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CARBON TAXES, BUDGETS, MOLECULES AND MODELS


You must trust and believe in people or life becomes impossible.


Anton Chekhov


SOON AFTER JULIA Gillard managed to form government in 2010 she decided to do something incredibly rare in politics. In an act of political bravery more befitting an Aaron Sorkin script than modern Australian politics she decided to wager the Parliament on two huge bets.


‘The first bet was a leap of faith that the Greens would cut a deal’, Gillard explained. She was right—they signed up to an Emissions Trading Scheme deal with more industry assistance than the original ETS they had stubbornly voted down less than two years before. Gillard won and she won big, but she wasn’t done.


Her second gamble was that the Parliament could negotiate, design, pass and implement a scheme well before the next election.


‘Time after time I was told that it was not possible to get a scheme up and running by 1 July 2012. But I insisted and won that bet too.’


Gillard also made one supplementary, but eventually critical, wager: ‘that if Australians lived with carbon pricing, their concerns would fall away’.1


The carbon tax was in operation for well over a year before Gillard’s intended election date.2 ‘It was one of the greatest gambles in Labor history’,wrote Paul Kelly, the Australian’s political editor.3


Gillard’s actions were those of a pragmatist—a leader focused on tangibles. It is why she was so unprepared for the direction things took next. The issue stopped being about the environment; it stopped being about the economy, or even about the cost of living. It shifted suddenly to the intangible: to trust, to honesty and to the nature of a lie.


The ground had moved under Gillard’s feet and she faced an opponent more ferocious, more consistent and more focused than any leader before her in the history of the Commonwealth. According to Tony Abbott’s Chief of Staff, Peta Credlin,‘we knew we had Gillard where we wanted her, and no matter what, we needed to keep our foot on her throat until we’d choked the life out of her Government’.4


When Gillard announced the framework for the scheme in February 2011, she initially tried to claim a mandate by arguing ‘Australians voted for action on climate change’.5 But this stance was strategically indefensible from the outset. Despite sticking to the prepared script at the press conference where the scheme was obliquely referred to as ‘pricing carbon’, the PM didn’t want to get bogged down in a debate about semantics. At the first opportunity, in Question Time later that day, she conceded that it was effectively a tax and attempted to move on to a more substantive debate.


The day after the scheme was announced the PM appeared on the ABC’s 7.30 program and, as the interview was winding up, presenter Heather Ewart asked, almost as an afterthought; ‘With this carbon—you do concede it’s a carbon tax, do you not?’ Gillard was quick to reply. ‘Oh, look, I’m happy to use the word tax, Heather. I understand some silly little collateral debate has broken out today. I mean, how ridiculous. This is a market-based mechanism to price carbon.’ From that point on the scheme’s name was set. Ewart continued: ‘Well with this carbon tax then, it does seem certain …’


This flexibility on the language was important, but the critical concession was yet to come. Less than two weeks after the scheme had been announced and dubbed a ‘carbon tax’, Gillard made the next logical and inevitable concession.


On Monday, 14 March 2011, on ABC’s premier current affairs program, Q&A, Gillard took her seat next to the polished and precise Tony Jones. The studio audience was bubbling along, having just been warmed up by the American comic Tommy Dean. When Gillard and Jones sat down, a hush fell over the room.


Gillard had just stepped off a 13-hour flight from the United States, no doubt jet-lagged but looking calm and friendly. She fielded questions from a studio and virtual audience. They ranged from cerebral musings to straight-out accusations. The topics spanned Australia’s response to the Japanese tsunami; Australia’s treatment of Julian Assange (in a question posed by Assange himself); and questions on the potential for a no-fly zone over Libya.


Then, about halfway through, the Prime Minister received a question from an audience member in the middle row, who looked and sounded like a Young Liberal straight out of central casting. He asked point blank: ‘Prime Minister, how much of your recent poor polling results do you attribute to your lie on the carbon tax?’


