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Introduction


THE HAWKE–KEATING GOVERNMENT is often now seen, even by non-Labor people, as the Australian gold standard: as good as it gets in terms of effective leadership; the strength, depth and diversity of the talent in its ranks; and the quality of its achievements. Certainly it did not always feel that way on the inside, as this diary will make very clear. There were periods during its thirteen years in office, from 1983 to 1996, when not even its most rusted-on supporter could so describe it. But, from the perspective of distance, it is hard to identify any Australian government, before or since, that did as well in modernising and liberalising the economy; putting in place major health, education and welfare reforms; promoting community reconciliation; and positioning Australia abroad as a good international citizen.


Along with the general respect for its quality and achievements, there has also been continuing fascination with what made the Hawke–Keating Government1 tick, even now, nearly twenty years after its departure from the scene. How, exactly, did it manage to do so much amid all the endlessly distracting clashes of egos and agendas that, then as now, so dominate Australian political life? How did this highly strung collective of very capable, very forceful personalities ever manage to work together as a team? As I discovered to my surprise on returning to Australia in 2010 after a decade of post-political life overseas, a great many otherwise-normal people really do still seem to be interested in this government. And it was this—rather than just, I hope, a sad case of OMD2—which led me to pull this diary from the shelf where it had languished unread for nearly thirty years, and to explore the possibility of its publication.


The diary covers just two years—from late 1984 to late 1986— in the life of a government that survived for thirteen. Why this period, and why so limited a time frame? I could pretend this was calculated: this was a time when a highly competent government was pretty much at the top of its game, two years was long enough to record its pulse, and these particular years could be argued to be broadly representative of the whole thirteen. But the more honest answer is simply that these bookend dates were when, for different reasons, the impulse to write up at length my ministerial experiences came and went.


I began dictating the diary in September 1984 on the day I lost preselection for a new House of Representatives seat straddling my home suburb. With that loss went what seemed to be the best chance I would ever have to manage a transfer from the Senate, where I had been sitting since 1978—and would, in the event, sit for another twelve—and to join the long queue of wistful aspirants for future Party leadership. (The reality that many are called but few are chosen was, of course, no more a deterrent to me than anyone else.) So why not make the best of the view from the sidelines, where I seemed condemned to remain forever, and at least write about it all for the historians of the future, as Richard Crossman, of whom more below, had so brilliantly done for the UK a decade earlier?


But my stamina for the task, unlike my role model’s, lasted only two years. Maybe it was because I was closer to the real decision-making action; had a wider range of ministerial and parliamentary responsibilities; had so much more of my time consumed by longdistance travel, as comes with the territory for Australian ministers; or was just emotionally wrung out by the Lionel Murphy affair, which consumes so many pages of this volume, particularly towards the end. For whatever reason, probably a combination of them all, by the last months of 1986 I was finding it impossibly exhausting to keep going with any kind of complete record, and the entries simply petered out.


That said, and as arbitrary as its opening and closing dates are, the period I recorded was a fascinating one for anyone with any kind of interest in Australian politics, and will remain so for political and economic historians. These were the years when tensions—easily contained at this time, but eventually explosive—began to build between Bob Hawke and Paul Keating. And this was the period of the ‘banana republic’, Tax Summit and ‘Option C’ economic debates; the MX missile test and New Zealand nuclear ships affairs, and the tensions with our US ally that went with them; the rescue from collapse of the North West Shelf project, so crucial to the future of the Australian economy; and the beginnings of a serious national debate about Aboriginal land rights, and another one about how to resolve the growing tensions between miners and environmentalists. It also saw the death throes of the Australian Constitutional Convention, and the Bill of Rights, and with them the prospects of any major constitutional or civil liberties law reform for a generation. And it saw the obsession with organised crime, stimulated by the purported revelations of The Age Tapes and Costigan Royal Commission, and culminating in the relentless pursuit of Lionel Murphy through Parliament and the courts until his tragic death by cancer—my entry about which concludes this volume.


There are a number of more general themes and storylines that run through the text. Hopefully they help bind a miscellany of vignettes into something a little more coherent—although, of course, one of the virtues of diaries (at least honest ones) for historians is that, by definition, they lack the coherence and discipline of accounts written after the event with all the clarity that hindsight brings, and the distortions that memory and creative writing allow.


Two very general such themes will by now be quite familiar to readers of this Cabinet-diary genre and require no introductory elaboration. One is the incredibly complex, and messy, process that is involved—far more than is evident in most of the finished products—in most major Cabinet policy decisions. The other is the sheer relentless, exhausting, pressure-cooker grind of life as a Cabinet minister, and in the public spotlight, almost unimaginable to the uninitiated, and no doubt now even harder to manage in today’s world of 24/7 news cycles and all-pervasive social media than it was in my time.


A more specific storyline that runs through these pages is the age-old one of old bulls and young bulls. Hawke v Keating is the obvious example, but there are at least two other such situations in which I found myself a central player, and to which I pay close attention (perhaps too obsessively) in this diary: Bowen v Evans and Hayden v Evans. In the case of Lionel Bowen, the young bull—me—was very unhappy at the occupancy of his paddock, the Attorney-General’s Department, after the 1984 election, partly for reasons of personal hurt but even more, as time went on, because of the death of any kind of law-reforming idealism the move entailed. I gradually learned to move on and live with the triumph of pragmatism here, as elsewhere, in the Government. But, as will be evident, the pain lingered throughout the period of this diary.


In the case of Bill Hayden, it was not a matter of the old bull occupying my territory, but rather of me being seen as trying to invade his, following my appointment, as an additional softener after I was moved in December 1984 to the Resources and Energy portfolio, as Minister Assisting the Foreign Minister. I had enormous respect and affection for Hayden, and no desire whatever to be anything more than a bit player in this role, but keeping our friendship intact through this period was, as my diary perhaps too exhaustively records, something of a labour of Hercules.


It’s in the nature of diaries, like memoirs and autobiographies, that the writer usually occupies a far more central place on the narrative stage than his or her actual importance in the scheme of things would objectively warrant. The issues that get most attention in the daily entries are bound to be those in which he or she has been most personally engaged, not necessarily those occupying the day’s headlines. Crossman describes how his obsession ‘too often with minor departmental matters’ meant that he sometimes was ‘scarcely aware of the great issues which were being discussed in Cabinet while my mind was wandering or even while I snoozed in my chair’. We can all relate to that.


And very personal triumphs and disasters, and doubts and agonies, are bound to occupy far more of a diarist’s narrative than, again, a more objective assessment of their cosmic significance might warrant. Thus it is that another very visible storyline threading its way through these pages is my own political death and redemption. The opening section of the diary covers the deepest trough of my ministerial career, from my failure to win Lower House preselection, through my last few troubled months as Attorney-General pursuing a reformist agenda of which I had long dreamed but which practically no-one else in the Government thought either intrinsically worth doing or politically wise, to my very public, and humiliating, removal from that post after the 1984 election. But subsequent sections record how, working my way into a hard-headed economic portfolio, Resources and Energy, with an agenda to which I developed an intellectual attachment, but no emotional one remotely comparable with my Attorney-General days, I gradually won back the respect and support of my Cabinet and Caucus colleagues—to the extent that, by the time this diary concludes, I was poised to become Deputy Leader in the Senate and eventually succeed John Button as Leader, and to follow Bill Hayden as Foreign Minister when he finally chose to move on. This is not the part of the story that everyone will find as interesting as I do, but it’s mine—and I guess it’s the diarist’s prerogative to tell it.


Cabinet diaries, a small subset of the much larger genre of political diaries, tend to be written in two main ways, as Bob Carr observed in his 1999 review of Neal Blewett’s: they are either aimed primarily at ‘providing the arguments and raw material for historians’, or at ‘providing episodic colour and personality’.3 Of course, most such diaries try to do both to some extent: all policy debates and no egos, infighting or eccentricities would make for a pretty dull read, while all colour-and-movement, with no real policy substance at all, would be a little too much like daily journalism as it is now practised to be worth putting between hard covers. But one sees what he means. Carr’s own Diary of a Foreign Minister4 is more in the latter category, conveying with admirable literary skill the flavour of his experience, but not pausing very often or long to analyse in detail the multiple policy issues with which he wrestled, or to explain how they were resolved within government—similarly, Alan Clark’s wonderfully tasteless and entertaining diaries of the Thatcher years in the UK.5


On the other side of the line are Cabinet diaries written by those, usually with an academic bent (although Barbara Castle6 was an exception in the UK), trying not only to convey what it was like to be there, and to put on record their own preoccupations and reactions, but also to add some serious new dimensions of understanding as to how government actually works in practice, and to add to the stock of detailed raw material available to historians trying to explain how and why particular decisions were made. The pacesetter for this approach was Richard Crossman, with his massive three-volume, million-word, endlessly fascinating account of the Wilson Government from 1964 to 1970.7 The best, and really only, Australian example has been Neal Blewett’s account of the first Keating Government, from 1992 to 1993.8


My own diary was written with Richard Crossman’s work very much in mind, and many of my entries were as comprehensive and detailed as his, with me aiming similarly to paint a complete, rather than selective, picture of the events, trivial and transient as well as more obviously of lasting significance, which filled my ministerial days. But—as already noted—my stamina certainly did not match Crossman’s, with me maintaining the pace for only two years as compared with his seven. Also, unlike Crossman, who intended from the outset to publish his diaries as soon as he decently could, I was at best mentally keeping open the option of future publication rather than having this as a specific goal. With my diary being as incomplete as it was, either as a record of the whole Hawke–Keating Government or of my own Cabinet career, both of which ran on for another ten years after the diary ended, I thought until very recently that it had long passed its use-by date. Of course, this may still prove to be the case, but I am delighted that my publishers have been prepared to test fate in this respect.


