectacularly, setting in motion a global financial crisis. As Australian real estate prices continue to break records, many wonder whether this is sustainable.


Economists disagree on how to define a bubble, or even whether bubbles exist. Intuitively, a bubble (and this applies to any asset, not just real estate) exists when the price of an asset is over-inflated relative to some benchmark. And here’s the rub: no one can agree on what that benchmark should be.


The benchmark could be an estimate of the asset’s value based on a collection of variables that plausibly affect its supply, demand and price—so-called fundamentals. For houses, these fundamentals include population growth, tax policy, household size, household income and many others.


But economists cannot agree on what fundamentals determine an asset price, or how important each fundamental is. As well, the value of these fundamentals can only be estimated, not observed. It’s subjective to the point that someone will always be able to concoct a story based on fundamentals to rationalise why house prices are at the level they are.


Some economists propose alternative benchmarks to measure a bubble, such as historical long-run averages, or an estimate of the underlying value of a trend. If asset prices are greater than these averages or the trend, then we have a bubble. However, this definition is too simplistic because the economy is dynamic, ever evolving, and both long-run averages and trends do change.


Price hikes and bubbles


It’s only when asset prices reach outrageous heights that a majority of people, economists included, agree that the asset is overpriced and due for a major correction (a bubble burst). Even then some economists will deny the existence of a bubble.


One of the earliest examples of an asset price bubble was the frenzy in the market for Dutch tulip bulbs in the 17th century—the so-called ‘Tulipmania’. Although the data are patchy and many historians have not exercised great care in retelling the story, there’s little else to explain how prices for Witte Croonen bulbs rose 26-fold in January 1637 and fell to a 20th of their peak value in the first week of February.


Yet, well-respected scholar Peter Garber argued that:


The wonderful tales from the tulipmania are catnip irresistible to those with a taste for crying bubble, even when the stories are so obviously untrue. So perfect are they for didactic use that financial moralisers will always find a ready market for them in a world filled with investors ever fearful of financial Armageddon.


Assuming bubbles are a significant gap between the observed asset price and some appropriate benchmark value, the mere existence of this gap raises the question of how it came about. The answers mostly rely on psychology, which is why many economists (looking to represent the world in a mathematical model) struggle with the concept.


Bubble frenzy


Bubbles are ultimately a confidence game, in which the vendor sells the asset to a buyer at a profit, with the latter hoping to do the same in the future. This game relies on a powerful narrative that captures people’s imagination and persuades them their turn will be different.


As George Soros, the famous US–Hungarian multibillionaire hedge-fund manager once remarked: ‘[B]ubbles don’t grow out of thin air. They have a solid basis in reality, but reality as distorted by a misconception.’


This misconception is the consequence of human behaviour and traits that depart from the fully rational paradigm so often assumed in formal economics. Instead, as behavioural economists argue, people exhibit a number of biases.


These include, for example, the desire to find information that agrees with their existing beliefs (called confirmation bias), and the tendency to form decisions based on the most readily available information (called availability bias). People experience and seek to resolve their discomfort when they have two or more contradictory beliefs, ideas or values. They also employ simple abstractions in thinking about complex problems and events (framing).


People are poor intuitive statisticians and care more about avoiding losses than about experiencing gains (called loss aversion). The list of flaws in human behaviour goes on. Moreover, humans, social animals that we are, compete with and emulate our peers, herd like sheep and act on rumours.


Occasionally, all these traits and biases reinforce each other and send the prices of houses, or shares, or whatever, into the stratosphere.



Who’s afraid of a bubble?


The bubble itself is rarely a major cause for concern, although young Australian households looking to buy their first home will disagree. The problem, of course, is that every bubble eventually pops and this correction is typically violent and painful, for two reasons.


First, asset prices often fall faster than they rise, so the downward correction can destroy value in a very short time. And second, most bubbles are fuelled by debt, because the only way a bubble can expand in the later stages is if the demand for the asset is bolstered by debt.


This combination—high debt and falling asset prices—generates a vicious cycle in which distressed debtors scramble to repair their balance sheets and sell their asset. This in turn pushes the price of that asset even lower, causing further distress to similar owners of the asset, and so on.


The pain associated with a bursting bubble varies considerably. Sometimes economies rebound rather quickly from a burst bubble, as was the case after the breath-taking collapse of the dotcom bubble.


However, housing bubbles are in a league of their own. Historically, they have always led to severe recessions, and there is no reason to believe this should change. The next time is not different.


The answers on how to deal with a bubble range from ‘nothing’ to ‘whatever it takes’. The problem is that no one (policymakers included) can reliably identify a bubble.


If there is such a thing as a bubble, we will only know for sure when the bubble is already popping. Acting early to prevent a bubble expanding further is risky and unpopular. It’s a brave central banker who raises interest rates in anticipation of an increase in asset prices when the rest of the economy is humming along just fine, or even showing signs of weakness.


So, is Australia in the midst of a housing bubble? I will go out on a limb and answer in the affirmative.


There are plenty of arguments why current house prices are exactly where they should be, based on the fundamentals. But in my opinion these explanations do not pass the smell test: double-digit increases in house prices, combined with unprecedentedly high household debt (more than 120% of GDP, the third highest in the world) and household debt-servicing ratios (also the third highest in the world), make for a precarious situation.


All it takes is a modest change in investor sentiment, a few interest rate hikes, or a noticeable increase in unemployment, and the whole scheme unravels. I hope I’m wrong, but history is on my side.


Article published April 3, 2017.



Note to Liberals: on the leadership front, best to keep calm and carry on


Chris Wallace


ARC DECRA Fellow, Australian National University


Do politicians read history any more? Liberal MPs who have not read Robert Menzies’ Afternoon Light: some memories of men and events (1967) should get it from the Parliamentary Library and read the chapter on ‘My humiliation of 1941’. He writes:


There was a strong view that, having regard to our precarious parliamentary position, my unpopularity with the leading newspapers was a threat to the survival of the government. It followed that, although they had a warm appreciation of what I had done as prime minister, a change in the leadership was called for.


Menzies resigned, and Country Party leader Artie Fadden succeeded him as prime minister. Five weeks later the government fell: two previously supportive independent MPs switched their allegiance after Menzies was pushed from office. Labor was in power for the next eight years.


Key participants in the current Liberal leadership drama know a similar dynamic is at play. ‘If Malcolm isn’t PM, Shorten will be,’ one says. ‘If Abbott took over, several people would retire and the government would fall.’


This echoes the Rudd–Gillard–Rudd turnstile, redolent with the same animus. But with fringe-right parties feasting on the margins of conservative political discontent in Australia, deeper questions are being asked about whether the Liberal Party itself is at risk.


Menzies famously welded several conservative political entities into a new one, the Liberal Party, in 1945. He then led it to victory at its second general election outing in 1949.


Its lineage, Old Testament-style, is this: the Free Trade Party and the Protectionist Party of the early Federation era fused into the Commonwealth Liberal Party, which begat the Nationalist Party of Australia, which begat the United Australia Party, which, with Menzies as midwife, begat the Liberal Party of Australia.


Thus party reconfigurations on the conservative side of politics in Australia, while only occurring around the edges following the second world war, were common before it and could be so again. Despite the sulphur and brimstone being whipped up by some commentators, however, this does not seem to be one such moment.
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