Several in the audience oohed and aahed. Some giggled at the apparent rudeness of the question, and there was a delayed half clap from half of the audience. There was a split second when it was clear Gillard was choosing between her two favoured defensive manoeuvres. Deciding that verbally monstering the teenager might not play well, the PM opted to try to charm her audience by laughing it off.


This was the moment the Prime Minister abandoned the most strategic ground on which she could defend herself:


 


During the last election campaign, I did say—I promised that there would be no carbon tax, that’s true, and I’ve walked away from that commitment and I’m not going to try and pretend anything else [emphasis added]. I did say during the last election campaign that we needed to price carbon … My preferred mechanism is an emissions trading scheme. If I’d been elected into a majority government then what I would have done [is] I would have legislated an emissions trading scheme. But with this Parliament I had a choice—act or don’t act. I’ve chosen action.’6


By her own admission, her program was no longer an ETS with a fixed, three-year price, but a carbon tax, and to her detractors, she was admitting that she had lied during the campaign.


The full impact of this concession was not immediately clear. There was no explosive reaction, and political commentators in the following days showed little interest. Yet Gillard’s concession meant every editor, journalist, politician and voter could now characterise the PM’s carbon pricing plan as a ‘carbon tax’ with complete impunity: as a result they could also say she categorically lied during the last election. No matter how unpopular the ‘carbon tax’ was, it was the charge of lying that would be infinitely more damaging.


In reality, a ‘carbon tax’ is very different to the scheme the Gillard Government enacted. As such, the PM would have been justified in resisting the tax label and arguing she was actually enacting an ETS with a three-year period of fixed pricing. The critical questions, therefore, become: Why would she abandon the most strategically credible high ground she could occupy? Why would she open herself up to accusations of being called untrustworthy? And finally, what can this teach us?


New PM, Same Problem


Tony Abbott was by many measures the most devastatingly effective Opposition leader in Australia’s recent history. He brought down Kevin Rudd, the most popular first-term Prime Minister since modern opinion polls—a feat that politicians and political commentators had hitherto thought impossible.


Next he managed to come within a fingernail of leading the Liberal Party out of the political abyss and into Government after just three years off the Government benches. Despite falling just short at the 2010 election, he still managed to compel the Labor Government into an awkward quasi-coalition with the Greens Party; a group of conservative country independents; and a Tasmanian anti-gambling campaigner. Having forced this marriage of convenience, he set about bringing down Australia’s first female Prime Minister and reinstating the leader he had previously dispatched. The capstone would be his occupancy of 5 Adelaide Avenue, Deakin, better known as The Lodge.


In the 2013 election campaign, Abbott, so focused on his prize, left nothing to chance. He effectively promised the Australian people that without any spending cuts or new taxation measures he could bring the Government back into surplus. In handling difficult questions, he simply repeated his mantra and, despite the occasional challenge, stuck religiously to his script.


In the final hours of the election campaign, Abbott gave a mirror image of the same clear, crisp promise Gillard had made three years earlier. The future PM pledged there would be ‘no cuts to education, no cuts to health, no change to pensions, no change to the GST’. For good measure he threw in a promise of ‘no cuts to the ABC or SBS’.7


When, in his very first Budget, he proceeded to cut education, health, pensions, the ABC and SBS, while also flagging changes to the GST, it seemed as if he had gone out of his way to break his pre-election commitments. It was this Budget, and the disdain the Prime Minister apparently showed for the Australian electorate, that fundamentally broke his relationship with the public. It was a break he could not repair and it would ultimately claim his prime ministership.


At the time, columnists and cartoonists struggled to comprehend the audacity of Abbott’s move, but the public were quicker to pass judgement: Newspoll showed nearly half of voters believed the measures in Abbott’s first Budget would hurt the economy; more than 60 per cent told a separate Nielsen survey that the Budget was unfair.8


Abbott hit back claiming all tough budgets initially received a similar reaction from the public. He reminded journalists that Howard had suffered a similar blow after his first Budget. In the press gallery journalists fell over themselves to be the first to point out that Howard and Costello’s first Budget had resulted in an increase in approval ratings—it was the best-received Budget since 1987 and boosted the Coalition’s primary vote by 3 percentage points.