My diary was for the most part dictated late at night, around 11.30 p.m. or midnight, for the twenty minutes or so it usually took to describe and comment upon the day’s events. Some dictation sessions were much longer, or shorter, than that; on a number of occasions the rush of events was so heavy that the dictation was delayed a few days, but usually no later than the next weekend; and sometimes—more often towards the end of the period—gaps accumulated that were never filled. So all the entries reproduced here are what they purport to be: raw, contemporaneous accounts of events as I experienced them unfolding. My recorded perceptions are exactly as they were at the time, not amended or ‘improved’ in any way to take account of what happened, or what more I learned, subsequently. The tapes, sensitive as their content was, were typed up almost immediately by my wonderfully competent, loyal and discreet personal assistant, Christine Neville, and filed in ringbinders by me at home—where they remained undisturbed for nearly three decades.


In editing the original text for publication, the diary’s length has been quite dramatically cut—by almost two-thirds. Partly that has been achieved by omitting what I described above as the ‘trivial and transient’ (although some very inconsequential material has been retained for its possible entertainment value), nearly all the descriptions of personal and family downtime (although with enough references to make clear that this mattered to me very much), and a lot of the travel detail (and certainly anything of the what-I-had-for-breakfast variety). Reductions were further achieved by stripping away a lot of detail about particular Resources and Energy departmental issues and meetings, while keeping enough examples to convey a reasonably accurate account of what real ministerial life was all about, and by removing a number of references to individuals and issues that might have meant something to contemporary readers but are not likely to mean much to anybody thirty years on. Nothing has been added to the text other than some footnotes to explain the background to a number of issues with which present-day readers might be unfamiliar.


Nothing was omitted for reasons of Cabinet confidentiality or national security: with the passage of time involved here, such questions never arose. Nor has the text been changed in other significant ways since it was written, other than to fix grammatical glitches and, on occasion, to improve clarity of expression. Some may find the unvarnished language that I regularly record my Cabinet colleagues using, including as often as not in the course of formal Cabinet meetings, more than a little crude. But that’s the way it was in the 1980s, with the male-dominated boys’ club atmosphere very much the norm. To overdo the editorial clean-up would be to lose a lot of the flavour of robust, ribald give-and-take that made the Hawke–Keating Cabinets what they were.


A harder editorial decision was what to do regarding waspish comments about colleagues, some of which at least, with the passage of time, seem quite unfair. In the heat of the moment—and these diary entries were always made very close to the moment—we all say and write things that are just too harsh. I think, in retrospect, that I was probably consistently too negative in many of the comments I made about a number of my colleagues during this period. Certainly about Bob Hawke, who was on any view an outstanding Prime Minister, and one with whom I worked particularly closely and effectively as Foreign Minister in later years: I was just still feeling too wounded, throughout this period, by my removal as Attorney-General, to be completely objective. I may also, to take another example, have rather overdone many of my comments on John Button, perhaps influenced by the workover I received from his faction in my House of Representatives preselection bid: he was a deft and evasive operator, in exactly the way I often describe, but he was also a very effective and highly regarded Labor minister. While I have omitted a handful of egregious references to various colleagues, overwhelmingly the text remains exactly as it was written at the time. As Alan Clark has put it, these kind of entries are what make diaries real. And as Neal Blewett put it in his dedication: ‘To my Cabinet colleagues, in the hope that they will understand, if not forgive’.


[image: Image]


When this diary commences, in September 1984, the first Hawke Labor Government is travelling well. Eighteen months into its first term, since being elected in March 1983 with a 25-seat majority, it is looking for an opportunity to consolidate its gains with an early election. The overwhelming focus of the Government has been—and will remain—on economic management. Delivering on the 1983 campaign themes of ‘reconciliation, recovery and reconstruction’, the Government has negotiated an Accord with the trade union movement that focuses on ‘social wage’ increases and job security in return for wage discipline, floated the dollar, maintained strong budgetary control, articulated credible industry strategies, won the respect of business, and is riding high in the public opinion polls.


As Attorney-General, I am travelling less well. Straight into the Cabinet at thirty-nine, after a successful earlier career as a legal academic and barrister, civil libertarian and constitutional reformer, government adviser, and high-profile backbench Senator and Shadow Minister, I am in my dream job. And I am well prepared for it, with a huge program of legal and constitutional reform initiatives, much of it aimed at completing unfinished business from the Whitlam Government years. But while these issues all played well in Opposition, they are not high on the new Government’s agenda. And while I have some notable successes, including significant reforms to family and business law and freedom of information, and in environment-protection litigation (the Tasmanian Dam Case won in the High Court), a good deal else has gone wrong in my first eighteen months. Major controversies have erupted: in particular, over my authorisation, and subsequent defence, of so-called ‘spy flights’ over Tasmania to gather evidence for the Dam Case—our efforts in April 1983 to protect the south-west wilderness from the damming of the Gordon River. And over my perceived role, that month and subsequently, in supporting the Prime Minister in blacklisting former ALP National Secretary David Combe when ASIO reported him a national security risk for his dealings with Russian spy Valery Ivanov. And over my handling of the purported revelations of crime and corruption in high places in The Age Tapes published in February 1984: in particular, the investigation of the allegations made against former Labor Attorney-General and now High Court Justice Lionel Murphy.


This is not the best time for me to be attempting to launch my political career in an ambitious new direction. But when the 1984 redistribution unexpectedly produces a safe new Labor seat, Jagajaga, embracing the Melbourne suburb of my family home, it is hard to resist the temptation to go for it. To win, however, I will have to overcome opposition from Socialist Left and Independent factional opponents. The factional system, for better or worse, during the period of this diary—and indeed for most of our modern history—is the backdrop to almost everything that happens within the Australian Labor Party, certainly within the Party organisations at State level, and to a lesser but still very significant extent within all the Parliaments, including Canberra. In Victoria, the divisions, which date in their present form from the Whitlam-led Federal intervention in 1969, remain very sharp in 1984. Some of the time, we all work together as one big happy political family. But only some of the time.


Now read on.


GE
Melbourne, April 2014


 


1.   Strictly speaking, the only ‘Hawke–Keating Government’ as such was in the short period in 1990–91 when Keating was Hawke’s Deputy Prime Minister. But the description is widely used to embrace the four Hawke Governments (1983–84, 1984–87, 1987–90, 1990–91)—in all of which Keating was, as Treasurer, the dominant other figure—and the two Keating Governments (1991–93, 1993–96).


2.   Old Man’s Disease: the inability in one’s advancing years to think or talk about anything but oneself. To be distinguished from Relevance Deprivation Syndrome (RDS), which can afflict anyone, of any age or gender, unwillingly moved from centre-stage.


3.   Bob Carr, ‘Days of Their Lives’, The Australian, 13 October 1999.


4.   Bob Carr, Diary of a Foreign Minister, NewSouth, Sydney 2014.


5.   Alan Clark, Diaries, Wiedenfeld and Nicolson, London, 1993.


6.   Barbara Castle, The Castle Diaries, Wiedenfeld, London, 1980.


7.   Richard Crossman, The Diaries of a Cabinet Minister, Hamish Hamilton and Jonathan Cape, London; Volume One: Minister of Housing 1964–66 (1975); Volume Two: Lord President of the Council and Leader of the House of Commons 1966–68 (1976); Volume Three: Secretary of State for Social Services 1968–70 (1977).


