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Preface



With the first Hawke government, the then Canberra College of Advanced Education (CCAE), in association with the ACT Division of the then Royal Australian Institute of Public Administration, published a joint book, Australian Commonwealth Administration 1984: Essays in Review. Since then, the University of Canberra, currently under the aegis of the Institute for Governance and Policy Analysis (IGPA), has established a tradition of examining each federal government administration from 1984, making a total of 12 volumes and representing a significant contribution to the study of Australia’s recent political history. These volumes are listed at the start of this book.


For this 13th volume in the Australian Commonwealth Administration series, we have brought together many of Australia’s most prominent academics and journalists to assess the contribution of the two Coalition governments under Malcolm Turnbull and Scott Morrison formed since the 2016 federal election. The list of contributors we have assembled reflects our aim of combining quality journalism with academic rigour. The volume therefore includes longer evidence-based academic contributions with shorter journalistic vignettes on the issue of investigation.


The approach to this volume is similar to that taken in the previous books in the series. Each chapter chronicles the important events, changes and associated issues relevant to the topic being covered (What happened?); provides an exploratory analysis and identifies the pressures and influences involved (Why did it happen?); and gives the reader a sense of the significance of the issues, by discussing the implications for future governance (What was the broad significance of the issue?). Within this common framework, authors have been encouraged to develop their own particular approaches. Some follow the rubric precisely, others range more freely. The aim is to cover the core agenda of the Turnbull–Morrison policy agenda. Following an introductory section, the volume is organised into four sections dealing with issues of continuity and change with regard to institutions, policy matters, leadership and the impact of the 2019 federal election.


The book overall seeks to be studiously non-party political. Where individual authors are known for particular political persuasions, we have sought to balance them with others with alternative outlooks. The IGPA, which was set up in 2014, endeavours not only to make contemporary Australian government accessible but also to ensure that it is subject to evidence-based assessment. It is all the more important, therefore, that we have an authoritative audit of the work of the Turnbull–Morrison governments, produced so close to the events themselves.


This particular volume also features an underpinning theme: the breakdown of trust between government and citizen in Australia. The 2018 Edelman Trust Barometer reports ‘a world of seemingly stagnant trust’, with 80 per cent of the world’s democracies being distrusted by the majority of their citizens. Australian democracy has not been immune to this global malaise and is rapidly losing the trust of its citizens. Australia’s leading institutions, including government, business, non-government organisations (NGOs) and media, are among the least-trusted in the world at a time when the Australian economy has experienced 27 years of economic growth. Each author has therefore been invited to examine how their account fits with this issue and to reflect on what the current Morrison government will need to do to help bridge the trust divide.


An editorial team consisting of Mark Evans, Michelle Grattan and Brendan McCaffrie has managed the production of this volume and we wish to thank several people for their contribution. We are grateful to Rashna Farrukh for her general assistance with the volume and her research support, and to Paul Smitz for his highly professional and exacting copyediting.


We have also been delighted to partner with Melbourne University Publishing (MUP) for this project. Unsurprisingly, MUP has provided incredibly efficient and responsive production management for this book, and special thanks must go to Sally Heath (Executive Publisher) and Catherine McInnis (Editor) for their hard work in bringing the project to fruition in such a short time.


Finally, we also want to thank the contributing authors for their passion and dedication to this project. We began two months out from the 2019 election and we are grateful for the authors’ capacity to respond to such a tight deadline to enable the volume to be published two months after the election. This has allowed the book to be a living enterprise, capturing events in real time in a way that we hope will capture the public imagination.


Mark Evans, Michelle Grattan and Brendan McCaffrie, 6 July 2019.
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CHAPTER 1


The Trust Divide


Mark Evans, Michelle Grattan and Brendan McCaffrie




Australia is a lucky country run mainly by second rate people who share its luck. It lives on other people’s ideas, and, although its ordinary people are adaptable, most of its leaders (in all fields) so lack curiosity about the events that surround them that they are often taken by surprise (Horne 1964).





Australians are favoured and lucky.1 We live in one of the most beautiful ecosystems in the world, with all the responsibilities that it brings. Most of us have enjoyed and expect to continue to enjoy good living standards and peaceful development. We have powerful allies watching out for us. And our geographical location and history provide us with comparative advantages when we look to both East and West. We are a much governed people but have shown ourselves to be governable.2


In political terms, Australia is considered on the international stage to be a great, young democracy that ‘punches well above its weight’ (see Evans 2018). Australian citizens are free; our parliament is a strong custodian of democratic values; our liberty is the envy of our region; and our system of justice is robust and fair. The guardians of our security—the police and defence service—are trusted and in the main, subject to democratic, legal control. We also have a world-ranked public service that is an impartial steward of public trust; our cities are among the most liveable in the world;3 against all the odds Australia’s Indigenous communities maintain a proud identity; and, our media are brave and honest.


These beliefs and practices, however, are increasingly threatened. There is mounting evidence compiled in this volume of the increasing disconnect between government and citizen reflected in the decline of democratic satisfaction and trust in politicians, political parties, media and other key institutions, and the erosion of public confidence in the capacity of governments (of whatever kind) to address public policy concerns. Academics and political commentators alike bemoan the inability of Australia’s increasingly isolated political class to grapple with policy fundamentals and facilitate collaborative problem-solving across the federation.4


Four of the last five Australian prime ministers since the end of the Howard era have failed to achieve their big-ticket items in government and inspire the national imagination. While it is clearly too early to pass judgement on Scott Morrison’s tenure, over the past decade we have witnessed the slow death of the politics of contentment that have traditionally underpinned Australia’s allegiant democratic culture, bolstered by 27 years of economic growth. Australia’s nation-building project is in limbo.


Today, the gap between how Australians perceive their politicians and political institutions and how they would like their democracy to be has widened to such a degree that we need to pause, listen, and reflect on what our political system needs to do to adapt to the realities of 21st-century governance.


From Turnbull to Morrison: the Trust Divide assesses the records of the Coalition governments under Malcolm Turnbull and Scott Morrison since the 2016 federal election. Following this introductory chapter, which sets out the parameters of debate, the volume is organised into five sections:


1 governing contexts


2 institutions


3 policy issues


4 perspectives on the 2019 federal election


5 leadership.


The book concludes with an exploration of what present Prime Minister Scott Morrison and future prime ministers can do to bridge the trust divide between government and citizen in Australia.