With bloggers steadily excavating damning quotes from Abbott, an increasing incredulity grew among the public that, having attacked the previous Prime Minister so ferociously and consistently as a liar, he could so brazenly commit the same crime. The public watched a stream of footage of the PM promising not to make these same mistakes. For instance, in August 2013, during the election campaign, Abbott said on ABC Radio to Jon Faine:


 


I’ve seen the disaster that this Government has done for itself by saying one thing and doing another, Jon. I don’t want to be like that. I really don’t. If we do win the election and we immediately say, oh, we got it all wrong, we’ve now got to do all these different things, we will instantly be just as bad as the current Government has been and I just refuse to be like that … Before polling day you’ll know exactly what we’re going to spend, exactly what we’re going to save, and exactly how much better the budget bottom line will be under the Coalition.9


The 2014 Budget was the catalyst for a polling crisis that would culminate in a near-death experience for the Abbott prime ministership after just ten months. In February 2015, one-third of Government MPs voted against the PM in a motion to spill the Liberal Party leadership—effectively to force him out of the job. Abbott survived, but the public’s trust in him remained critically damaged. Seven months later Malcolm Turnbull was able to mount his successful second challenge from this base.


The story of the lying politician is hardly a new or shocking yarn. We are told that across the Western world trust in politics and public institutions is declining. Mistrust is so commonplace these days we’re within our rights to ask whether trust even matters. Do we actually need to trust each other or our governments? Or do we simply accept as a given that politicians will lie?


It’s a Trust Thing


Trust as a concept is a difficult, layered idea. It means different things to different people. It’s a catch-all that can explain political performance or, in some cases, political failure.


Trust is ‘what prevents us from having to do everything ourselves’, according to Ross Gittins, the greybeard financial doyen for Fairfax whose economic missals have been compiled into gospels and quoted reverently by his many disciples:


 


Trust is believing someone else will act correctly. It enables us to hand our children over to teachers, give our vote to a politician, relax while the pilot flies the plane, put our money in a bank account and share the roads with other motorists. We do these things without anxiety because we believe that the others involved share our values, will act responsibly and look after our interests. With any loss of trust, relational capital diminishes. Society becomes poorer as more time is taken drawing up detailed contracts and regulations, more funds are spent on security, surveillance and policing, and health declines because people grow more anxious.10


This idea was expanded on by American economist and political scientist Francis Fukuyama in his 1995 book Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity. As a key contributor to the Reagan Doctrine, which helped check the influence of the Soviet Union, Fukuyama was an intellectual father of neoconservatism. He looked at the social good that trust provides in economic terms—minimising the need for complex legal contracts for simple transactions like hiring a cab, or eating at a restaurant. He quotes Nobel Laureate Kenneth Arrow: ‘Now trust has a very important pragmatic value, if nothing else. Trust is an important lubricant of the social system. It is extremely efficient; it saves a lot of trouble to have a fair degree of reliance on other people’s word.’11 Fukuyama looked at how trust between peers (horizontal trust) can facilitate enormous economic growth by spawning flexible networks of smaller firms rather than large hierarchies. Fukuyama made this observation in 1995, when the information revolution was only in its infancy.


This understanding of trust as a critical part of our interconnectedness and sense of reliance on each other is not merely esoteric: it can have very practical implications. Social scientists have demonstrated the importance of trust to tax revenue.12


In 2009, after years of struggling with tax avoiders and late payers, officials in the British Tax Office had had enough. Their clearance rate—the amount of money they collected from their portfolio of debt—was £290 million out of a total portfolio of £510 million: an anaemic 57 per cent. They had tried the traditional threats of fines and interest charges. They had tried discounts and legal action. Nothing was working.