8.   Neal Blewett, A Cabinet Diary: A Personal Record of the First Keating Government, Wakefield Press, Adelaide, 1999.
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Monday, 24 September 1984—Canberra


The media this morning was full of my defeat yesterday at the preselection for Jagajaga. The Age, inevitably, led with the language of ‘humiliation’, but almost everybody else emphasised Party factional divisions: the way in which, in my preselection, as with others in Victoria, majorities for Labor Unity9 candidates on the ground in each of the constituencies were simply not enough (in my case the shortfall was three votes) to overcome the combined forces of the Socialist Left10 and the Independents11 in the central panel component of the process.12 So now I’m faced, for the indefinite future, with a career in the Senate and no prospect of ever getting down. I jokingly said on the ABC’s AM program this morning, as I did at my fortieth birthday party last week, that although I had not yet renounced all worldly ambition, after the excitements of the last eighteen months I was pretty damn close to it. My only remaining ambition, I added, was to become known as a ‘quiet achiever’: one of those ministers who are never noticed from one year to the next, but regularly score long newspaper profiles come the end of the year describing them thus.


Nobody seems to be taking this seriously, but I now almost am. The high-profile, fast-political-lane life seems to be leading nowhere in particular. Maybe it is time to slow right down, and spend a lot more time on family and other private pleasures. Today, of course, I’ve been as flat and depressed as I’m ever likely to be, and it may be that all these good resolutions, if such they be, won’t last.


Tuesday, 25 September 1984—Canberra


The news about Bob Hawke’s breakdown last week being provoked by his distress over his daughter Rosslyn’s heroin addiction broke this morning. The Liberals seem at last to have been wrong-footed, and the PM’s credibility immediately reassured: but what a hell of a price to pay. At Cabinet this afternoon—a special meeting on Aboriginal land rights—Bob was subdued and still obviously under great strain, but the sense of relief that the whole thing was now out in the open was quite evident.


Friday, 28 September 1984—Melbourne


The big news this evening has been Kerry Packer’s announcement to the world that he is indeed the ‘Goanna’ of the Costigan Commission13 material recently reported in The National Times. It again remains to be seen how successful, or even plausible, this preemptive strike will appear when it has been worked over by the most salacious of his competitors in the fourth estate. They have been working themselves up into a fine frenzy of indignation in recent days, almost bursting with the suspense involved in waiting for some backbencher to drop the magic name when Parliament resumes next week. The best story doing the rounds, meanwhile, has been an apocryphal interview with an unnamed senior politician: ‘Have you ever to your knowledge met the Goanna?’ ‘No, but I knew his father, Sir Frank Goanna’.


Whatever one’s views about Packer, it’s hard not to be appalled, as I am, by the outrages that have been perpetrated over the last two or three years by Frank Costigan and his Savonarola–like Counsel Assisting, Douglas Meagher QC, who have been writing thoroughly irresponsible penny dreadfuls at vast public cost, disguising their obsessions beneath a mask of phony probity. Having suffered periodically over the last eighteen months as a result of Costigan’s fanaticism—his attack on my so-called ‘outrageous’ offer to him of a Federal judgeship, and his threat to cite me for contempt for describing him as ‘gung-ho’—I’ve long since lost all objectivity on this one. But I have been, and remain, totally underwhelmed—as I now know are the members of the new National Crime Authority14—by the sheer intellectual sloppiness, absence of legal rigour, delusions of grandeur about the achievement, absence of hard results, procedural extravagances, and utter inability to distinguish legitimate policy debate from crude self-interest, all combined with a congenital capacity to impute bad motives to all who disagree with them. I can cite chapter and verse for all of this, and no doubt will have to in the weeks ahead. But such is the stuff of which folk heroes are made.


Tuesday, 2 October 1984—Canberra


The mood tonight is that the great crime debate15 is now over. Certainly things seem to have worked out superbly as planned in the House of Representatives today, with Andrew Peacock, by all accounts, making a terrible mess of things, and with Hawke, Paul Keating, Mick Young and the rest putting the boot in comprehensively and skilfully. The most interesting thing seems to have been that Peacock was simply not really prepared. Extraordinary as it is to contemplate, he does not seem to have anticipated being called upon to make good his wild allegations about the PM’s ‘criminal associations’, nor even to prepare any adequate lines of retreat. It was


In Caucus this morning, the main matter for debate was the response we should make to the procedural questions thrown into the Senate by the committee investigating Lionel Murphy16—whether Murphy should have to undergo cross-examination by counsel for witnesses, and whether his written evidence should be made available to Briese and the other witnesses before they give their own evidence before the new committee. I made a fairly impassioned little speech which I repeated that afternoon in the Senate—about the current proceedings being for all practical purposes a criminal trial, demanding the procedures appropriate to a criminal trial, which in turn would render unthinkable the procedures now proposed. All this struck a responsive enough chord in the Caucus, although—as usual—there were various people saying that these issues should be approached ‘politically’ rather than ‘legalistically’; if only, when pressed, they could come up with non-legalistic solutions which had any kind of credibility or likely effectiveness. Maybe it’s a sign of advancing middle age, but I’m increasingly coming to the view that the only safe guide to dealing with the whole range of contentious issues of the Murphy kind is to approach their resolution in a very traditional way, applying time-honoured principles and procedures.


In the Senate, predictably enough, the argument made no headway. Janine Haines made one of her usual speeches, in which her lack of grasp of the subtleties was matched only by her confidence in the rectitude of her position and her unwillingness to brook any reasoned argument. Peter Durack, also as usual, was stolid and unpersuasive. At the end of the day we went down on both the key issues, with the result that Murphy is highly unlikely now to appear before the committee: which, in turn, means endless uncertainties about where it will all lead.


Wednesday, 3 October 1984—Canberra


The headlines this morning were quite devastating—‘Peacock blitzed’, ‘Peacock outfoxed’, ‘Peacock flounders’—with perhaps the most damaging single piece of comment a long, highly coloured piece right across The Sydney Morning Herald front page on the theme ‘Death in the Afternoon’. Only the Melbourne Age, inevitably, downplayed the debacle by running it as a second lead under a neutral heading. Morale is again sky-high among our own troops, with compensating gloom evident on the Opposition benches.


Thursday, 4 October 1984—Canberra


Six and a half hours today in the Senate chamber, a good many of them on my feet. I don’t think anybody, certainly not our Representative colleagues, fully appreciates how much of a burden is shouldered by the front bench Senate ministers. Day after day we spend hours in the chamber, either on Bills or business of our own, or of the ministries we represent (in my case, Foreign Affairs, Defence, Defence Support and Special Minister of State) or simply on duty: being there as the front-bench representative to cope with anything that might turn up. The twenty-one ministers in the Reps obviously have far less chamber duty to do, and have, equally, far less representative duties to worry about. So much for the B-grade.


Monday, 8 October 1984—Canberra


Not a bad sort of a day to announce an election. The Age poll out this morning showed Andrew Peacock’s popularity at 14 per cent: the lowest rating for any leader, Federal or State, since the poll began. The only topics of conversation around the corridors are by how much we will win—whether we can do unto the Liberals what they did to us in 1977—and who will be John Howard’s deputy.


Certainly the gloom on the Opposition benches was almost tangible at Question Time. Most reports this morning indicated that their research had shown that organised crime is not an issue and that they had formally decided to drop off it. As a result, after something like forty questions last week, I had to be content with two or three today, and actually fell asleep twice during the hour. The one flurry of activity this morning concerned our reaction to Neville Wran’s rather ill-judged statement from London over the weekend that a question mark existed over Briese’s future following his evidence to the Senate inquiry. The judgement of the PM, the Senate leaders and the brains trust that gathered in Bob’s office this morning was that we had to distance ourselves from this while not totally hanging Neville out to dry, and I batted back my answer accordingly. Rather surprisingly there was no follow-up: perhaps tomorrow will be different, but I rather doubt it.


Practically all day today in Cabinet—three hours this morning and another three or four after dinner—mainly tidying up a mass of loose ends in Defence and Industry areas, rather than wrestling with anything particularly dramatic or exciting. I filled in the time, as I usually do on these occasions, by working through a number of files, generally keeping track of the debate and throwing in the occasional contribution, but not playing any particular central role. Drinks after Cabinet for three quarters of an hour or so with Hawke, Keating, Don Grimes, Peter Walsh and three or four others: something we ought to do more often, but don’t. The atmosphere was jokey and anecdotal, with everyone feeling very relaxed about the election and the general state of the world.


Tuesday, 9 October 1984—Melbourne


Another 1 a.m. bedtime—it’s a great life if you don’t weaken. Cabinet dragged on from 8 p.m. until 12.30 a.m. with a lot of clean-up business of medium complexity. The duration was, as always, not so much a product of the degree of difficulty of the business, but rather the PM’s relaxed chairmanship. When he has mastered all his briefs, as he can do very readily, and is feeling under some time pressure, things move with great dispatch, but he is very much inclined to let people talk themselves out when he’s not feeling particularly harassed himself. Quite a few of us find this a little irritating when we have rooms full of paper to attend to back in our offices, but we grin and bear it.