Sins of omission


Given this volume’s space constraints, we have had to be selective in the topics that we consider. The key criterion for selection was to focus on institutions, policies and processes where there was an evidence base to examine issues of continuity and change. We also made a deliberate decision to focus more on contested policy issues than on institutions that were largely in a holding pattern during the period of study. In addition, we focused greater attention than normal on the 2019 federal election to get a clearer sense of emerging policy agendas. Ideally, we would have spent more time on crisis management in response to drought and floods—an area where Australia continues to lead best practice internationally but struggles politically to make policy for the long term. We also would have liked to devote greater attention to the Council of Australian Governments, which should play a central role in setting the long-term policy agenda. There follows a more detailed synopsis of the book’s contents.


Governing contexts


Part 1 provides an introduction to the governing contexts that shaped the Turnbull–Morrison administrations. In essence, governing context provides us with an understanding of the complex environment that influences how policy and institutional decisions take place (Pollitt 2013). In this section, we focus on the social context and the problem of declining trust between government and citizen (Mark Evans, Max Halupka and Gerry Stoker) and political parties (John Warhurst), the macro and micro-economic budgetary contexts (Mark Evans and Jinjing Li), and developments in the global and international contexts through an exploration of Australian foreign policy (Susan Harris Rimmer).


Three contextual themes loom large in this discussion. First, there is the problem of declining public trust in an increasingly isolated political class. It is observed that distrust is driving risk aversion in policy practice and undermining the problem-solving capability of Australian government. Second, despite an extensive period of economic growth and the rise of a culture of contentment, we are witnessing a growing sense of economic insecurity and the need for Australia to transition to a new economic future so that it addresses pressing long-term policy challenges, including those associated with demographic change, slow productivity growth, climate change, social exclusion and the Asian century. However, electorally vulnerable governments appear unwilling to focus on ‘wicked’ economic problems when there is no burning platform for change such as the global financial crisis. And third, Australia is also experiencing significant uncertainty in global affairs. This has been exacerbated by the wrangling over Brexit in Europe and a disruptive Trump presidency which is undermining Australia’s political relationship with China, its main trading partner.


In sum, significant constraints and opportunities for change have emerged in the governing environment that require urgent attention, but thus far there has been a limited policy response from the Turnbull–Morrison governments to these challenges.


Institutions


Part 2 assesses issues of continuity and change in the context of declining public trust in many of Australia’s key institutions. The role of institutions in enabling and resisting change has been a central focus of study in the contemporary social sciences (North 1991; Ostrom 1990). This section explores a set of institutions that provide key insights into the period of study, including chapters on the Constitution (Harry Hobbs and George Williams), the federation (Jacob Deem and Anne Tiernan), the media (Matthew Ricketson, Katharine Murphy and Patrick Mullins), Labor in opposition (Michelle Grattan) and the Australian Public Service (John Halligan).


Four key institutional themes emerge from this discussion. The first theme is the challenge posed to the notion of the separation of powers by the highly public breakdown of trust between key institutional actors, including Attorney-General George Brandis (2013–17) and Solicitor-General Justin Gleeson (2013–16), and Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull (2015–18) and Australian Human Rights Commission President Gillian Triggs (2012–17). This trust deficit was further compounded by mounting evidence of the politicisation of the judiciary through Liberal Party patronage. In addition, there is evidence of the increasing politicisation of the Australian Public Service and threats to its independence posed by ministerial interference in senior appointments.


The second theme is one of constitutional containment and the failure to make progress on key constitutional issues, including Indigenous recognition and the government’s rejection of the ‘Uluru Statement from the Heart’, and the section 44 eligibility crisis. The latter led to the disqualification of 17 members from parliament, which further undermined trust in political parties but also drew attention to the unrepresentative composition of the Australian Parliament at a time when 26 per cent of Australia’s citizens were born overseas (ABS 2018).


The third theme is described in this volume by Jacob Deem and Anne Tiernan as the problem of the ‘Canberra bubble’ and the stark political disconnect between urban, regional and rural Australia, which played out so dramatically during the 2019 federal election. This political disconnect has been reinforced in recent decades by successive prime ministers using the Commonwealth’s financial dominance to impose on policy domains that were traditionally the province of the states. In the process, Australia has become one of the most centralised federal states in the world at a time when the political instinct in most mature liberal democracies is towards decentralisation.


The fourth theme is characterised by the Rand Corporation as the problem of ‘truth decay’, a phrase used to describe the loss of trust in data, analysis and objective facts in political life (Kavanagh & Rich 2018). This includes increasing disagreement about facts and analytical interpretations of facts and data; the blurring of the line between opinion and fact; the burgeoning volume, and resulting influence, of opinion and personal experience over fact; and declining trust in formerly respected sources of factual information. These trends undermine the legitimacy of the free press (and other media) to play its crucial role in liberal democracy as a fundamental check on executive power. In 2019, Australia dropped out of the top 20 of the 2019 World Press Freedom Index, which assesses the level of press freedom afforded to journalists (Reporters without Borders 2019). The index, produced by the NGO Reporters without Borders, placed Australia at 21 out of 180 countries. The disturbing combination of toxic social media, news by algorithm, declining civic discourse and information being used as a weapon in a war of ideas has serious implications for governments and the quality of democratic practice.


In sum, the legitimacy of Australia’s constitutional settlement and the integrity of some of its key institutions are experiencing a profound challenge.


Key policy issues


Part 3 includes chapters on the key items of the policy agenda under the Turnbull–Morrison governments. This includes social policy (Brenton Prosser and John Butcher), population and immigration (Liz Allen), gender politics and policy (Virginia Haussegger and Pia Rowe), same-sex marriage (Michael Vaughan), digital transformation (Patrick Dunleavy and Mark Evans), Australian cities (Richard Hu), regional Australia (Andrew Beer), energy policy (Tony Wood) and the ‘Uluru Statement from the Heart’ (Megan Davis). The key theme underpinning much of this analysis is one of policy inertia and lost opportunity. This is often associated with the short-term reactionary nature of policy development and the limited impact of evidence-based policymaking on the core policy agenda (Stoker & Evans 2016).