So they tried something new: a pilot study to appeal to the citizens’ sense of civic pride and trust in their community. In a small group of letters they included the text: ‘We collect taxes to make sure money is available to fund public services that benefit you and other UK citizens. Even if one person fails to pay their taxes it reduces the services and resources that are provided.’ They added: ‘nine out of ten people in Britain pay their taxes on time’. In using this letter, they appealed to the social norm of an individual’s desire to conform to the group. They also needed to rely on the person receiving the letter to trust the information was accurate. The result? The clearance rate leapt to a whopping 86 per cent: they collected £560 million from a portfolio of £650 million. The letters were rolled out across the country and in 2009–10 they collected £5.6 billion more overdue revenue than in the previous year. The letters are now a standard part of the British Tax Office’s collection techniques.13


The London School of Economics’ Richard Bronk believes trust is crucial to the success of any economic relationship, such as that of a company and its supplier: ‘If trust and honesty mean anything, it is that these individuals will be motivated by them to suspend the continual quest for personal advantage in certain key situations.’14


Trust is such an important part of economic growth that researchers have singled it out as one of the strongest predictors of a country’s wealth or poverty. Various studies conclude that one reason countries remain poor is that low levels of trust lead to chronic underinvestment in long-term projects capable of creating jobs and raising incomes.15 The OECD highlighted trust as a core issue in the post–global financial crisis (GFC) recovery period. A government’s capacity to implement any policy, the OECD noted, ‘depends crucially on trust. Without trust in governments, markets and institutions, support for necessary reforms is difficult to mobilise, particularly where short-term sacrifices are involved and long-term gains might be less tangible’.16


In politics, trust can be the tip of a spear to attack an opponent or a shield to defend a reputation. It can be a well of goodwill that politicians draw on in their most vulnerable hours, or a prism through which difficult policies are explained and implemented.


In every election, in every representative democracy around the world, candidates are appealing to voters to place their trust in them. They are asking for responsibility for the voter’s security. Often they are asking for control of a substantial portion of that voter’s pay cheque. They are asking for significant responsibility for the voter’s health, and their education and environment, and to play an important role in the future of a voter’s children.


In Australia, a quick glance at the scoreboard would suggest that successive generations of politicians have warranted the trust they sought: they have delivered twenty-four years of economic growth (1991–2015), the longest period of economic expansion in Australia’s history. Australia’s gross domestic product (GDP) has quadrupled in the same period, growing by over a trillion dollars. We are also now accustomed to our major cities regularly topping ‘best places on earth to live’ surveys. By any global measure, Australians have a right to feel pretty good about their political leaders. But we don’t: at the time of publication, one of the most recent measures held that just 1 per cent of us trusted our politicians ‘a lot’.17 It’s a figure so low you can even attribute it to paid staff and politicians’ blood relatives.


In 1987 Ian McAllister, Distinguished Professor of Political Science at the Australian National University, began co-directing the Australian Election Study, a national survey of political opinion conducted after each federal election. His recent book entitled The Australian Voter charts Australian voting behaviour since 1967 and is based on surveys of around 24 000 people. It’s the most comprehensive study of voting behaviours ever conducted in Australia.


His research shows that only once since data has been collected have the majority of voters trusted the Government, compared with thinking that MPs are ‘looking after themselves’. That magical moment came in 1969, when 51 per cent of Australians said they trusted the then Gorton Government.18 Levels of trust have never reached such a high watermark since.


Yet the Australian story of trust is a more intricate one than that of comparable nations. McAllister notes that, compared with other Western democracies, such as the United States or the United Kingdom, ‘public opinion in Australia shows more complex patterns’.19 Despite the high point of 1969, Australia hasn’t seen as simple a linear decline in trust as you might expect. McAllister argues that in Australia our trust in our politicians tends to have a cyclical pattern:


 


The period between 1969 and 1979—covering the major political event of the late twentieth century in Australia, the dismissal of the Whitlam Labor Government in 1975—registers the decline in trust. In 1969, 51 percent of those interviewed believed that people in government could be trusted … but by 1979 that figure had collapsed to just 29 percent.20


If our trust in government had stayed that low, the story might end there, but what has happened is far more interesting than that. From 1979 ‘trust in government gradually recovered through to 1996 only to decline again in 2007’, McAllister says. A potential explanation is that ‘trust’ is a proxy for the major parties’ electoral fortunes. As McAllister explains ‘both compulsory voting and extended periods of party government may result in the public interpreting trust in government in terms of trust in the party that holds office’.21


A number of studies have shown that distrustful voters are more likely to support non-incumbent and third-party candidates—a critical point for all parties hoping to form government.22 These studies also show that trust is more than twice as important as economic considerations in determining the performance of the elected representative.23 Australians look past material gains, the GDP and standard of living questions when deciding if they are going to re-elect their member of Parliament.