One of the lengthiest items on the agenda was Barry Jones’s attempt to get approval for the detail of his ‘Commission for the Future’. Like so many of Barry’s brainchildren, it has the germ of quite a lot of potential popular appeal, but has been presented with an anecdotal rather than analytic approach, little perception of administrative realities, and without much capacity to cope with the scepticism of his rather tough-minded (and no doubt excessively linear) Cabinet colleagues. I suggested that the outfit be called the ‘Future Options Group’ (or FOG for short), and John Kerin, droll as always, suggested that what we really needed was a ‘Commission for the Past’ so that we could learn from our mistakes, with Gough Whitlam as chairman. For my sins of outspokenness I now find myself on a small committee appointed to rework some life into what is looking like a pretty dead beast.


The most political event of the day was Lionel Bowen’s extraordinary answer at Question Time in the House of Representatives, when he poured a monstrous bucket over the Senate committee inquiry into Murphy, suggesting that it was a farce, not providing any kind of natural justice or fair trial to the individuals concerned, generally behaving in an unacceptable manner, and requiring to be wound up forthwith. The PM compounded the problem by answering the next question to the effect that he fully endorsed what Bowen had said, and as a result the press is—naturally enough—full of stories about improper Government attacks on the committee process, plus a lack of confidence in Labor members of the committee, including the chairman, Michael Tate. A flurry of consultation, in which I was involved along with John Button and Don Grimes, resulted in Hawke drafting a statement—to which Bowen somewhat reluctantly put his name—indicating that he did in fact have full confidence in the committee, and thought it appropriate in the circumstances that it complete its task.


Whether this does anything to defuse it all tomorrow remains, as I keep saying, to be seen. It has all been another classic demonstration of Lionel’s complete lack of any self-discipline when it comes to talking on matters in which he has some personal interest. With this sort of competition, I find it a little ironic that I should continue to be so widely characterised as the garrulous member of the Cabinet.


Thursday, 11 October 1984—Canberra


The last day of Parliament—at least for the House of Representatives—and a carnival atmosphere prevailed, even to the extent of a rollicking party in the evening invading the Members’ Bar, with disco dancing, Irish jigs and miscellaneous other frivolities. I went to a dinner at the US Embassy—excruciatingly dull as always—and by the time I cleaned up my desk and packed my bags for a trip the next day to Perth then Adelaide, I arrived downstairs about twenty-five drinks behind everyone else except our now impossibly sober Prime Minister. Not a Liberal in sight, and cross-factional goodwill that was almost tangible: I guess we might as well enjoy it while it lasts.


Cabinet then full Ministry in the morning. The main theme was the election and physical arrangements for the campaign, with the sub-theme again being the necessity for sustained discipline, which means basically the rest of us shutting up and leaving it all to the PM.


After question time, off to the Cabinet room for a meeting on deregulation convened by the PM with representatives of the Business Council, Confederation of Australian Industry, small business, the National Farmers Federation and the ACTU.17 Paul Keating was the only other minister there, and the whole thing was a rather lightweight set piece, with Bob being much more obviously impressed with the idea of winding back the accretion of over-regulation (or at least the idea of how much this would appeal to the business community) than being armed with any factual information or specific ideas as to where the knife might be wielded. He was a little taken aback when, inevitably, the business representatives made it plain that their most immediate and pressing concern was simply the lack of uniformity in legislative regulation, the harsh price of federation, and they wanted to know what the Commonwealth was proposing to do about that. I got in a quick commercial for the Interchange of Powers18 referendum proposal, which will in fact help in this area, but Bob was more anxious simply to throw the ball back to them: ‘You work out where you think attention needs to be devoted, and let us have detailed submissions’. Everyone went away knowing that the thing had been a dreadful load of codswallop, but the emperor retained his clothes.


In the early evening I spent a very useful half-hour with three of my main harassers from the Fairfax Press—Michelle Grattan of The Age, Mike Steketee of The Sydney Morning Herald and Geoff Kitney of The National Times—taking them through the rationale for the stances I and the Government had taken on The Age Tapes/Murphy issue since its inception. They seemed subdued by the battering I gave them on the political non-wisdom, lack of constitutional rationale and practical absurdity of the royal commission option, but the best I can probably hope for is that the atmosphere will be just a shade or two cooler. With the post-election and end-of-year wrap-ups looming, I really do have to avoid another spate of spectacular negatives of the kind that I received last year: these sorts of ratings feed off one another, with the prevailing herd mentality, and a stereotype once established is enormously hard to shake. The smart-arse, foot-in-the-mouth, political-lightweight bit is getting a little tiresome, but I guess I’ll ride it all out sooner or later. Some hard background ear-bashing, which everybody else seems to do in practice far more than I do, will certainly not, in the meantime, go astray.


Friday, 12 October 1984—Perth


In Perth for a meeting of the Standing Committee of the Australian Constitutional Convention,19 and a press conference mid-afternoon with Brian Burke to launch the ‘Yes’ case for the referendums.20 We deliberately chose to take advantage of my trip to Perth for this, of course, because WA looks clearly like being the crucial, pivotal State: NSW, Victoria and South Australia can be expected to support the referendums, while Queensland and Tasmania are overwhelmingly likely to defeat them. Burke was his usual super-smooth self, with enough grasp of the detail of the proposals to be reasonably convincing, even to me, in his enthusiastically expressed support for them. His ease with the local media tribe was something for the connoisseur to savour: almost obscene in its intimacy, but not so vulgar as to be readily apparent in the finished, projected product.


Sunday, 14 October 1984—Adelaide


My address to the Society of Labor Lawyers21, on the general theme of first-term achievements, is dutifully delivered and received. Unfortunately, the speech had already been distributed to the throng the day before, which means that everyone turns the pages in unison, and fails to laugh at the handful of rather laborious joke lines scattered through it all. Question time is equally sober and industrious, so much so that one of my legal colleagues, whom I had not previously thought to possess much whimsy, presents me with the following note: ‘In my view Badger, Mole and Ratty ruined Toad when they reformed him and made him sober, modest and responsible. What has happened to our own Toady? Where is that reckless witty brilliance?’ Where indeed? But if there’s one thing that’s perfectly clear, it’s that a well-developed sense of humour never got anybody very far in politics, particularly not when it involves a capacity to take oneself less than seriously. The contrast between Bob Hawke and Gough Whitlam is very constructive in this respect. So I’m working hard at being dull, and—if this morning’s effort is any guide—have a fair chance of bringing it off.


Sunday, 21 October 1984—Melbourne


The main achievement of the day was to work through a dozen or so outstanding ASIO22 warrant applications, writing appropriately rude or sceptical things on several of them, and worrying—as usual—just how much of it all is objectively justified, and how much is part of the ongoing spook mystique. My general working principle is not to take too many chances at all with the anti-terrorist warrant applications, to be a bit more sceptical about the counterespionage, and to be quite profoundly sceptical about everything else.


Wednesday, 24 October 1984—Hobart/Canberra


Up early for the Mystere jet VIP flight to Hobart. We are met at the airport at 8 a.m. by a TV crew, and the only thing I can think of which would get them out of bed for my arrival is the fact that I’ve arrived on an RAAF plane. The spirit of the ‘spy flights’23 saga the year before certainly lives on to haunt me, with an inevitable half-a-dozen references to it as the day proceeds.


Then to the ABC studio for nearly an hour’s talkback on family law with Sue Becker: a raspy voiced old vixen of conspicuously Tory disposition, who nevertheless moves things along in a reasonably lively fashion, abusing her callers roundly when they offer so much as a timorous ‘Good morning’, and urging them to get on with the task at hand—which almost invariably is to belabour me with allegations of husband-bashing by the Family Court. This is followed by an interview with The World Today/PM on the ASIO allegations made last night by two Liberal senators, claiming that VIP protective security is at risk; a short but amiable session with the new editor of the Hobart Mercury, focusing on developments in defamation law; the opening of the new Commonwealth Law Courts buildings in Davey Street—yet another plaque to add to the collection; the Wrest Point Casino for a luncheon organised by the Tasmanian Society of Labor Lawyers; and the opening of the new Marriage Guidance Council headquarters.


Back on the VIP at 4.30 p.m., arriving at Fairbairn by 6 p.m. and straight to Parliament House. The day, unfortunately, is still anything but over as I have to then sit around for what proves to be the last night of the session, steering through some rather complicated pieces of defence legislation. The evening is made a little memorable by, at one point in the chamber, Graham Richardson wandering in and saying, ‘Mate, would you mind preparing a paper for me on this assistant ministers24 stuff’. I tell him in words of one syllable that while I may be in the business of writing a paper for the PM on the subject—having chaired the task force on machinery-of-government issues in the lead-up to the 1983 election, which had been highly successful in smoothing our transition to power—I’m not in the business of working for him, Graham Richardson. I am probably ruder than I need to be, but Graham’s hubris is really something wondrous to behold, and it’s been a long day.


