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Foreword


Elizabeth Brumby


To borrow from the great Samuel Beckett, the end is in the beginning, and yet you go on.


Having observed Australian politics from the perspective of an incidental insider for most of my life, I am convinced that nothing could be truer when it comes to political life today.


By the time an elected representative takes office, they are already fighting to hold on to what they have. Much of what they do will make little difference to an apathetic electorate. And, as my father writes at one point in the following pages, when the tide of public opinion changes, it’s very difficult, if not impossible, to avoid being swept out with it. Yet candidates for political office do it anyway, never knowing when the ebb and flow of the tide might change.


I’ve spent a good portion of my adolescent and early adult life trying to understand why anyone would choose to go into politics at all. Faced with intense media scrutiny, an often hostile public and opinion polling that acts as a de facto electoral process, politics is not a career one enters into lightly. It’s tough, often thankless, and it tends to work out only if one is willing to make great sacrifices for the cause. I have no doubt my father made sacrifices. Growing up in Bendigo, when he was the federal Member and then a chief of staff in the Hawke and Keating Governments, my sister and I used to run outside into the backyard every time we heard a plane overhead. We’d jump up and down and wave at the plane, hoping Dad might be in it, and that he might catch a glimpse of us from his window seat.


My father has always worked extraordinarily hard. For him, work ethic is a prized quality, one he values more than any other. Even now, he lists the part-time jobs he had as a student on his CV with pride: carting hay on his parents’ farm, selling shoes, cleaning factories and pumping petrol. During the nineties, after we had moved to Melbourne and he had taken on the role of Opposition Leader in Victoria, Dad worked tirelessly for the party and the state. He spent years fighting battles that seemed never to end—against Jeff Kennett; sometimes against his own party; sometimes against the press. After Labor won power in Victoria and he became Treasurer and then Premier, the workload intensified, and so too did the public pressure.


Dad has always been good at keeping on going when the going got tough. He has the ability to see the humour in (most) situations: his favourite mixed metaphor is that there’s always light at the end of the tightrope. To relax, he would listen to music, from Mahler to Midnight Oil, or spend time outdoors—usually walking or working on projects at the farm.


Inevitably, some aspects of his work took a greater toll than others. On 7 February 2009 I was in New York. I’d only just arrived: before that, I’d been at home in Melbourne, working at a local cinema all summer in the blistering heat. Late on Saturday night—Sunday evening Melbourne time—I received a text message from my mother. The message said it had been a very bad weekend in Victoria, with many people killed in fires across the state.


I remember sitting in an Internet café off Times Square the following day, watching a clip of Dad overcome with emotion and struggling to speak on the evening news. The whole world was watching, unable to avert their eyes from the devastation that was Black Saturday. I had only ever seen my father like that once or twice before in my life. This was a person I knew, but one who was not often seen by the public: a person of compassion, warmth and great humility (despite an often brusque exterior). During his time in politics, it was these qualities that his staff and colleagues were quick to point out to any detractors. ‘A true statesman,’ one of his staff once told me. ‘Your Dad is a true statesman.’


As an observer, I have also witnessed the impact others have had on my father’s conduct in public life. From his father, my grandfather Malcolm, he inherited his work ethic, courtesy and respect for others. From his mother, my grandmother Alison, his ability to engage with people from all walks of life. From them both, an openness to new ideas and a love of the land—something he shares with my mother.


The end is in the beginning, and yet you go on. In her autobiography, Julia Gillard recalls a phone conversation she had with Dad on the night of the 1999 state election, late in the evening. ‘We spoke for ages, both of us sipping red wine as we did so,’ she writes, ‘but the real taste in our mouths was that intricate bittersweet flavour which is the essence of politics.’ Just over a decade later, not too long after Julia Gillard became Australia’s first female prime minister, Labor’s narrow and unexpected loss in November 2010 came as a blow to all of us. It was a deeply disappointing end to what had been, personally, for Dad, a very difficult year; a year in which his father died unexpectedly just eight weeks before the election—but a year that was briefly lightened by Collingwood winning their first premiership since 1990.


So, why do it at all? However it may appear in retrospect, my father never had any grand plan to enter politics. But he always was (still is, and I have no doubt will continue to be) powerfully driven to civic participation and public service. Whether it was teaching, a volleyball club for underprivileged kids or his work with the Fred Hollows Foundation, he has always believed that public participation could make a difference. It was this steadfast belief that motivated my father throughout his political career, and has continued to motivate him since his departure from public life.