There have been three exceptions to this rule. Two are the historic amendment of the federal Marriage Act on 9 December 2017, giving same-sex couples the same right to marry as heterosexual couples, and the remarkable strides in online public service delivery that have been achieved since 2016. Notably, both of these achievements required a source of disruptive change—a quasi-plebiscite in the case of same-sex marriage and the fourth industrial revolution in the case of digital transformation. The third exception is the policy transfer of the concept of ‘City Deals’ from the United Kingdom. It is easy to see why the City Deal concept resonated with the Turnbull agenda. The potential of the Australian city region as a centripetal catalyst for economic growth is both in keeping with the gravity of international evidence and the demographic changes articulated in the 2015 Intergenerational Report, which forecast a range of significant productivity problems arising from shifts in demography, workforce and participation. It is still too early to evaluate the success of Australia’s City Deals, but the intervention has been based on some evidence of achievement as demonstrated in the renaissance of Manchester and Glasgow.


Perspectives on the 2019 Australian federal election


Part 4 explores some of the key campaign, policy and leadership issues in the 2019 Australian federal election, partly because they provide us with insights into leadership styles and emerging policy agendas, and partly because they tell us about important attitudinal changes within Australian communities. George Megalogenis’ vignette ‘The Shock of the New Normal’, for example, tells us why Morrison’s victory shouldn’t have surprised the major parties. Michelle Grattan and Jane Seaborn’s story of the independents using longitudinal focus group data explains why an increasing number of Australians are turning away from the two-party system and looking for a new politics. Michelle Baddeley and Karen Cong discuss why the ‘climate change’ election became ‘all about the economy, stupid’. Michael J Jensen presents an account of the Twitter election that Labor won. And John Stirton explains why the polls got it wrong.


The 2019 federal election exposed two key dimensions of the trust divide: the growing geographical and ‘chattering class’ divide, and the importance of skilfull leadership.


The victory for the Coalition led by Prime Minister Scott Morrison surprised many pundits and voters and was dubbed a ‘miracle’ by the PM himself. The betting company Sportsbet was so confident in Labor’s chances that it paid out all early bets on Labor winning two days before Australians went to the polls. The decision cost Sportsbet $1.3 million (see Hope 2019). But how did the narrow re-election of a sitting government in good economic times shock conventional wisdom? Failure to understand the limits and vulnerabilities of opinion polling was a factor, as John Stirton’s contribution explains. But also, gauging the national political mood from a metropolitan base can distort judgement because of the growing divide in outlook between the populations of major metros and voters in suburban areas, small towns and rural communities. These same factors figured in the political surprises of the United Kingdom’s referendum vote to leave the European Union in 2016 (Sturgis et al. 2016) and Donald Trump’s victory in the 2016 US presidential election (AAPOR 2017).


The result also should not have surprised us given the long-established insights from political science that governments are more likely to be re-elected when voters judge the economy to be performing, when they and their leaders are viewed as more competent in managing the economy, and when they emphasise the issues that voters care most about. With the rise of populism across many established democracies, and widespread disillusionment with the political class, these old truths about elections may have been forgotten. Morrison clearly benefited from a sense of creeping insecurity in key marginal constituencies in Queensland and New South Wales (NSW).


Beyond misreading the polls, a final possible reason for the widespread surprise may in part be that—like in many other liberal democracies—many voters, media, commentators, bloggers, opinion framers and academics are increasingly living in enclaves of the like-minded, both online and in the places where they reside. One of the striking patterns of the election result was the large swings against Labor in towns like Grafton, NSW and Mackay, Queensland (Gothe-Snape 2019). In contrast, Labor’s vote remained strong in major metropolitan centres such as in Sydney, Canberra, Adelaide and Perth, and the division of Macnamara in Melbourne’s south. This mirrors a trend observed across many other countries—including the United States, United Kingdom and France—where cities are increasingly supporting left parties whereas smaller towns and peripheral areas are drifting to the right (Evans & Tilley 2017).


There was also a significant disconnect between the dominant mobilising narrative of the chattering classes, which focused on ‘climate emergency’, and the views of the ‘quiet Australians’ as Morrison termed them. The ‘quiet Australians’ were hesitant to accept Labor’s climate policy seeing it as a post-materialist preoccupation of the affluent Wentworth–Warringah elites. Morrison’s great achievement in this election campaign was to convince them that a Shorten government would threaten economic stability, and they voted for the devil they knew.


Savvy leadership played a key role in the months leading up to the federal election campaign and the campaign itself. Morrison’s spectacular win, against all expectations, is attributable to a potent mix of his strengths as a campaigner and trust builder and Shorten’s inability to reconnect with the Australian people. Shorten had a window of opportunity to improve his poor standing with the Australian public in the months following the Turnbull leadership spill. He had ample opportunity to address the problem of declining public trust in politicians and political parties. But he chose to remain silent. The voters were wary of Shorten. For at least two years, focus group data consistently demonstrated that he was unable to distance himself (no matter how hard he tried) from the perception that he was somehow complicit in the corrupt behaviour of certain trade unions (Stoker, Evans & Halupka 2018).


Morrison, in contrast, was made in some political heaven where they forge ideal campaigners. This man of faith may well literally believe in miracles, which is an advantage when you’re in a tight corner. Certainly, he’s swallowed the book on the power of positive thinking. He was determined, focused, and John Howard’s successor in talking to the battlers. He brought marketing and tactical skills to the task. But given the shambolic Coalition performance of the last two terms, he couldn’t have won if Labor hadn’t left itself so exposed.


The Opposition’s weaknesses are magnified in retrospect. The voters were wary and distrustful of Bill Shorten. Labor was carrying too much policy weight. And it did not crystallise its messages into one compelling, cut-through theme. In contrast, Morrison successfully hammered economic management as the facilitator of everything else people wanted, such as spending on health, education and the National Disability Insurance Scheme.


Cost of living was a Labor issue but by the campaign’s end, the government had people worried that Labor’s tax changes would add to that burden. While climate change took Liberal votes in heartland areas, overall it didn’t deliver for Labor. Mixed messaging over Adani was a drag in parts of Queensland. Labor polled only 22.7 per cent in regional Queensland, and minor party preferences worked against it.


Observers will lament that the election result shows it is impossible for an Opposition to win with a robust change agenda. It might, however, be the case that just too much was piled into it. To finance its big spending, Labor needed its crackdowns on both negative gearing and franking credit cash refunds. Each had losers. More modest changes might have survived the scare campaigns. But the result will reinforce the usual inclination of oppositions to be ‘small targets’.