Yet as interesting and important as these observations are, we need to answer the far more constructive question: How can trust in our politicians and in our political system be rebuilt?


Start Small—Really Small


When trying to understand such an amorphous concept like ‘trust’ it’s best to start small—microscopically small—with oxytocin.


Oxytocin is a small molecule, a peptide that works as a neurotransmitter sending signals within the brain, and as a hormone, carrying messages in the bloodstream. It occurs naturally in most mammals and was discovered early in the twentieth century by Sir Henry Dale, the son of a British manufacturing family and a renowned composer who went on to win a Nobel Prize in physiology and medicine.


Sir Henry was the first to locate oxytocin in the pituitary gland (a small gland at the base of the brain); he named it with the Greek words for ‘swift childbirth’. For almost a century its importance was understood to be restricted to childbirth and women. But it turns out that oxytocin is more than that: it’s the chemical agent that allows us to trust each other, to bond with each other and to function in a community.24


Researchers have found that when artificially injected into some animals it acts as a powerful love potion, creating a monogamous bond between two animals almost instantly. In other studies, oxytocin led other animals to adopt and nurture offspring that were not their own. Similarly, when oxytocin was inhibited, researchers saw animal mothers reject their young.


More recently the study of oxytocin has moved away from childbirth and breastfeeding towards economic and social applications. Paul J Zak, the leading researcher on oxytocin’s impact on trust, is a Professor of Economics, with a PhD from the University of Pennsylvania and post-doctoral training in neuro-imaging from Harvard University. In 2005 he was named by Wired Magazine as one of the year’s ‘10 Sexiest Geeks’.25 His work has been unique in examining the link between oxytocin, trust and the economy.


In his seminal work, The Moral Molecule, Zak explains that, when we feel safe and secure, our bloodstream is flooded with oxytocin. This triggers the release of other hormones, specifically serotonin and dopamine, which are some of the most powerful chemicals in our brain and the targets of various substances, such as LSD, speed and cocaine. Serotonin reduces anxiety and improves our mood, and dopamine is associated with positive, goal-directed behaviours that motivate creatures to seek things that are rewarding and keeps us doing those things. It sets in place a virtuous cycle of reinforcement: trust someone → feel good → trust even more.26


Oxytocin is relatively easy to release:


 


All you have to do to trigger this moral molecule is give someone a sign of trust. When one person extends themselves to another in a trusting way, the person being trusted experiences a surge in oxytocin that makes them less likely to hold back, and less likely to cheat. Which is another way of saying that the feeling of being trusted makes a person more … trustworthy.27


Zak stresses the importance of touch to trigger the release of oxytocin.


What does any of this have to do with politics? Think about the opening scene from Primary Colors, the political ‘novel’ about the southern US governor and presidential candidate Jack Stanton, later proven to be based on Bill Clinton:


 


The handshake is the threshold act, the beginning of politics. I’ve seen him do it two million times now, but I couldn’t tell you how he does it, the right-handed part of it—the strength, quality, duration of it, the rudiments of pressing the flesh. I can, however, tell you a whole lot about what he does with his other hand. He is a genius with it. He might put it on your elbow, or up by your biceps: these are basic, reflexive moves. He is interested in you. He is honored to meet you. If he gets any higher up your shoulder—if he, say, drapes his left arm over your back, it is somehow less intimate, more casual. He’ll share a laugh or a secret then—a light secret, not a real one—flattering you with the illusion of conspiracy. If he doesn’t know you all that well and you’ve just told him something ‘important,’ something earnest or emotional, he will lock in and honor you with a two-hander, his left hand overwhelming your wrist and forearm. He’ll flash that famous misty look of his. And he will mean it.28


As Clinton/Stanton reached out and shook hands with each guest, he caused a surge in oxytocin, dopamine and serotonin. Each person he shook hands with warmed to him as he pulled them closer—trusting them with his secrets and confidences—and they responded in turn by trusting him.