Dad writes that to succeed in life you have to be ‘ready to seize opportunities, work hard and keep moving’. It’s fair to say he’s kept moving pretty fast since leaving politics, shifting his gaze well beyond Victoria, to technology, health and innovation on a global scale. Although anyone who knows him well would no doubt agree that John Brumby has mellowed since leaving politics, one thing remains the same: he hates to waste time. To me, this is never more apparent than when we’re travelling together. If Dad ever happens to have a morning free of meetings or work, he’s up at first light, bringing his travelling companion a cup of tea, always keen to get moving: where can we walk to today? What can we see? Quick, time to go. (Any activity involving queuing is out of the question.)


Dad hates to waste time because there is always more to do. This is not a book chronicling the day-to-day minutiae of political life. My father isn’t the kind of person to dwell on the past. This is a book about staying the distance, doing the job to the best of your ability and serving your party and the people to get better outcomes for them. It’s about the battle of ideas: reform, transition and change—and the lessons of over two decades in public life.


And, while drawing on lessons from the recent past history, this is, more than anything else, a book about the future. For John Brumby, there is still, as ever, more work to be done.
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Experience: The View from Inside


In late 1992, I was on the deck of a cruise ship in Sydney Harbour, waiting for my boss to finish a speech. After spending the best part of a year working for the Bendigo Building Society, I’d been persuaded to return to Canberra. Alan Griffiths was Minister for Resources and Tourism in the Keating Government, and I had become his chief of staff. I had previously served as the federal Member for Bendigo for seven years, before narrowly losing my seat in the 1990 election. I was pleased to be back in the world of hard policy development and implementation.


I liked Alan. He was a good friend and a person of great ability, who was elected to parliament in 1983—the same year as I was. He was smart, quick on his feet and had a great way with people. Alan liked to begin every speech the same way. His mother, he said, told him he had one mouth and two ears, and he should use them in that proportion. Good advice—though often ignored by Alan!


Given Alan’s tendency to go off script, this time I decided to make my way to the deck where I could smoke a surreptitious cigarette and make a phone call or two.


In the event, it was my phone that rang. Senator Robert Ray (leader of the Labor Unity faction of the Victorian Labor Party) was calling to tell me that a long-serving Labor member of the Victorian Upper House, Bill Landeryou, was about to retire for health reasons. Would I be interested in standing for the Legislative Council province of Doutta Galla?


The question came out of the clear blue sky. I’d always been interested in state politics, but I’d spent the best part of a decade concentrating on federal issues. Mentally and emotionally, I’d moved on from politics. My mind was on new career opportunities, more time with my wife Rosemary and the kids, and more time on our farm at Harcourt. On the other hand, a Victorian Upper House seat would offer a number of advantages. For a start, it would put an end to the punishing travel and gruelling schedules associated with federal politics in a regional seat. I would be somewhat removed from the nitty-gritty of day-to-day electorate work, and could concentrate my energies on some of the big policy questions for Labor in the aftermath of a massive state election defeat. And while I had no immediate interest in the leadership, I assumed that in a few years’ time, when Labor’s Upper House leader (David White) might want to move on, I could be a viable candidate for his position.


I couldn’t give Robert an answer straight away. I had to talk to Rosemary. We needed to carefully consider the impact this would have on our lives and careers. I asked him to give me twenty-four hours to think about it. His reply was typically direct: ‘How about one hour’. Fortunately, I was able to reach Rosemary, and just a few hours later I called Robert back and said yes.


Beginnings


Some people know they want to go into politics from an early age. I was not like that; I had no grand plan. I have always believed that to succeed in life you have to be light on your toes, ready to seize opportunities, work hard and keep moving. In life—and especially in politics—road maps are hard to come by, but serendipity can be a marvellous thing.


I did not have a political mentor, but I did have a role model. Along with countless other young Australians of my generation, I was awed and inspired by the political colossus that was Gough Whitlam. Gough assumed leadership of the Australian Labor Party in 1967, when I was fourteen years old. Over the next five years, he transformed the party—but more than this, he offered my generation a vision of what public leadership could be. This was something sorely lacking in the tired, two-decade-old, conservative government in 1972. Gough’s slogan proclaimed, ‘It’s Time’, and it was—time to modernise Australia, engage positively with Asia, and get out of the Vietnam War. No government is ever perfect, but Gough demonstrated that positive change can be achieved through politics. In so doing, he attracted many young people, students and white-collar workers to the Australian Labor Party.