There has been much post-election comparison of Labor’s defeat with the Liberal debacle in 1993 when Liberal leader John Hewson lost ‘the unlosable election’ with ‘the longest suicide note in history’. When we recently asked Hewson about his thoughts on the comparison, he replied that ‘different circumstances were at play but we both failed to cut through with carefully crafted messages. Both programs were made to seem too complex; although Labor’s was really fairly straightforward’. In sum, it can also be argued that Labor’s failure and the Coalition’s success were of political communication.


Morrison gains immense authority from this victory, but in politics euphoria is a perishable commodity. New rules protect the stability of the prime ministerial leadership; however, Morrison’s standing in two years will be a function of how he handles the job from now, not what happened at the election.


Leadership


The final part of the book provides a range of perspectives on the prime ministerships of Malcolm Turnbull and Scott Morrison. More than most recent prime ministers, Turnbull raised expectations of a prime ministership studded with progressive policy reform, but as Mark Kenny argues, he was hampered by the means of his taking office, and by his near-impossible relationship with conservatives within his party. This troubled party management was at the core of his downfall, which as Mary Walsh describes came via the now familiar apotheosis of a leadership spill. Turnbull’s relationship with his party had undermined his other strengths, preventing him from reshaping the political debate, or setting up a way of governing that allowed him to establish a dominant electoral position. Frank Bongiorno argues that Turnbull’s difficult history with the conservatives in the Liberal Party led him to adopt a consultative style, incongruous with the party’s preference for archetypal ‘strong’ leadership. Furthermore, Brendan McCaffrie shows that it ultimately left him appearing inauthentic, as his progressive beliefs were scarcely acted upon, a particular problem in a time of failing trust in politicians.


Thus far, Morrison’s prime ministership has been surprising rather than illuminating. He overcame all expectations to lead his party to victory at the election, but like Turnbull he eschewed the strong leadership style that Bongiorno notes has been the key to successfully leading the Coalition. Arguably, his ‘average bloke’ image allowed him to be perceived as more authentic than Turnbull, but most of the difficult questions of how to govern and how to lead were deferred until after the election. In particular, we are yet to see whether his leadership style can bridge the divide between moderates and conservatives in his own party, particularly as national economic and policy challenges emerge.


In our concluding chapter, we reflect on whether declining trust between government and citizen matters, and evaluate the range of measures being adopted internationally to bridge the divide. We argue that reform is as much about improving existing democratic practices as designing new ways of doing democracy, and observe that both Australian citizens and politicians are ready and waiting for a period of democratic renewal.


Notes


1 See Donald Horne’s ironic discussion in The Lucky Country (1964), evaluated by Ian Lowe (2016) and others in The Lucky Country? Reinventing Australia.


2 Australia is ranked in the top 10 for four out of six of the Worldwide Governance Indicators of the World Bank (2019).


3 See The Economist Intelligence Unit (2018). In the unit’s 2018 Global Liveability Index, three Australian cities feature in the top 10: Melbourne (no. 2), Sydney (no. 5) and Adelaide (no. 10).


4 See Brown and Bellamy (2007); Gallop (2011); and Twomey and Withers (2007).
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Part 1



Governing Contexts





CHAPTER 2


Trust and Democracy in Australia


Mark Evans, Max Halupka and Gerry Stoker


Australians should rightly be proud of their hard-won democratic traditions and freedoms, and the achievement of stable government which has delivered social and economic wellbeing for the country’s citizens. However, the findings presented in this chapter should give all democrats pause for thought. We find compelling evidence of an increasing trust divide between government and citizen reflected in the decline of democratic satisfaction; receding trust in politicians, political parties and other key institutions (especially media); and a lack of public confidence in the capacity of government to address public policy concerns. Australia is currently experiencing a culture shift from an allegiant to a divergent democratic culture (Dalton & Welzel 2014), with an increasing number of citizens searching for a new politics to represent their values and defend their material needs and aspirations for the future.


This chapter draws on data derived from a national survey of 1021 Australians in July 2018 that sought to explore the relationship between trust in the political system and attitudes towards democracy. We understand political trust as a relational concept that is about ‘keeping promises and agreements’ (Hetherington 2005: 1). This is in keeping with the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s definition of trust as ‘holding a positive perception about the actions of an individual or an organization’ (OECD 2017: 16). The survey questions were designed by the authors and included some questions that previously had been asked of similar samples in 2014 and 2016, allowing for time series analysis (see Evans, Halupka & Stoker 2017; Evans & Stoker 2016; Stoker et al. 2017).1


The findings from the survey also have been explored through qualitative focus group research. We have conducted 24 focus groups with different groups of Australians, including older Australians (over 65, not working); young Australians; new Australians; urban, rural and regional Australians; and Australians with disability (or carers). We have also deliberately recruited participants for certain focus groups in marginal constituencies (for example, Indi, Longman, Mayo, Toowoomba North and Warringah) who do not align with a particular political party or are rethinking their political position.2


The findings are organised into three substantive sections and a conclusion. Sections one, two and three provide a detailed analysis of three narratives of democratic decline and renewal. Section one explores attitudes towards democratic politics and practices over time. Section two examines attitudinal differences between sections of the Australian population on issues of trust and democracy, and what Australians see as an ideal politician. Section three investigates the underlying causes of the sense of malaise felt about how democratic politics are working and what Australian citizens think might to be useful paths to reform. The conclusion explores the implications of the main findings for Australia’s democratic culture.