In the days of retail politics, where individual interactions were the mainstay of the political process, this might be where our story would end. Every politician would simply need to meet more constituents and shake their hands, or give them a hug. As awkward as this oxytocin-promoting hug-fest might be, it may be sufficient. But in an age where the average federal electorate has around 100 000 electors, it’s simply not practicable. (The average New South Wales local council ward has only a few thousand electors—but no one really wants to hug local councillors.)


In an era in which we are increasingly disconnected from our local communities, less likely to meet our local candidates for a friendly handshake and more connected to virtual ones, how are politicians supposed to build trust?


A Model to Restore Trust


Modern Australian political parties are still trying to work out how to build trust in the modern era. Perhaps the most useful reference for breaking trust into smaller attributes can be found in a chapter in the 1996 book Trust in Organizations: Frontiers of Theory and Research. The book might have an unassuming title, but it has informed most of the research into trust because of the theory it presented. The author of the chapter in question, Aneil K Mishra, found that trust encompasses four main components: reliability, competence, openness and concern.29


The same principles of Mishra’s work can be applied to political trust. Voters are vulnerable and without individual power—their fate lies in the hands of the government. Political decisions can have a large effect on a country: policies enacted by Parliament can ensure an entire generation can access university education for free, or they can push up the unemployment rate. Political decisions shape our society for better or worse: we want to hope that our leaders are the competent decision makers they make themselves out to be.


In terms of competence, leaders are characterised by ‘how much their followers trust them to make competent decisions’.30 As one manager who was interviewed for the study stated: ‘They’ve [employees] got to have some feeling that you’re competent to lead them out of this mess. Because, they may like you a lot, but if they feel you’re a bumbling idiot they say, “Fuck! We can’t trust what this guy tells us. He’s gonna take us off the end of the cliff.”’31


Another component of building trust in politics is the openness, or transparency, dimension. Voters want to know that the government’s declared agenda is their only agenda—that they are not keeping secrets or doing anything illegal behind the backs of the constituency. When Edward Snowden revealed widespread illegal spying conducted by the US National Security Agency in 2013, US citizens were outraged by the Government’s behaviour. The revelations led to a higher level of scrutiny of the US government and its relevant agencies.


Openness when applied at a personal level is devastatingly effective. It reveals the individual and all their vulnerabilities, and exposes their motivations, hopes and aspirations.


Another component of trust is that of reliability. How much can you be relied on, as an individual or as a leader, to do what you say you will do? Inconsistencies between words and actions decrease trust.32 In a rapidly evolving society, reliability can often be one of the hardest areas for politicians to master. Someone is called unreliable when they do not practise what they preach; they leave themselves exposed to the accusation of hypocrisy—often a fatal claim in modern politics.


The final component of Mishra’s model is concern, or as it has been called in this book, honesty. Honesty relates to the empathy or benevolence of a leader and an acceptance that leaders will make mistakes from time to time. When this happens, leaders who offer honesty have the ability to apologise and explain what went wrong, and thereby win the respect of their electorates.


To rebuild trust in politics, our politicians will need to combine all four components of trust—they will need to weave together a reliable, open, honest and competent narrative. They will then need to protect this narrative from the slings and arrows of outrage and hyperbolic attacks.


The Four Parts of Trust


Australia’s recent political history contains several examples of politicians who have bucked the trend and been elected when all the conventional evidence would suggest they should have been punted. This book tells those stories and dissects their importance. In doing so, it attempts to distil what it is we mean by trust and how it can be built. Rebuilding trust is the biggest challenge modern politicians face and this book is a how-to guide for building and keeping it.