Friday, 26 October 1984—Sydney


The Censorship Ministers’ meeting in Sydney, to wrestle with video porn. The paper I produced has been worked over by officials but left with its basic thrust intact. This is to have a new ‘R+’ category involving explicit sexual material—intercourse, fellatio, cunnilingus, minor fetishes and so on—that is too raunchy for the public ‘R’ category, but which doesn’t have any skerrick of the violence, sexual or otherwise, that may hitherto have snuck in under ‘X’. Queensland and Tasmania are predictably hostile, though South Australia, Victoria and the Northern Territory are happy to come along, and NSW, after squirming a lot as usual, eventually agrees provided the ‘R+’ terminology is replaced by something else. We settle on ‘ER’ (for ‘Extra-Restricted’). The monarchical overtones have not gone entirely unnoticed, gleefully, by some of us.


Tuesday, 30 October 1984—Canberra


My National Press Club luncheon debate with Peter Durack on the referendums. About 200 people turn up, including a strong quotient of the national press corps, with Hawke back in Canberra this week and Peacock’s campaign having for the moment seemed to have gone to sleep. It all goes quite well, with the general consensus being that I had the better of both the argument itself and the actual debate with Durack. The latter may not be all that surprising, given the congenital dullness that Peter brings to almost any topic he touches. Nevertheless, occasions like this are big ones, and I feel relieved, and drained, when it’s all over. Memories of my one and only previous Press Club luncheon—the post–spy flights/streakers’ defence occasion—linger on, and I am sober, succinct and for the most part unfunny. Once again I am reinforced in my mounting (albeit unhappy) belief that the secret of ministerial success is to be a crashing bore.


Wednesday, 31 October 1984—Melbourne


Another extraordinary, whirlwind day in which enough things happen to fill up a small book. On the international front it’s the shocking news of Indira Gandhi’s assassination. On the domestic it’s Merran’s birthday, which means very excited kids clambering over the bed opening presents this morning, and in the evening a whole extended family clambering over the house, with kids’ concerts, barking dogs and general chaos.


The evening is punctuated by two little events nicely capturing life’s political ironies. The first is the local campaign manager for Peter Staples arriving at the front door with a sign for me to help bash in on the front lawn (my eight-year-old daughter Caitlin doesn’t help matters enormously by barracking from the sidelines: ‘Daddy was Jagajaga, not Peter Staples. Boo!’). The other is a telephone call from the Queensland Attorney-General, Neville Harper, who has been calling me a ‘totalitarian’ all week on the Bill of Rights25 issue—now wanting a favour in the form of early access to the Costigan Report, to be released tomorrow, so they can give it the cover of privilege in the Queensland Parliament. I muster such graciousness as I can on both fronts.


My office day primarily involves a very prickly exchange with ASIO’s Harvey Barnett, with him expressing wounded indignation about the access I have given to some junior officers with industrial relations grumbles, and me making it clear that I am not entirely besotted with the Organisation at the moment on several other fronts—not least with some recent leaks which seemed to be attributable to a combination of foot soldiers and senior ideologues unhappy with the winding back of activity on the subversion front. We are able to reach amicable agreement on two or three other more technical matters, but all in all it is one of my more lively exchanges with the Organisation. Would that my Victorian Socialist Left nemesis Joan Coxsedge, and all the rest of her spook-averse Party colleagues, had been flies on the wall.


But the real drama of the day for me is the release this morning of the Senate committee report on Murphy. This is an almost wholly unmitigated disaster for him, with Michael Tate joining with Senators Austin Lewis from the Libs and Haines from the Democrats to constitute a clear cross-party majority on one key misbehaviour question, and only our Nick Bolkus finding for Murphy. I have a fairly circumspect, but depressed, phone call from Murphy during the morning telling me that he proposes to take some weeks’ leave but not to stand down or resign, intimating clearly enough that he wants to stand and fight in Parliament later on. In a couple of phone calls with the PM, we work out a basically non-interventionist approach at the executive level—leaving it to the Director of Public Prosecutions, Ian Temby, who has access to the now public material anyway, to make the running on the further criminal investigation front. Otherwise it’s now a matter of just paddling and waiting for whatever momentum or storm will blow up as Parliament gets closer to resuming.


I have totally mixed feelings about the whole business: on the one hand, my position remains, as it always has been, that Lionel’s behaviour, while unwise and (as in so many other contexts) fast and loose, certainly does not justify his removal and disgrace; on the other, he has behaved fast and loose to the point of stupidity, and I don’t seem to be getting anything but kicks—within and without the Party—for my pains in trying to hold the whole thing together. Basically I’m just tired, and sick of the whole damn thing, and wish it would go away. It won’t.


Thursday, 1 November 1984—Sydney


The Costigan Report tabled today with the predictable surge of journalistic excitement and hyperbole. The explicit condemnatory references to Packer create the most sensation, although none of the material in the published volumes is very explicit, and none of it goes much further than the original ‘Goanna’ material to which Packer has publicly replied. Certainly there is nothing in any of it which need trouble the Government, and the PM’s tabling statement—which has toughened up considerably on the privacy and related issues since both I and he got to the original departmental draft—has succeeded, I feel, in distancing us from the Costigan methodology while at the same time not being too rude about the man.


A telephone exchange this evening with Michelle Grattan about the snide, gratuitous and wrong (but all too familiar) line in her comment piece this morning—to the effect that while the PM was coolly distancing the Government from the Murphy report, the ‘irrepressible’ Senator Evans was anxious to get the Government enmeshed. I tell her what I think of all this in unambiguous terms, but after an attempt to deflect a shaft on the basis of a lack of mala fides, she just grunts non-committally. It’s an age-old dilemma with journalists: if longstanding friendship isn’t enough to immunise you from unfair, malicious stereotyping once that mood has set in, and you are not prepared to buy your way back with strategic leaking, the only alternatives are to kick back or suffer in silence. I suspect, in Grattan’s case, that to suffer in silence is just to guarantee more suffering and that nothing is to be lost—with perhaps something gained—by expressing distaste, but I may well be wrong. My mood is best summed up by a nice little anecdote, recorded in The Sydney Morning Herald today, about the judge walking in Trafalgar Square, looking up at a pigeon about to defecate and saying, ‘Go on, do it—everyone else does’.


Friday, 2 November 1984—Melbourne


A session with the PM in his Melbourne suite, across the corridor, about a series of highly volatile, or potentially volatile, issues—primarily Murphy, where we agree that there is no need for any further public response at this stage, but that it’s all going to be a gigantic headache after the election. His conversation with the Governor-General, Sir Ninian Stephen, last evening apparently involved some circumspect suggestions that Lionel might be inclined to retire on the tenth anniversary of his accession in February if Peacock and Don Chipp could be persuaded—in the best interests of the Court—to respond in an appropriately low-key and responsible way. The immediate difficulty, though, with any such scenario in the short run is the necessity for the DPP to first resolve the question of criminal proceedings.


Bob has seemed a lot calmer and less crotchety over the last couple of days than in the previous two or three weeks. It seems he now has recaptured his balance after being rather thrown off it by the media success of Peacock’s blatant campaigning on the tax issue,26 and now feels—with the release yesterday of the Government’s tax reform/summit statement, and the Costigan Report now behind us—that the lines of battle are in place in a more orderly way. It may also be that the cheering, adoring crowds of the last couple of weeks have given him the fix he needs to settle down again to the more mundane business of running a government, rather than a campaign. The general consensus around his handlers, with which I agree, is that a ‘Rose Garden strategy’ is probably the best way to handle the rest of the campaign; i.e., leave the vulgar scrabbling and the hustings to our opponents, and be, so far as possible, statesmanlike and above the fray.


Monday, 5 November 1984—Melbourne


Out to the Moonee Valley Racecourse Centre in black tie for the Centenary Dinner of the Victorian Bar. The official table included the President of the Victorian Bar, Stephen Charles; Sir Harry Gibbs; the Chief Justice of Tasmania; the President of the Liberal lawyers organisation; and the President of the Victorian Law Institute, David Miles; together with respective spouses—it was democratically located in the middle of all the others. Things proceeded pleasantly and informally enough until fairly late in the evening, when I incurred the hostility of those of my neighbours in earshot by saying that the speech of Ken Hayne QC, speaking for the new silks, although full of familiar barristerial wit, should be ‘pickled in formaldehyde’ as a specimen of the kind of speech that was nowadays fit only for the museum, with its main targets being legal aid, shopfront lawyers, feminists and the twentieth century generally.


Saturday, 1 December 1984—Canberra


Election day. Not a good start, with a full-page feature article in The Australian this morning, which I didn’t know was coming, headed ‘Gareth Evans—the political accident that is just waiting to happen’. This, accompanied by the inevitable Biggles caricature, is a reasonably balanced catalogue of my misdeeds and achievements, but focuses particularly around my supposed ‘breathtaking arrogance’ in refusing to release (on prime ministerial direction, of course, but this is not made clear!) the draft Bill of Rights, and in a way which is quite obsessive. But the day gets much worse.