A decade of democratic decline


Around the world, democracy is in decline. For the 13th consecutive year, the annual review by Freedom House (2019), Freedom in the World, recorded a decline in global freedom, in every region and type of political system, from mature democracies to authoritarian regimes. Australia is not immune. In terms of the attitudes of Australian citizens towards democratic politics and practices, our 2018 survey evidence signals a pattern of decline and sustained negativity. Despite our world-class governance processes (World Bank 2019) and an independent Australian Electoral Commission, satisfaction in democracy more than halved over the past decade, dropping from 86 per cent in 2007 to 41 per cent in 2018 (see Figure 2.1). And, despite 27 years of economic growth, Australia is characterised as a ‘distrusted country’ and sits below the median satisfaction rating when compared with other advanced industrial democracies (Edelman 2019).
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Figure 2.1 Satisfaction with the way democracy works in Australia


Q: How satisfied are you with the way democracy works in Australia?
Sources: 1996 to 2013 Australian Election Study and 2016 and 2018 Stoker, Evans and Halupka (2018)


Trust in individuals and institutions


Members of parliament (MPs) in general are distrusted by nearly half the population (48 per cent) and only one in five citizens (21 per cent) are willing to express that they trust them ‘a little bit’ or ‘very much’ (see Figure 2.2). As Figure 2.2 shows, there is a negative trend over time in public trust in politicians, although the most significant decline occurred between 2013 and 2016, in the aftermath of various leadership spills. Government ministers are distrusted by 48 per cent of respondents and only trusted to some degree by 23 per cent. The figures get slightly better when citizens are asked about their local MP (31 per cent indicating they ‘trust them a little bit’) and local councillor (29 per cent saying they ‘trust them a little bit’). Other actors are trusted to a much greater degree: general practitioners (GPs) (81 per cent), judges (55 per cent) and to some extent public servants (38 per cent). But notably there are other occupations that appear to be almost as distrusted as politicians, such as business-people (31 per cent), journalists (28 per cent) and trade unionists (26 per cent). As for trust in political institutions, the attitudinal patterns remain just as gloomy. Approximately three in 10 respondents trust federal government, one in five trust political parties, and less than four in 10 trust state or territory government or local government. Again, some institutions are much more trusted by the public, such as the police (70 per cent), civil wellbeing organisations (69 per cent), the military (66 per cent) and universities (62 per cent).
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Figure 2.2 Trust in politicians


Q: How much do you personally trust each of the following?
Sources: 1993 to 2013 Australian Election Study and 2016 and 2018 Stoker, Evans and Halupka (2018)


The comparative standing of Australia can be judged by a Eurobarometer survey conducted in 2017. Among the 28 countries inside the European Union, the median trust score for national governments was 40 per cent (European Commission 2017). Sweden and the Netherlands have trust scores of 70 per cent. The only countries with a lower trust score than the federal government in Australia were Italy (27 per cent), Spain (18 per cent) and Greece (13 per cent).


Political integrity


If trust is about a citizen’s sense of governments and politicians keeping promises and trying to do the right thing, then it is worth investigating related perspectives on how they view the standards of honesty and integrity of politicians. The attitudinal pattern is again an adverse one: only 11 per cent of citizens think that the standards are ‘very high’ or ‘somewhat high’ (indeed, only 1 per cent think they are ‘very high’). Negative perceptions dominate, with 36 per cent viewing standards as ‘somewhat low’ and 25 per cent viewing them as ‘very low’, leaving 27 per cent arguing they are neither ‘high’ nor ‘low’. Given that honesty and integrity are qualities that most citizens would highly prize in politics, we can conclude that 89 per cent of citizens feel that the standards of honesty and integrity held by politicians are inadequate.


Political empathy


Given the longitudinal pattern of democratic decline in Australia, we investigated both current levels of citizen satisfaction and whether citizens might think that politics worked better for them in the past. We asked two questions. Respondents were asked to rate how much they thought politicians cared about people, on a scale of 1 to 10 (with 10 being the highest level of care). Figure 2.3 illustrates the distribution of ratings, showing that, on average, respondents did not think politicians ‘cared about people like [me]’ (mean score of 3.8). Of the respondents, 55 per cent said politicians ‘don’t care about people like [me]’ (by giving a rating of less than five, with the five indicating a neutral response).
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Figure 2.3 How much politicians care about people currently


Q: Using the 0 to 10 scale below, how much do you think politicians care about people like you?


Respondents were also asked to rate politicians’ level of care 30 years ago; the findings are presented in Figure 2.4. The proportion of respondents who gave the number 0 for this question was 9 per cent, which compares with 16 per cent for politicians today. The mean rating was 4.8 and the proportion of respondents who thought politicians cared little (rating of less than 5) decreased to 37 per cent (from 55 per cent when rating whether politicians care now). Overall, the average respondent thought that politicians cared more about people 30 years ago than they do today.
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Figure 2.4 How much did politicians care 30 years ago?


Q: Using the 0 to 10 scale below, how much do you think politicians cared about people like you 30 years ago?


A divided country


In this section we explore attitudinal differences between sections of the Australian population on issues of trust and democracy. As the previous section observed, most Australians share a profound sense that there is a malaise afflicting their political system. But there are important shades of difference in perspective to understand.


The lower your income, the less satisfied with democracy you are


Figure 2.5 tells a clear-cut story. The lower your income, the less satisfied you are with how democracy works. The dissatisfaction percentage (combining fairly and very dissatisfied) as income increases is as follows—36:30:23:11. Focusing on the relative standing between the highest and lowest income groups reveals that the proportion of citizens in the lowest income level who are dissatisfied with how democracy works is three times greater than those in the highest category (36 per cent against 11 per cent). Further, net satisfaction for those with an income below $50 000 (that is, those satisfied minus those dissatisfied) is −2. If you compare this outcome with the highest incomes ($200 000 and above) where net satisfaction reaches +41, we can see that income levels matter in driving democratic satisfaction. The connection between income and democratic satisfaction is unsurprising, especially (as we will see in the section on democratic renewal) as one of the attributes that gives citizens a reason for supporting democracy is that it provides for economic security and social welfare. The Eurobarometer (European Commission 2017) found a similar pattern when examining trust in government across 28 European countries, noting that: ‘the less difficulty a respondent has in paying households bills, the more likely they are to trust the national government: 46 per cent of those with the least difficulties do so, compared to 21 per cent with the most difficulties’. There is evidently a significant relationship between a sense of economic wellbeing and satisfaction with the way democracy works.
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Figure 2.5 Income distribution and democratic satisfaction


Q: How satisfied are you with the way democracy works in Australia?


Women are more likely to be dissatisfied with democracy than men


There are some differences based on gender that are evident from the 2018 survey. Men have a five-point lead over women for levels of satisfaction in democracy (43 to 38 per cent) and men were three times more likely to report being ‘highly satisfied’ than women. This trend is perhaps reflective of a wider sense that high levels of sexism are impacting on politics in Australia. We also picked up on this trend in another national survey conducted in 2018 in which we asked citizens to identify areas of society where they perceived sexism to be most widespread (Evans et al. 2018). Sexism is viewed to be most prevalent in politics (58 per cent), the workplace (53 per cent), the media (42 per cent) and advertising (33 per cent). Moreover, comparative findings from the Eurobarometer (European Commission 2017) suggest that politics in Australia is perceived to be much more sexist than in Europe.