Reliability


When John Howard called the 2004 election he was under enormous pressure. His character had been under attack for months, and he had been called a liar in every possible way. His motivations for joining the invasion of Iraq were being questioned and the ‘children overboard’ scandal from 2001 continued to weep as an open political sore. Memories of his 1995 promise to ‘never ever’ implement a goods and services tax (GST)—broken when the GST was introduced in 2000—were also resurfacing. Yet when the PM kicked off the 2004 election campaign against a resurgent Labor Party he declared boldly that ‘this is an election about trust’. These words showed an innate understanding of the multi-faceted nature of trust. It was more than honesty: it was also about reliability. He knew that voters trust politicians who are reliable and predictable, even if they don’t support the decisions being made. And Howard knew he had runs on the board as one of the most reliable politicians in living memory. His story is seminal to our understanding of what makes us respect certain leaders and, in turn, what we want from them and the parties that they lead.


Competence


Reliability without competence is meaningless. A reliably bad politician is hardly likely to be trusted. The US research agency Edelman began adding Australia to its data set in 2009 and registered its first score of ‘trust in government’ as 53 per cent—a huge rating by international standards.33 This poll came in the immediate aftermath of the 2008 GFC, when some of the largest companies in the world, and even a couple of countries, went bankrupt. While every Western democracy registered a decline in trust of government, Australia was alone in that the majority of its citizens still trusted their Government. The underlying reason was competence: Prime Minister Kevin Rudd and Treasurer Wayne Swan successfully guided Australia through one of the largest economic shocks that the world had encountered. In doing so they demonstrated to the electorate at large that they could be trusted to act competently. Despite the Labor Party’s removal of Rudd in the months that followed, the party still went to the 2010 election having closed a historical gap between it and the Liberals as to which party was perceived as a ‘better economic manager’. Establishing themselves as credible stewards of the economy gave Labor a clear overall advantage, given their consistently higher support in other key areas, like health and education. There is no mystery to competence: if you know what you are doing and don’t stuff things up, people will trust you to do a good job.


Openness


In the age of social media, we have come to want to know more about our politicians. Beyond what meal they are eating, or what event they are attending, we want to know about their fears, their hopes and their concerns. In 2008 then Senator Barack Obama’s presidential primary race was one of the most exhilarating in history. But an old sermon by the candidate’s friend and preacher, Jeremiah Wright, resurfaced and had the potential to destroy Obama’s candidacy. The sermons tapped into a deeply divisive vein in American culture and made Obama confront an issue he had hitherto tried to avoid: race in the United States. Obama accepted the problem and dealt with it as openly as any modern politician in living memory. He drew on his own upbringing and personal story, and the American public were able to see the candidate as an individual. Voters trust politicians who don’t shrink or hide from difficult issues or past mistakes: openness breeds acceptance and understanding.


Honesty


When trust in government is at record lows, reform is threatened. Can governments of the future overcome opposition from the public, other parties and their own side? New South Wales Premier Mike Baird did exactly that when he took a deeply unpopular tenet of Liberal Party philosophy to the 2015 State election to part privatise New South Wales’ electricity grid. Regardless of the merits of the proposal, Baird decided he wanted to have an honest conversation with the electorate and convince them that his unpopular path was the right one. In doing so he gave a powerful example for all future leaders who want to embark on difficult reforms.


Honesty in politics is not just about big ticket reform items. It’s also about crisis management and everyday government. Former Queensland Premier Peter Beattie was one of the most successful State politicians in Australia’s history because he understood honesty to be a key tenet of trust. Although his time in office was punctuated by scandal and crisis, an abiding sense of trust in him enabled his Government to score a series of impressive electoral victories. Before both the 2001 and 2004 elections he faced enormously damaging reports highly critical of his Government. The traditional approach would have been to fight each charge or attempt to distract, while never accepting the accusation of wrongdoing. Instead Beattie accepted the blame, apologised and asked Queenslanders to re-elect him to help fix the problem. The tactic was devastatingly successful. He was able to lead the disappointment and anger at the Government’s actions, even as he led the Government. Most importantly he conveyed authentic regret and humility. It was a tool he wielded better than any other modern Australian politician.