Out to the showgrounds tally room by 5 p.m. to prepare for the ABC telecast, where I’m on the political panel with Geraldine Doogue and fellow parliamentarians Colin Mason from the Democrats and Steele Hall from the Libs. An awful night it turns out to be from the Party’s and Government’s point of view. The early results are startlingly bad—with swings of 4–5 per cent against, rather than the expected 1–2 per cent for—showing up all over the place, and a quick excursion by me to our Party table affirms that these are not just erratic early figures. I will remember for some time Robert Ray—as pale as he’s ever likely to look—saying to me after putting the phone down from a call to Victoria: ‘We’re not just losing votes: we’re looking at losing government’. Back on the air a few minutes later, I try and muffle my presentation (not least with the Western Australian poll—still two hours to closing—in mind), saying not much more than: ‘There are some disconcerting features showing up in the Labor vote, but it’s much too early yet for there to be any kind of panic’. My first hint of an explanation as to what is going on comes from Steele Hall who, after phoning his own electorate, says something to me about the extraordinary number of informals that are showing up. I seek some confirmation around the place that this is in fact occurring everywhere, and am I think one of the first commentators to advance this as a reason—and probably the main reason—for the evident swing against the Government.


It is not until about 8.30 p.m. that it becomes clear that the Government is perfectly safe, although there will be substantial seat losses, rather than the gains we had anticipated. As the overall picture gradually emerges, I suggest that three main factors seem to have contributed to our poor showing: first, the unintended informality factor, probably worth about 1 per cent overall; second, the intended informality/protest vote factor, involving perhaps a certain ‘reverse bandwagon effect’ flowing from those who are happy to see us in government, but not with an overwhelming majority that would merely reinforce our, and the PM’s, perceived arrogance and supreme self-confidence; and third, a genuine swing back to Peacock and the Liberals.


On balance, I am inclined to think that the most important factors have been the first two, but it is—I acknowledge—difficult for me to untangle my own lowly perception of Peacock and his policies from that which might be flowing in the community at large.


The whole experience should prove hugely chastening to Bob, although whether he will be chastened remains to be seen. Certainly the campaign length and decision to debate Peacock are now universally accepted as mistakes, and ones born moreover directly from Bob’s supreme self-confidence. If some of that self-confidence now gives way to a greater willingness to take and listen to advice, the whole experience may very well have been, on balance, favourable for the Party. But to be going to our next term of government with a margin of less than twenty seats in an expanded Parliament, and with the Liberals only a few points away from resuming government, I am afraid that the spirit of policy adventure which might otherwise have been allowed to take some root, at least during our first year of office—as a politically legitimate bid to regain some of the affection of idealistic youth—now seems as though it may well be submerged. There is certainly going to be some interesting debate on all of this in the weeks ahead.


Monday, 3 December 1984—Melbourne


Spend the day in my office reading the post-mortems, trying to analyse the results—particularly the actual effect of the informals, working out which of my departed and new colleagues to write what kind of notes to, making a number of congratulatory and commiserating phone calls, and trying to work out what might and should happen about the administrative arrangements. A couple of minutes of casual chat with the PM, during which I elicit that his mind is pretty firmly made up on maintaining the status quo in the number of ministers, and that—as expected—all his instincts are that the new Government’s general policy approach will be on the side of moderation and caution, with nothing particularly radical in the agenda. The implications of all this for my Bill of Rights legislation are looming all too clearly, but I refrain from mentioning the subject for fear of the reply.


To the ACTU Christmas party late in the afternoon, where the atmosphere is generally fairly subdued, as one would expect, and then home to face the ABC’s Gillies Report. I feature extremely heavily as a result of last week’s excitement over the Toohey telephone tapping.27 Sample: ‘If you want to speak to Gareth Evans, just pick up your phone and call him—he’s waiting to tape your call’. A very funny sketch of me directing and starring in an ASIS/Sheraton28 musical—complete with song and dance routine. All of which will, however, go to embed even further in the popular consciousness my connection with all things spooky and ill-judged. Max Gillies’s Evans character is well made up and looks right physically, but I don’t think he has my speech right. I hope this means I’m not that easy to caricature in this way: I don’t like my chances of keeping off the program if I am!


Saturday, 8 December 1984—Canberra


Just on five hours today with the PM, and my fate—all but for the formalities—is sealed. It has not been a happy twenty-four hours since I received the message that Hawke wanted to talk to me about a change of portfolio.


Merran and the kids flew up to Canberra with me—a decision made late the night before, on the basis that if things went badly in my morning session with the PM, I was going to need every bit of emotional support I had to get through the rest of the day. As things turned out, there was not quite that degree of drama, but it was all pretty shattering notwithstanding. I was grateful for their presence.


I arrived at The Lodge at 10.30 a.m. to find Bob, as usual, sunning himself beside the pool. He invited me to open up the discussion, and I spent about twenty minutes doing so, putting a variety of arguments around three central themes: first, that I had in fact performed as well as anyone could have performed, with a great many of the problems being ones not of my own creation; second, that a shift at this stage would be inevitably construed as a humiliation, and at least a partial capitulation to the Opposition’s attacks, with the result my effectiveness would be much diminished both in any other portfolio and in the Senate; and third, he could not reasonably be confident that Lionel Bowen would perform the job any better. I left aside entirely the argument based on personal hurt and expectation of loyalty, trying rather to put everything within the perspective of the objective interests of the Government. My basic position throughout was that one had to distinguish between the substance and the perception—perceptions changed rapidly and what mattered was the substantive reality—and that I stood up well measured against any such criterion.


Bob heard me out patiently and carefully, making notes as he went. He then raised, in a systematic way by reference to the points I had made, a series of counterarguments, inviting me at each point along the way to respond and discuss the matters in issue. He seemed generally disposed to accept the substance-versus-perception point, but had clearly been influenced by the barrage of feedback he had obviously been getting—most of it filtered, of course, through the office minders—to the effect that my performance left something to be desired, that I would benefit from a change of environment, and that if I did not in fact have such a change, my popularity within the Caucus, which was negligible, would be unlikely ever to improve. He was manifestly unimpressed about the need to maintain some sort of reforming momentum within the portfolio, making it clear that—at least so far as he was concerned—Bills of Rights and other such exotica, my constitutional reform included, would have little or no support in the lifetime of this Government. Against his limited expectations of the portfolio, he seemed unwilling to accept my gently stated view that Lionel Bowen would be less than totally appropriate to handle a legal portfolio of this degree of complexity and size.


Our discussion continued for nearly three hours, and certainly I can’t complain about the hearing I was given, nor about Bob’s evident desire to let me down as gently as he could. A recurring bottom line, however, was that he wanted Lionel Bowen out of the Trade and Industry area; he did not want him in Defence; Attorney-General’s was about the only other game in town of appropriate stature which Lionel was prepared to accept; and that his—Bob’s—expectations and desires so far as this portfolio was concerned were well tailored to the kinds of capacity and drive that Lionel would bring to it.


So the question became, rather quickly, what would happen to me, and in particular what could be found for me that would enable the PM to utilise my capacity (which he still seemed to believe in) and at the same time be perceived as not a massive demotion or capitulation to Opposition pressure. The package he offered me certainly did not seem to me to meet these criteria: the Resources and Energy portfolio, Minister Assisting the Prime Minister for Public Service Matters, and a roving ‘troubleshooting’ commission’ (I knew this last description would cause a splendid horse laugh from the gallery when it was first floated) as ‘Special Minister Assisting the Prime Minister’, the first item on the agenda of which would be helping to untangle the Aboriginal land rights problem. I pointed out that while I was certainly interested in public administration, this aspect of the package was not in any way coherently integrated with the others, and it would be seen as just a ragtag and bobtail collection of booby prizes. Bob did make it clear that he wanted me to go on representing the Attorney-General in the Senate, which was obviously going to leave me in the front line on the Murphy affair and everything else, but acknowledged that this in itself would not be enough to undermine the general impression thus created of someone cast to the outer darkness.


I then suggested—coming at it from the perspective of how we would need to present ourselves in the Senate—that there could be a coherent way of packaging the shift, and making it appear that we were responding positively to the changed composition and political dynamics of the Senate: I would add to the Resources and Energy portfolio—with its uranium content—the specific responsibility for carrying the Government’s position on disarmament and peace, with this being formally acknowledged by me being made ‘Minister Assisting the Minister for Foreign Affairs’. I indicated that I would be happy enough keeping the additional ‘Special Minister’ responsibility, but did not see this as assisting very much in the presentation of the change. At least all this had the advantage, from my personal point of view, of emphasising the ‘external’ character of the Resources portfolio, and positioning me—if everything went well—as very much next in line for Foreign Affairs when Bill Hayden eventually moved on. Since Foreign Affairs had always been—apart from the Attorney-General’s portfolio—my other great area of interest and ambition, this at least could be seen as advancing that ultimate objective, and giving me a real and visible job to do in the meantime, albeit one that I wasn’t particularly equipped at this stage to confidently undertake.