The older generations are both the most and the least satisfied with democracy
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Figure 2.6 Democratic satisfaction by different generations


Q: How satisfied are you with the way democracy works in Australia?


Figure 2.6 shows that in terms of satisfaction with democracy, younger generations represent about a third of the percentage of respondents who say they are ‘neither satisfied’ nor ‘dissatisfied’ with the way democracy works. But in the two older generation groups, that proportion falls to around 20 per cent. The impact of the presence of greater discord between older generations on these issues is that they are both the most and the least satisfied with democracy. For example, 45 per cent of the builders generation (born 1925 to 1945) are satisfied with democracy and 35 per cent are dissatisfied with democracy. And 50 per cent of the next oldest generation, the baby boomers (born 1946 to 1964), are satisfied with democracy and 28 per cent are dissatisfied. As a result, the average satisfaction with how democracy works across all generations is remarkably similar.


The sense of malaise about democracy is not driven by generational differences. However, generation X (born 1965 to 1979) gives the lowest ratings of all generations in terms of trust in government at any level, trust in political parties, and trust in public servants. Builders, the eldest group, are on average the most trusting.


Supporters of established political parties are more trusting of political institutions


We can distinguish between parties long-established as part of the Australian political landscape (Labor, Liberals and Nationals) and those that formed recently. Voters who see themselves as supporters of the established parties exhibit considerably more trust in political institutions than those who see themselves as supporters of less established parties and those who view themselves as supporters of no party at all. This pattern holds true for federal and state/territory government and for political parties in general. There are substantial differences, with supporters of established political parties often showing about twice the level of trust as supporters of less established parties or those without a party allegiance. These findings suggest that supporters of the established parties believe they have a greater stake in the political system than other voters do. For citizens, supporting a party that has held power or has a prospect of being in power would appear to give them more reason to trust political institutions. The same pattern holds when it comes to satisfaction with how democracy works—again, with supporters of established political parties displaying greater satisfaction than others.



Locational differences



In general, citizens based in different states and territories reported uniform attitudes. But there are some nuanced differences. For example, when asked to rate how much they thought politicians cared about people, on a scale of 1 to 10—taking a rating of 0 as expressing that politicians had no care for them and a rating of 1 to 3 as indicating that they cared only a little—we find substantial state differences.


Within NSW, for example, 41 per cent of respondents recorded ratings of 3 or below. But within Western Australia, that figure rises to 54 per cent, and in the Northern Territory it reaches 71 per cent. Perhaps surprisingly, the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) has the second-highest percentage (20 per cent) of citizens who say politicians do not care at all, with Tasmania having the highest at 23 per cent.


Social trust declines by age, income and party preference


Levels of social trust are also in decline. Survey respondents were asked to rate to what extent they agreed or disagreed with a number of statements that are proxy measures for social trust denoting a pessimistic or optimistic view of society. Four significant observations can be presented here. First, in general, social trust between people has fallen below 50 per cent for the first time, to 47 per cent. Second, in general, an optimistic outlook towards others and society grows with age, while a pessimistic world view declines with age. Third, Liberal-aligned voters are significantly more likely to agree with each and every optimistic statement than respondents from other groups. And fourth, respondents who are politically non-aligned (labelled ‘none’) are significantly less likely to agree with each and every optimistic statement. It therefore seems that politically non-aligned respondents’ lack of social trust correlates with their significantly lower levels of political trust. Significantly, those earning less than $50 000 per year were less likely than all others to agree that, ‘generally speaking, most people can be trusted’ (see Figure 2.7).
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Figure 2.7 Attitudes towards people by household income (net agree ranking plot)


Q: To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?


What do Australians believe the good politician looks like?


We also conducted nation-wide focus group research throughout the period of study to explore in greater detail trends emerging from the national survey research. A particular focus was paid to marginal constituencies where the prospects for evaluating a challenge to the established political order could be studied.


Within the focus groups, we asked participants to describe the characteristics of their ideal politician. They were fairly uniform in emphasising the importance of: integrity (‘someone who does what they say’, ‘no broken promises’); empathy (‘a person who is approachable and accessible’, ‘who listens to them’), and delivery (‘who follows up’ and ‘delivers’). These features of the good politician were not viewed to be common: ‘At the moment a lot of politicians go into politics for advancement rather than service. Turning out clones of media-savvy people with sound bites and platitudes, not genuine responses. It feels like they’re manufactured’ (baby boomer, regional and rural Australian). Trust above all is earned by keeping promises, and that is where politics is seen as failing. As one older Australian put it: ‘Keeping your word. That’s a big thing with me. Don’t tell me you’re going to do something and then don’t do it because I’ll never trust you again’ (builder, urban Australian). To trust a politician would mean they were approachable, reliable and consistent and that their words lined up with their actions: ‘You’re going to laugh at this from a male’s point of view. When I shake hands with another male, I will know by his handshake whether or not I’m going to trust him. They look you in the eye’ (generation X, rural Australian).


Declining political and social trust: the perfect storm for independents


Considering the findings uncovered in Miranti and Evans (2019), there appears to be a significant relationship emerging between declining political and social trust. There are four attitudinal shifts on display here. First, many voters care as much for effective and competent government (governability issues) as promises of more dollars in their pockets (personal economic expectations). Second, there is also a group of voters who are completely disconnected from traditional politics and are deeply distrustful not just of politicians but of almost every major institution and authority figure listed in the survey, except for their local GP. When given 15 options to describe what they like about Australian democracy, including free and fair elections, their main response was ‘none of the above’. This group are the most disconnected in our society—they are feeling economically insecure, a significant proportion are on welfare or low incomes, and they are increasingly feeling politically alienated and angry (see Stoker, Halupka & Evans 2017). Third, we can also identify an increasingly large group of Australians who want a different politics. They are deeply critical of Australia’s main political parties and are looking for an alternative across a broad ideological spectrum from Bob Katter (Kennedy, Queensland) and Pauline Hanson (Queensland), to Rebekha Sharkie (Mayo, South Australia), Helen Haines (Indi, Victoria) and Zali Steggall (Warringah, NSW). And fourth, a group of Australians vote independent tactically, either to secure greater resources for their communities or to register a protest vote against the two-party system.