Attaching any individual’s name, especially a politician’s name, to a concept as sacrosanct as honesty is a difficult exercise. The individual’s detractors are at once bound to offer a litany of examples where they may have been caught lying over the span of their career. But voters have chosen to trust both Baird and Beattie because on major issues they have been honest with them about the real state of affairs, about what has gone right and gone wrong.


_________________


These stories are important reminders that leaders in our recent past have been able to overcome significant hurdles, achieve impressive victories and build trust in themselves and their parties at the same time. By drawing on a mixture of the four elements of trust, and by mastering one of them, they show that the long-term decline of faith in our leaders is not irreversible.


But before we can understand how to make individual politicians better and how we can make the system better, we need to understand how low our levels of trust in our elected leaders have sunk.




Part One



THE DEFICIT





2


GILLARD’S CARBON TAX


The Cost of Losing a Big Trust Gamble


If ever there was a case where the quest for personal, commercial and party advantage is damaging our trust in politicians and the media, it’s the unending brawling over the carbon tax.1


Ross Gittins, July 2011


THE TELEVISION FOOTAGE of Julia Gillard declaring ‘there’ll be no carbon tax under the Government that I lead’ was burned into Australia’s collective memory throughout the 2010 term of Government. It was run incessantly on television and radio, and amplified throughout social media for three years. Its significance built with each re-run, to the point that, in hindsight, it feels like the key moment of the 2010 election.


In truth, it was just another press conference at the end of a very long campaign that barely registered on the political psyche at the time. Greg Combet, the man who would later be charged with implementing the Government’s carbon pricing plan, was not there—he was recovering from minor surgery on his leg in Newcastle. ‘I completely missed Julia Gillard’s commitment to ruling out a carbon tax’, Combet said. ‘I didn’t see the footage of the emphatic commitment until after we’d announced our carbon pricing policy framework in early 2011.’2


Russell Mahoney, Julia Gillard’s director of communications at the time, recalls:


 


The truth is that I think we all forgot about this commitment. I was with the PM at the time, we were on the cliffs overlooking the Brisbane River—it was really quite a beautiful spot. We were nearing the end of the campaign and we’d answered this question a hundred times. At one point the boss made the now famous statement and I remember thinking, ‘Wow—that was unusually emphatic’, but then it was immediately qualified by saying we did want to price carbon. It was entirely consistent with everything we’d planned on the issue, so it wasn’t really news. I don’t even think it was replayed in later bulletins. After the interview we just got on with our jobs and kept going. We all just forgot that it was out there.3


As strange as it is that such a key moment in a campaign can be forgotten, biologically speaking, it’s not at all remarkable. Although there’s debate about which type of sleep is more useful in the formulation of memories, rapid-eye-movement (REM) sleep (dreaming) or slow-wave sleep (SWS or deep sleep), there is widespread scientific agreement that some kind of sleep is necessary for ‘memory consolidation’.4 The problem for anyone at the end of a political campaign? They don’t sleep. Staffers, politicians and candidates train themselves to function on remarkably little sleep in general, but during a campaign it’s not uncommon for them to survive on as little as two to three hours’ sleep each night for extended periods. More recently it has become a common occurrence for candidates to push through the final forty-eight hours of a campaign without sleeping at all. The end result is that memory consolidation is actually physically difficult.


Greg Combet mused:


 


If we’d remembered this grab in the lead up to the announcement—when we were figuring out how to sell this thing—perhaps we would have done things differently. But perhaps not. The fact is that the only way we could get carbon pricing legislation through both houses of Parliament was to start it with a fixed price, which is akin to a carbon tax.5


Combet is a tall, intellectual former engineer who had developed a knack of straight talk and an ability to cut through. When the Government was re-elected he had prepared to succeed John Faulkner as the Minister for Defence. He had enjoyed a rapid rise through the ranks of the union movement and after entering Parliament he served as Parliamentary Secretary for Defence Procurement and then Minister for Defence Personnel, Matériel and Science. The Ministry of Defence was one of the most senior portfolios and Combet, a widely respected figure, would have been a popular choice.
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