Bob reacted to all of this with considerable enthusiasm, acknowledging that it had much more coherence about it than his original proposed package. The irony of all this was, of course, that the more enthusiastic and less guilty he became about the package, the more inevitable was my demise from Attorney-General’s. It was not much consolation—although some—to acknowledge that, were I to stay in Attorney-General’s, the next period would be looking very bleak indeed in terms of achieving the kinds of reforms that I have always seen myself as about in this area.


After nearly three hours of all this, the butler came to announce that Merran and the kids were waiting outside in the car to go off to lunch. Bob immediately invited them in, and the occasion turned into a very pleasant social one for the next couple of hours, with the kids swimming in the pool, Merran and Hazel catching up on their friendship, and all of us then having a splendid lunch together on the terrace. We left finally around 3.30 p.m., with me having been duchessed as I suspected I probably would be, feeling a little more comfortable about the future, but still basically hollow and depressed about the premature termination of everything I had been about in policy terms for the last decade or so. A less traumatic day, in the event, than perhaps it might have been, but one that I would rather had never occurred.


Sunday, 9 December 1984—Melbourne/Canberra


A short telephone call to the PM from Canberra airport on my arrival tonight confirms the inevitable: he has decided firmly to go down the path mapped out yesterday, and I will lose the Attorney-General’s portfolio to Lionel Bowen, becoming instead Minister for Resources and Energy, with the basic responsibility of holding together the Government’s position on uranium, disarmament and related issues. Bob specifically emphasises that I will also be ‘Minister Assisting the Foreign Minister’, describing this suggestion of mine—and the presentational thrust that goes with it, so far as the Senate is concerned—as a ‘masterstroke’. I accept the flattery at its face value, but wonder a little disconsolately whether I would have ended up in this position at all had the original suggestion proposed for me remained as incoherent and unattractive as it was.


On my asking, the PM tells me that he has not yet discussed the ‘Minister Assisting’ aspect of the package with Bill Hayden, but that I need have no concern on that score. I ask him whether he is prepared to announce that I will be Acting Foreign Minister whenever Hayden is out of the country, but he suggests, reasonably enough in the circumstances, that this is something which is better not articulated at this stage, given Lionel Bowen’s obvious sensitivity on the issue. He gives me the oral equivalent of a wink and a nod, but I will have to wait and see whether this is realised. Generally speaking, Bob sounds in an ominously relaxed and self-confident mood, describing the overall state of the reshuffle as ‘falling out superbly’. I still find it difficult to believe, however, that the press will regard a reshuffle of these dimensions as anything other than acknowledgement of real weakness in the existing Ministry, and—even discounting all my own unhappiness—I have difficulty in believing that the result at the end of the day will produce either better administration or an easier political ride for the Government.


I run into Hazel Hawke, with Ros and her partner Matt, in the Ansett lounge leaving Melbourne—they are all very genuinely affectionate, but with Ros conceding quietly to me she has had an awful time and they are not out of the woods yet. I see Peter Wilenski on the plane and we have dinner together at China West to talk about the reshuffle. Peter feels as much on the outer as I do in terms of the whole process, his advice not having been sought at any stage, and is gloomily philosophical—as I am—about the course of the next three years. Both of us are strongly committed to reform programs of one kind or another, and are alarmed—like a great many others in the movement—about the prospects of the Party losing its soul, as the Hawkes, Keatings and Bowens of this world take over. But short of abandoning ship completely, there doesn’t seem much that either of us can at this stage do.


 


9.   The Labor Unity group, whose leading figures in 1984 included Bob Hawke, Clyde Holding, Peter Redlich and Robert Ray, was and remains an umbrella collection of trade union and electorate-based moderates, some of whom were previously part of the Left-dominated machine overturned by the Whitlam-led Federal intervention in 1969. Although often labelled ‘the Right’ by other groups, it was not originally characterised by the conservatism on social, foreign policy and defence issues long associated with the NSW Right—essentially because, in Victoria but not elsewhere, such conservative elements left the ALP for the DLP during the split of the 1950s and ’60s. At least at the time of this diary, the ideological centre of gravity of the Victorian Party was visibly to the left of the Party in most other States.


10.    The Socialist Left was a continuation of the pre-1969 machine. At the time of writing, some of its old-guard leaders, including George Crawford and Bill Hartley, were still very hardline, but others, including Bob Hogg and Gerry Hand, were much more moderate.


11.    The Independents, whose leading figures at the time of writing included John Cain, John Button, Jim Kennan and Michael Duffy, were essentially a group of politically moderate lawyers who were then known as the ‘Participants’. They led the charge against the ancien régime in the late 1960s but were inhibited by various personal antagonisms and ambitions—on both sides—from merging with Labor Unity.


12.    Under Victorian Labor Party rules, in order to win I had to secure a majority of the combined vote of a locally elected panel of thirty-five, whose votes each counted at full value, and a central panel of 100 members, whose votes each counted for 0.35.I finished with eighteen local and forty central panel votes.


13.    The Royal Commission on the Activities of the Ship Painters and Dockers, headed by Frank Costigan QC, was established by the Fraser Government in 1980. Its investigations, in the event, ranged far beyond criminal activities by that union, extending to organised crime more generally and tax evasion. Leaked extracts from the 1984 draft report sensationally implicated Kerry Packer, controller of Australian Consolidated Press and Channel Nine and the country’s richest man, in tax evasion, drug trafficking and worse, but no such allegations were ever substantiated or prosecuted.


14.    The National Crime Authority (NCA) was established by the Hawke Government in 1984, in the wake of the Costigan Commission, to lead a national law enforcement response to organised crime that could overcome the jurisdictional barriers of the Federal system. Its founding head was NSW judge Donald Stewart, who had conducted the 1981–83 Royal Commission into Drug Trafficking. The NCA was replaced in 2003 by the Australian Crime Commission.


15.    Opposition Leader Peacock had, in the course of accusing the Government of closing down the Costigan Commission prematurely, added the extraordinary flourish—without any supporting material whatsoever—that Hawke was ‘a little crook, a perverter of the law and an associate of criminals and a man who takes direction from those who direct criminals’. just the same old stuff about creating an allegedly toothless Crime Authority to take over from the prematurely wound-up Costigan Commission: to all of which we have good, clear answers.


16.    The Murphy affair, with which I was preoccupied throughout the period of this diary, began in February 1984 with the publication of ‘The Age Tapes’. These were leaked transcripts of illegal NSW Police telephone tape recordings given to The Age by investigative crime journalist Bob Bottom, some of which purported to record conversations between High Court Justice Lionel Murphy and Sydney solicitor Morgan Ryan, which—at least in The Age’s indefensibly coloured reporting—raised questions about his fitness to continue to hold judicial office. An investigation, at my request, by Director of Public Prosecutions (DPP) Ian Temby cleared Murphy of either criminal conduct or misbehaviour, but in March 1984 the Opposition and Democrats combined in the Senate to force the establishment of a Select Committee on the Conduct of a Judge to investigate further whether Murphy’s conduct involved misbehaviour that could lead to his removal under section 72 of the Constitution. That committee—by the casting vote of its Government chair—exonerated Murphy, but new damage was done by evidence given to it by NSW Chief Magistrate Clarrie Briese. Briese alleged that, years earlier, Murphy had telephoned him—saying, ‘And now what about my little mate’—in an attempt to influence improperly the outcome of a case involving Ryan. Against my and the Government’s opposition—arguing that this conversation could only constitute misbehaviour if it was criminal, and that was a matter for the DPP and the courts, not the Parliament—a second Senate committee, on Allegations Concerning a Judge, was established in September 1984 to investigate the Briese allegations, this time assisted by two retired judges, Xavier Connor QC and John Wickham QC. This is the committee referred to here: it reported on 31 October 1984, as described in my diary entry for that day.


17.    Australian Council of Trade Unions.


18.    The Australian Constitution vests only limited, specifically identified powers in the Commonwealth, with the States retaining the rest, which places some restraints on their ability to cooperate freely, even when both tiers of government want to. The Interchange of Powers referendum proposal that was put to the vote at the 1984 election would have removed these barriers, allowing the States and the Federal Government to freely interchange powers at will. Like so many sensible constitutional reform proposals before it, however, it failed dismally, winning a majority neither overall nor in any State.