Democratic renewal


In this final substantive section, we explore the underlying causes of the sense of malaise about how democratic politics are working and what Australian citizens think might be useful paths to reform.


What Australians like and dislike about Australian democracy


So far, we have established that there is widespread negativity about the way democratic politics works in Australia, with some differences in the intensity of the negativity felt among different social groups. The challenge that we address here is to make sense of what lies behind that negativity. As Figure 2.8 shows, we asked citizens about what they liked about democracy and the responses largely matched those provided to us in an earlier survey in 2014. When asked to select three aspects of Australian democracy that they liked the most, the top three indicated in 2014 were (in order):


1 ‘Australia has had a peaceful and stable political history’


2 ‘Australian elections are free and fair’


3 ‘Australia has been able to provide good education, health, welfare and other public services to its citizens’.


In 2018, our survey revealed similar attributes but in a slightly different order. The findings suggest that Australians are happy with the underlying infrastructure of Australian society that allows them to achieve a high standard of living, but they are less positive about or engaged with day-to-day political operations. In terms of dislikes about Australian democracy, the top responses were: ‘politicians can’t be held to account for broken promises’ (33 per cent), ‘politicians don’t deal with the issues that really matter’ (31 per cent) and ‘big business has too much power’ (29 per cent). Respondents were least likely to select as a ‘dislike’ about Australian democracy representational issues such as the lack of representation of youth, women, and people from culturally diverse backgrounds.
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Figure 2.8 What Australians like about their democracy


Q: What do you like about the way democracy works in Australia today? Please select up to three responses that you believe are most important.


Support for different reform options


Survey respondents were asked to rate to what extent they agreed or disagreed with a number of statements on the topic of democratic reform drawn from across the political spectrum and featuring in reform programs internationally (see Stoker, Evans & Halupka 2018; Smith 2009). Certain of these reforms included a video explanation. Our findings demonstrate that accessing more detailed information about innovative reforms led to greater support for those reforms. This is an important finding, revealing the centrality of strategic communication in persuading citizens to embrace reform.


As shown in Table 2.1, the survey found that there was very strong support for democratic reforms that ensure greater integrity and transparency, such as limiting how much money can be spent on election campaigning and how much political parties/candidates can accept from donors (73 per cent). There was also very strong support for democratic reforms that ensure greater political accountability of MPs and political parties to their electorates/members, such as free votes in parliament (61 per cent), the right to recall local members (62 per cent), and internal party reform that emphasises community preferences (60 per cent). In addition, there was strong support for reforms that stimulate greater public participation, such as the co-design of public services with citizens (71 per cent) and citizen juries (60 per cent).


Table 2.1 What Australians think about democratic innovations
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Q: To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?


The least popular democratic reforms proposed were those regarding quotas for demographic representation (for example, by age, gender or ethnicity). Nine out of 15 proposed reforms had agreement rates above 50 per cent, suggesting significant appetite for reform. When broken down by party preference, Labor supporters tend to favour more community-minded reforms. Labor and Liberal views on reform are similar except on community-minded reforms. The greatest differences between parties can be found between the Liberals and Nationals on reform ideas in general. There are other nuanced differences between groups. Men are less keen than women on the co-design of public services, although the majority still support that option. New Australians (those who arrived after 2006) favour allowing dual citizens to stand for election.


Insights from Brisbane, Indi and Mayo focus groups


Returning to the views of the focus groups, most participants believed that political parties (even those with party loyalties) were disconnected from their communities. And they liked independents because they were perceived to be rooted in the community and trustworthy: ‘I like her because she’s not associated with the big parties and she’s local and cares’ (baby boomer, Mayo); ‘I’ve become more passionate. I’m seeking knowledge more. I’m less deferential to political parties’ (generation X, Brisbane); ‘She works, acts and lives in Mayo and has Mayo in her heart’ (millennial, Mayo); ‘She works really hard for us; we can rely on her’ (generation X, Indi); ‘She bleeds Indi’ (millennial, Indi); ‘We need to take politics back from the elite to the people’ (baby boomer, Brisbane).


In conclusion: tipping point


Liberal democracies are founded on a delicate balance of trust and distrust. Indeed, constitutional settlements are designed on that basis through the separation of the powers of the executive, the legislative and the judicial branches of government; the existence of a free media to monitor legitimate statecraft; and other checks and balances. This demonstrates the challenge in defining the appropriate normative stance of what level of trust or distrust is acceptable. The evidence presented here, however, suggests that we may have reached a tipping point due to a deepening trust divide in Australia that has increased in scope and intensity since 2007.


We have found a mixed pattern of evidence in relation to both the allegiant and assertive models of democratic culture (Dalton & Welzel 2014). The allegiant model is challenged in that deference to politicians appears absent and trust in institutions has weakened (see Table 2.2). Yet citizens still appear to value the overall stability of their political system, even if decreasing political trust means they lack confidence in its ability to deliver, especially on more challenging policy issues. At present, sustained affluence matched by a decline in political trust has led not to the critical citizens envisaged by the assertive model but rather to a culture of citizen disengagement, cynicism and divergence from the political elite. Most Australian citizens are very clear about how they do not like the character of contemporary politics on display in federal government, and democratic renewal is required to address the pressures that are threatening to undermine our core democratic values. We characterise this as a divergent democratic culture but not an assertive one.


Table 2.2 Allegiant and assertive models of democratic culture






	Allegiant


	Assertive







	Emphasis on order and security


	Emphasis on voice and participation







	Deference to authority


	Distance from authority







	Trust in institutions


	Scepticism regarding institutions







	Limited liberal view of democracy


	Expanded democratic expectations







	Limited protest/protest potential


	Direct, elite-challenging action







	Traditional forms of participation


	Mixture of traditional and new forms of participation








Our survey findings show that trust is a complex and potentially ‘wicked’ problem with multiple dimensions and causes (see Head 2008). These can be understood as supply- and demand-side factors. The supply-side factors start from the premise that public trust must in some way correspond with the trustworthiness of government. The argument is that it is the supply of government that matters most in orienting the outlooks of citizens. Demand-side theories focus on how much individuals trust government and politics and explore their key characteristics. The demand- and supply-side factors are numerous, and in approaching reform options there is unlikely to be a straightforward linear causal path to move from defining the problem to understanding and explaining it and designing countermeasures.