I did not join—not yet—but I was certainly heading in that direction. In a broader life sense, my direction was less clear. I attained a Bachelor of Commerce from Melbourne University, worked in a number of part-time jobs pumping petrol, selling shoes and cleaning factories, and also helped out on my parents’ farm at Coleraine, carting hay and dipping sheep. But I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life or who I wanted to be. At Dad’s urging, I undertook a comprehensive ‘psychometric’ career aptitude test at a well-known human relations firm, which concluded that I should seek a career in the fine arts! It is perhaps to the art world’s loss that I spotted an advertisement for university graduates with a mathematics and commerce background, who would be willing to train as teachers and then work in secondary schools around the state. I signed up, and in 1975 completed a Graduate Diploma of Education at Rusden State College, which was then co-located with Monash University. Rusden had great lecturers, and I loved teaching. I worked hard and gained first-class honours in virtually every subject.


My girlfriend and I applied to teach at several small country schools across the state. In January 1976, I was sent to a place I’d never heard of—Eaglehawk. When I looked it up in the street directory, I couldn’t find it. I wondered if the Education Department had made a mistake. But it turned out that landing in one of the most disadvantaged areas in Victoria was the best thing that could have happened to me. Not only did it make me as a teacher, but it also gave me the opportunity to get involved in the local community. I began to learn how to work for change at a grassroots level. A couple of other teachers at the high school were members of the ALP, and they encouraged me to join. In 1978, with the help of other teachers from the school, we established Victoria’s first regional group of Amnesty International. In those days this was not as easy as it sounds. The secretary of the Bendigo RSL, having seen some of our publicity in the local paper, rang to quiz me about our ‘links’ to the Communist Party.


Thanks to my involvement with community groups, I learnt to speak to audiences and think on my feet. I started to see the kind of positive change that can occur when committed people work together under effective leadership; and further, I began to envision a role for myself in providing that kind of leadership. In late 1978, I had the opportunity to test myself on a larger scale: as Labor candidate for the seat of Midlands in the Parliament of Victoria.


Although I enjoyed overwhelming branch support, I was lucky to win preselection as I hadn’t been in the party for two years. If any member of more than two years had nominated against me, they would have won automatically—that was the rule. I found out later, from ALP State Secretary Bob Hogg, that someone did nominate against me, but the application was apparently lost in the mail. Serendipity again. As the officially endorsed ALP candidate, I needed a 12 per cent swing to win. I worked extremely hard, door-knocking every house I could find and addressing any meeting that would have me. In the end, the swing was around 10 per cent—not enough to get me over the line, but enough to impress a number of important party people. This would come in handy later.


After four years’ teaching, and no promotion opportunities, I had itchy feet. I successfully applied for a job with the Victorian Teachers Union in the Eastern suburbs (Knox region). This took me away from Eaglehawk for a time, until the position of Regional Organiser for Bendigo became vacant. I was keen to get back to Bendigo, which felt like home. I liked the area and had many friends there. I successfully applied for the position, and moved back. While I certainly hadn’t returned with the intention of standing for ALP preselection for the federal seat of Bendigo, some months later I was urged by a number of party members to throw my hat into the ring. We had all expected Labor’s 1980 candidate, Dr Vic Dolby, to stand again after a very strong performance. But for personal reasons, Vic wasn’t able to stand—so the field was wide open. Not surprisingly, there was a large field of contenders for the most marginal federal seat in Australia.


Again, fate was on my side. I was a late entrant to the process, and most party members had already committed themselves to a candidate. I was not a member of any faction, which to this day can make life difficult in the ALP. There were certainly some quality candidates in the field. However, my hard work as a state candidate began to pay dividends. When a number of senior Labor Unity people learnt that I had entered the race, they persuaded their factional colleagues to refrain from officially backing any candidate. I defeated Stewart Anderson, the Socialist Left candidate, by 38 votes to 32 to become the Labor candidate for Bendigo, and went on to win the seat. Around ten years later, when Stewart passed away, I was honoured to deliver the eulogy at his funeral and thank his family for his lifetime of service to the ALP.


Very little of all this could have been planned. Life is dynamic, and a rigid plan can fail to capture the full range of possibilities generated by a constantly changing world. This is even truer in the first decades of the twenty-first century than it was in the last decades of the twentieth. I advise young people today to stay hungry for opportunity: be light on your toes and work hard at whatever chances you get. An ounce of luck doesn’t hurt either—but you have to be alert and active to take advantage of it.


The Hawke Government


One of the more memorable exchanges of the 1983 federal election campaign came when Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser warned that if Labor were elected, the people of Australia would be better off hiding their money under their beds than trusting his opponent’s management of the economy. The Leader of the Opposition made a brilliant reply: ‘You can’t keep your money under the bed—that’s where the Commies are!’ The day Bob Hawke delivered that line I was waiting for him to arrive in Bendigo. I had an enormous crowd waiting with me. There we were: the 29-year-old, fresh-faced Labor candidate, along with hundreds of people hoping to catch a glimpse of the most popular political leader in living memory. Even though plane engine trouble made him many hours late, there were still 600 or so people waiting to greet Hawke by the time he arrived. It’s difficult to imagine a politician today who could command such an audience, let alone a crowd willing to hang around unexpectedly for half a day.