19.    Established by the Whitlam Government, the Australian Constitutional Convention met six times between 1973 and 1985. Between plenary sessions—attended by delegates from Commonwealth, State and Territory Parliaments, local government representatives and observers from the general public—a Chief Executive Officer, Secretariat and various committees and consultants continued research and deliberations. Its aspirations were high but its achievements regrettably minimal. Of twelve proposals put by the Commonwealth to referendum during that period, growing out of the Convention or associated processes, only three (on Senate casual vacancies, Territory voting in referendums and a retirement age for judges) were uncontroversial enough to succeed. The overall record since Federation is similarly bleak: forty-three Constitution-alteration proposals, of which only eight have won majorities both overall and in a majority of States.


20.    Two constitutional referendums were proposed for election day 1984, on Interchange of Powers (see footnote 17) and Terms of Senators. The latter involved changing the fixed-duration terms of senators to enable elections for the House of Representatives and Senate always to be held on the same day. This won a narrow overall majority nationally but majorities in only two States, rather than the four required.


21.    The Victorian Society of Labor Lawyers was established in 1974, and all the State and Territory groups formed thereafter united in 1980 as the Australian Society of Labor Lawyers, with me as the founding president. The organisation was set up essentially as a law reform pressure group for lawyers associated with the Labor Party and movement. It held annual conferences, prepared submissions to governments and law reform commission inquiries, and generally contributed to the public debate, but also operated very much as a networking group.


22.    Australian Security Intelligence Organisation, responsible for domestic counterespionage and counterterrorism efforts, and reporting to the Attorney-General.


23.    When the Tasmanian Government started to build a new Gordon-below-Franklin dam in defiance of the region’s World Heritage status, the Commonwealth (with me as Attorney-General leading the charge) immediately after our election in March 1983 sought in the High Court an injunction to stop it. However, we needed evidence of the nature, scale and rapidity of the depredation involved. Successive aerial photographs, taken unobtrusively from a high enough altitude both to get a grid perspective and go unnoticed, seemed the answer. No problem, the Defence Minister told me: training flights took place all over the country all the time, and Mirages could take the pictures we needed. But the pilot tasked for the first run was told only to overfly and photograph the area, not that the objective was grid photos from 6000–9000 metres. So when he found the area covered in low cloud, exercising the initiative for which Australian servicemen are justly famous, he went in at just a few hundred metres, frightening the daylights out of every living thing there … and securing no pictures of any use whatever. All political hell then erupted, with Premier Robin Gray accusing the Hawke Government, bizarrely, of using the nation’s defence force to ‘spy’ on his State. I then made things no easier for myself by saying to the press, ‘Whatever you do, don’t call me Biggles’, and then offering a few days later at the National Press Club what I described as ‘the streaker’s defence’, viz. ‘It seemed like a good idea at the time’. Both phrases haunted me for rather longer than the period covered by this diary. But the Commonwealth did end up winning a famous victory in the High Court (Tasmanian Dam Case (1983) 158 CLR1) and the Tasmanian south-west’s forest wilderness remains protected to this day.


24.    A proposal had emerged for an increase in the size of the front bench, involving the appointment of ‘parliamentary secretaries’ or ‘assistant ministers’ or both. It would meet the needs of good national governance by not creating unnecessary new ministers, and also meet the needs of Caucus politics by creating some more places in the sun. In the event, the appointment of a group of parliamentary secretaries was delayed until after the 1987 election, when a number of other, more far-reaching changes to the structure of the ministry and departments were introduced.


25.    The Hawke Government’s attempts, with varying degrees of enthusiasm, to enact by legislation an Australian Bill of Rights, is a recurring theme of this diary. The origins of the enterprise lay in the Human Rights Bill introduced by Attorney-General Lionel Murphy in 1973, and that I had a hand in drafting. It was aimed at implementing into Australian law the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, which the Whitlam Government had recently ratified, but it died with the dissolution of Parliament in 1974. In July 1983 I prepared my own Australian Bill of Rights Bill, which I described as ‘not so much an aggressive weapon’ but rather ‘ an aid to the interpretation of existing rules’. I circulated it selectively for comment, but decided not to make the draft public until after the 1984 election: thus the claim from Queensland noted here (and not much less stridently from Burke in Western Australia) of a ‘secret … totalitarian plan to destroy the States’. It was never introduced into the Parliament. In November 1985, the new Attorney-General, Lionel Bowen, introduced his own Australian Bill of Rights Bill, less ambitious than Murphy’s and mine. The story of its slow and painful death throes, until its withdrawal in November 1986, is told in later entries. In one final flurry of activity in this area, proposals for constitutional alteration were put to referendum in 1988 covering Fair Elections, and Rights and Freedoms (the latter embracing or extending rights to trial by jury, freedom of religion and compensation for property acquisition): all failed dismally.


26.    Although the big debates over tax reform still lay ahead, Peacock had successfully cast some doubt on Hawke’s promise to stop the overall tax burden from becoming greater, repeatedly saying during the campaign, ‘As certain as night follows day, Labor will introduce a raft of new taxes: capital gains, death and gift duties’.


27.    At the National Press Club pre-election leaders’ debate on 26 November, Hawke was questioned about an AAP story that day claiming that a phone conversation between National Times Editor Brian Toohey and Peter Walsh had been intercepted by ASIO. The PM declined to comment other than to say he would be ‘totally amazed’ if journalists’ phones were tapped.


28.    This is a reference to the farcically wrong-headed training exercise run by Australia’s external spying agency, the Australian Secret Intelligence Service, in November 1983 at Melbourne’s Sheraton Hotel, involving the rescue of a ‘hostage’ being held in a hotel room by two ‘foreign intelligence officers of major power’. To make the exercise more realistic, not only was it held in a public place, but nobody told the hotel management, staff, guests or the police. And apparently nor were the trainees told that smashing in a door with a sledgehammer, menacing the kitchen staff with guns and wrestling with the hotel manager in a lift, were not likely to help keep the exercise out of the news. For the record, ASIS (unlike ASIO) was not then my ministerial responsibility, and until I became Foreign Minister in 1988 I had nothing to do with it.
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Monday, 17 December 1984—Canberra


Straight from the airport to my new Department office in Civic for an endless succession of briefings, successively the Petroleum Division, the Coal and Minerals Division, the Uranium and Nuclear Division, and the Co-Ordination and Management Division. Eight hours, broken only by a sandwich lunch, with an endless barrage of figures, statistics, techniques, technologies, economic evaluations, judgements and prognostications, all of it establishing that which I already well knew to be the truth—that I know absolutely nothing about the content of the portfolio. But my new Permanent Secretary, Alan Woods, his deputies Denis Ives and Brian Hill, and the Department as a whole, strike me as capable and hard-headed.



Friday, 11 January 1985—Melbourne


My first day back on the job, and a very hectic one. Alan Woods and Denis Ives fly in together with my key Canberra staffers and we spend hours with my Melbourne-based team planning and finalising itineraries, visits and appointments for the next three or four months, and dealing with a series of administrative and policy issues requiring early attention.


The main meeting of the day is with David Parker, the WA Minister for Minerals and Energy, and someone who is likely to be one of my major sources of political difficulty over the period ahead, although we have always got on quite well personally. One of the brightest of the very bright, very young members of the Burke Cabinet, Parker is seen by most people as destined ultimately for higher things, and like most of the rest of his colleagues will approach the task without any accompanying baggage. He opens up the discussion on the Aboriginal land rights issue29, and when I ask him whether ALP policy will play any role at all in Western Australia’s approach to this, his answer—with a completely straight face—is ‘none whatsoever’.


During our talk on this subject I am interrupted by a phone call from Clyde Holding. He tells me that his major land rights submission is scheduled for Cabinet on Monday, but my Department in my absence has put in a ‘bad’ coordination comment and he wants to talk to me over the weekend about it. Alan Woods tells me privately that an attempt has been made to ‘soften’ the Aboriginal Affairs proposal to some extent, but without going anything like the distance sought by the Western Australians. Clearly I’m going to have a job and a half on my hands trying to find a path through this one!


I go on to discuss with Parker the finalisation of royalty arrangements for the huge North West Shelf gas project, the country’s biggest ever resource development; the negotiation over Barrow Island, in which he drops something of a bombshell by saying that the kind of revenue-sharing position advanced recently by Commonwealth officials—involving our proposed new Resource Rent Royalty, which we are keen to get established for onshore oil-producing operations of this kind—is quite unacceptable, and that unless the matter is resolved to the State’s satisfaction they will be going back to the original plan of a State royalty taking precedence; the possible gold tax, in which I make it clear that I am not going to get myself into a position of being a political stalking horse to enable the WA Government to get itself off the hook; the question of monazite exports to France; and a miscellany of other technical matters which may or may not prove to have difficult political connotations. All of this is fairly hard going for me, but I feel on balance that I have held my end up, and there does not seem to be any evidence of anxiety on the part of my staff or officials to the contrary.
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