Nor is it likely that the trust divide will be solved simply by fiddling with the architecture of government or improving the behaviour of politicians or the media. It will require a broad range of responses underpinned by a renewal of our democratic fundamentals. The implication of this finding is to encourage an understanding of this complexity and the need to develop a multifaceted strategy to tackle issues of trust. Australians imagine their democracy in a way that demonstrates support for a new participatory politics, but with the aim of shoring up representative democracy and developing a more integrated, inclusive and responsive democratic system. In the light of this discovery, we argue that an effective path to reform is not about choosing between representative and participatory democratic models but finding linking arrangements between them.


Notes


1 The survey was administered by Ipsos to an online panel, with minimum quotas set to ensure a robust sample of Australians by age, gender, state and household income. Data was weighted by age, gender and location to match the composition of the Australian population.


2 Please note that illustrative verbatims (presented in italics) used in this chapter have been edited for brevity and/or sense.
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CHAPTER 3


Trust Deficit for Political Parties


John Warhurst


Trust is a tricky concept, no more so than in politics, because it has so many components. It is now a given that the low level of trust in Australian politics is problematic. Still, it comes as a shock when it is reported by Tony Wright (2018) in The Sydney Morning Herald that a major survey shows that ‘public satisfaction with the way democracy works in Australia has fallen off a cliff, and only one in three voters now trust the federal government’.


The report Trust and Democracy in Australia, released by the Museum of Australian Democracy and the Institute for Governance and Policy Analysis at the University of Canberra, traced an apparent dramatic decline in satisfaction with Australian democracy over the past decade from 86 per cent to 41 per cent. The research team, including professors Mark Evans, Max Halupka and Gerry Stoker, has worked on the topic of democracy for the past five years and issued several reports related to trust. Recently they concluded:




There is compelling evidence of the increasing disconnect between government and citizen reflected in the decline of democratic satisfaction, trust in politicians, political parties and other key institutions and lack of public confidence in the capacity of governments (of whatever colour) to address public policy concerns (Stoker, Evans & Halupka 2018).





But their conclusions are not at all negative because they interpret community responses as being confident in what they call the ‘adaptive capacity’ of Australian democracy as its culture moves from ‘allegiant’ to ‘divergent’. The Museum of Australian Democracy website, regarding its current exhibition Democracy: Are You In?, lists five of the research team’s explanatory research papers, and puts it provocatively when it claims that:




Democracy is a living system and it works best when there is a healthy balance between trust and distrust, but the balance is tipping. Distrust is on the rise, and confidence in our political and social institutions is at its lowest point in decades (Museum of Australian Democracy 2019).





In other words, too much trust can be as much of a problem as too little trust. That raises the pertinent question of what is the appropriate level of citizen trust towards government. We shouldn’t all be true believers because that would be naive. Rather, we should be alert to the obvious weaknesses of democracy. Active engagement includes a certain healthy scepticism that doesn’t take things at face value. We also should be self-reflective about our own weaknesses and acknowledge the culpability of the community in contributing to our nation’s limitations.


Few Australians know many politicians at all; most probably know none. Unlike for our personal relationships, that means that our judgements are based on what we learn from the public sphere. We can’t make realistic personal judgements about whether a politician is trustworthy or not. In fact, it has always been the case that our judgements of our local member of parliament, whom we are closer to in some sense and whom we may have a personal acquaintance with, are more favourable than they are of the whole system or political parties in general.


The mediating institutions that shape our judgements include media reports and commentary—what we see on television and hear on radio—and what governments do compared with what they say they are going to do in election campaigns like for the recent federal election. Stoker, Evans and Halupka emphasise that Australians think about and engage with the political system in a complex way. In an earlier report (Evans, Halupka & Stoker 2017), they concluded that while Australians are proud of their democratic values in many ways, they are ‘very dissatisfied with the nature of politics on offer which they associate with the untrustworthy contemporary politician and the adversarial system of government’. In their most recent report (2018), they list the top 10 reasons for distrust, based on the answers given to a direct question: ‘Why do you think there has been a steady decline in citizen trust in our governments since 2007?’ The answers show how multifaceted, and sometimes contradictory, the elements of trust in government are, and for that reason how tricky trust is for politicians like Scott Morrison and Bill Shorten to address, especially in an election climate. The top reasons for growing distrust are as follows:


1 ‘We don’t get much choice; political parties are too similar.’


2 ‘Big business has too much power.’


3 ‘The media has too much power.’


4 ‘Women are not well represented within politics.’


5 ‘People from diverse cultures are not well represented within politics.’


6 ‘Young people are not well represented within politics.’


7 ‘There’s too much compromise and not enough decisive action.’


8 ‘Minor parties and independents hold too much power.’


9 ‘The battle between the two main political parties puts me off politics.’


10 ‘The media focuses too much on personalities and not enough on policy.’


11 ‘Politicians don’t deal with issues that really matter.’


12 ‘Politicians can’t be held to account for broken promises.’


This is a long and sometimes contradictory list for political parties and their leaders to consider. Many citizens don’t trust contemporary politicians and don’t like adversarial politics. Yet a federal election and the parliamentary politics that follows in our political system is an adversarial contest led by the leaders of the two major political parties: the prime minister and the leader of the Opposition. Many don’t like the unrelenting battle between Labor and the Coalition, but many others appreciate some choice and distinctiveness between those same parties. Many don’t like the uncompromising battle between the political parties, while others object to too much compromise. Many don’t like the dominance of the major parties, while others think minor parties and independents hold too much power. There are some irreconcilable contradictions in these public attitudes that need to be recognised before suggesting any action be taken.


The major party leaders have difficult choices to make in how they conduct themselves. In general, they should avoid being needlessly adversarial while retaining the competitiveness their supporters demand. This means less name-calling. It also means seeking agreement rather than party advantage where possible, and, importantly, showing good grace about it.


In the aftermath of an election, a priority for the incoming government should be to keep its election promises. This is not always straightforward given deliberately fuzzy or unrealistic promises that make it difficult for the community to hold governments to account. Party leaders, especially the governing party, also need to demonstrate their independence from outside influences, such as big business, the media, and the lobbying and advocacy industries.
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