But Bob Hawke had more than just charisma. He had a clarity of foresight and an approach to government that allowed him—along with Paul Keating as treasurer and perhaps the most talented Cabinet since Federation—to fundamentally reshape the Australian economy. To sit on the backbench of the Hawke/Keating Government in the 1980s was to learn from the best. I soaked up every lesson they had to offer.


The first, and perhaps most important, lesson: reform or perish. This was a federal Labor government that saw clearly the need to encourage economic growth by the creation of a dynamic, efficient market economy. As Bob Hawke later put it: ‘Economic reform was not the enemy of social progress, but rather the necessary condition for it. Without economic reform we were facing the certainty of social regression’. He and his government understood that this goal was in no way opposed to Labor’s traditional objectives of fairness and opportunity for all.


A second lesson I learnt in the federal parliament was that conservatism does not only exist on the other side of the chamber. Rather, the tendency to want to cling to outmoded structures and systems—whether economic, social, or legislative—is widely prevalent and can be dangerous. If we are committed to economic growth and social progress, then it follows that as long as the world changes and the sources of growth evolve, reform must be ongoing.


The economy inherited by the Hawke Government in 1983 was stagnant and sclerotic, largely incapable of responding to global trends, and in danger of being left behind in the emerging global economy. Our so-called ‘lucky country’ had been drifting for far too long. Nothing that the Hawke Government did to change this was easy—not the floating of the dollar, the deregulation of financial markets, the cutting of tariffs or changes to the tax code. But all of it was necessary, and it paid off in the form of more than two solid decades of economic growth and rising standards of living.


One difficult but necessary reform was the introduction of an assets test on pensions. Under previous governments, a person could have millions of dollars tucked away in a bank account, trust or superannuation fund, and still collect the full aged pension. I fully supported changing that, even though my electorate contained more pensioners who were affected than any other. Led by Andrew Peacock, the Coalition fought the entire 1984 election campaign on just two issues: the assets test and the taxation of lump-sum superannuation. Thirty years later, in a tight fiscal environment, there’s no debate about the importance of an assets test; indeed, the debate has shifted towards further tightening, and whether the family home should remain exempt.


Another difficult reform that has served Australia well is the introduction of the Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS). Free university education sounds like a progressive policy, but in reality it meant a widening gap between the number of places the government could afford to provide and the number of places needed. Prime Minister Hawke and Education Minister John Dawkins commissioned former New South Wales premier Neville Wran to review the situation, and Wran recommended a scheme by which graduates would repay some of the costs of their education once their income reached a certain level. With the additional contribution made by students, many more places in higher education could be offered. John Dawkins asked me to chair the caucus committee tasked with examining the report and making recommendations. Our recommendation was unequivocal: HECS should be introduced. It was, and hundreds of thousands more people received a university education because of it—but it was certainly controversial at the time, and would not have been achieved without the reformist zeal of John Dawkins, coupled with caucus support.


As the federal Member for Bendigo, I was acutely aware of the effect on the ground of some of the Hawke Government reforms. In 1983, townships in my electorate, such as Bendigo, Castlemaine, Maryborough and St Arnaud, were heavily dependent on manufacturing and textiles—the very industries that benefitted most from a pegged Australian dollar and high tariff walls. Of the almost 60 000 people in my electorate, more than 4000 were employed in textiles, clothing and footwear, and I suspect the vast majority would have been Labor voters. So dragging down tariff walls was hard; hard for families, hard for communities, and hard for me.


But fortunately the Minister for Industry and Commerce—the late John Button—proved himself a master of the ‘industry plan’. In areas as diverse as textiles and clothing, pharmaceuticals and motor vehicles, he made stakeholders aware of the time frame for change; supported families with retraining and job placement; and ensured direct intervention where necessary to attract new industries and job opportunities to affected regions. Despite considerable transitional pain, the loss of jobs in my electorate was more than offset by new jobs in service industries, and other forms of regional investment.


This was the third lesson. The Hawke Government showed time and again that the best path to reform is via consultation, cooperation and consensus. Soon after winning office, Prime Minister Hawke summoned to Canberra representatives of business, unions, churches, welfare groups and community organisations to talk about the future of the nation. Some of these groups had been at each other’s throats for years. By explaining the challenges the nation faced at the time, and describing the mutual advantages of a combined effort, the government was able to lay the political groundwork for a decade of cooperative reform. The now legendary partnership between Paul Keating as treasurer and Bill Kelty as head of the Australian Council of Trade Unions meant that we were able to avoid a destructive wage blowout during a time of necessary structural adjustment, and we also gained a system of compulsory superannuation that has dramatically lifted our national savings, and now helps cushion Australia both from international financial volatility and from unsustainable domestic demands on the aged pension.


However, it became clear that reform cannot always be achieved through cooperation and consensus. The assets test on pensions, for example, was met with a ferocious campaign against the Prime Minister, led by the Melbourne Sun newspaper. From Bob Hawke I learnt a fourth lesson: when reform is necessary and the policy is right, sometimes you just have to go ahead. Crash through—as Gough Whitlam once put it—or crash.


As federal Member for Bendigo I tried to absorb these lessons. I learnt from the inside what a good government looks like. I worked hard for the people of Bendigo, deepened my knowledge of rural and regional Australia—and along the way I met my wife.


Rosemary McKenzie had grown up on a farm in Boort, in northwestern Victoria. She was dux of Bendigo High School in 1976 and went on to achieve outstanding results at Monash University. She then returned to central Victoria to take up a position as research officer at the Castlemaine Education Centre. In 1983, I persuaded her to work as a researcher in my electorate office, but she became, in time, much more than that. Rosemary has been a partner to me in more than one sense. She has a strong work ethic and a deep understanding of policy and political ideas, and she also knows and accepts the stresses of public life. But most importantly, she has never lost faith in the potential of politics to empower individuals and communities to make lasting change. This belief in the value of public life helps explain why, in 1992, she encouraged me to say yes to Robert Ray and stand for preselection for Doutta Galla.


Finally, however, I learnt a fifth lesson during my time in the Hawke Government. Eighteen months before the 1990 election, our party’s pollster advised me that I had the highest recognition and highest approval ratings of any seat they had polled across Australia. And yet in 1990, I lost. High interest rates, the current account deficit, and high levels of dissatisfaction with the Victorian Cain Labor Government brought down nine federal Labor members in Victoria. When the political tide finally turns, it is practically impossible to avoid getting swept out with it.


Hard Labor


Fast-forward to 1992. My ‘yes’ to Robert Ray on the ship in Sydney Harbour resulted in a by-election win for the state Upper House seat of Doutta Galla and a seat in the Labor party room at Victoria’s Parliament House. We didn’t need a very big room. The previous state election had reduced our numbers to 27 out of 88 members in the Lower House, and 14 out of 30 in the Upper House. Many voters had accepted the central message of the Liberals’ campaign: Labor was the ‘guilty party’, responsible for a struggling economy, high unemployment and a state lagging behind the rest of the country. Perceptions in politics, once formed, are hard to change—and this was certainly true of the ‘guilty party’ image. Too often in Australian politics, the media will accept an Opposition attack line unquestioningly. But how much truth was there in the ‘guilty party’ claim?


For most of his time as premier, John Cain ran an outstanding government: responsible, well administered and socially reforming. An important part of his overall achievement lay in getting the party ready to govern after three long decades in Opposition. High-quality people, such as Robert Fordham, Tom Roper, Steve Crabb, Frank Wilkes, David White, Caroline Hogg and John Cain himself, understood the importance of internal party discipline. John’s father, John Cain, senior, was Premier of Victoria three times in the 1940s and 1950s, but saw his government torn apart by internal divisions and an eventual split. After that there was no Labor government in Victoria until his son took the leadership almost thirty years later—and the intervening period was characterised by factional warfare and ugly squabbling over the spoils of Opposition. Labor needed to become a party of government again, and John Cain, junior, worked hard to make it so, through strong political leadership and a rigorous process of policy development. Once in government, John was determined that Labor would be in it for the long term. This meant moving slowly and carefully, pursuing economic growth, and resisting calls for rapid, radical, costly change. Indeed, the election of the Cain Government in 1982 marks a midpoint between a thirty-year period in which Labor did not hold office once, and the following thirty years, during which Labor governed for more than two-thirds of the time.


Any fair assessment will conclude that the Cain and Kirner Governments changed our state forever, and most progressively minded people will agree they changed it substantially for the better. John Cain’s government, with Rob Jolly as treasurer, presided over the lowest unemployment level in the nation every single month for seven years in a row—no mean achievement.


Then came the downturn of the late 1980s. This was not of the state government’s making; rather it was the congruence of a number of factors, any one of which can make life difficult for a state government. These included a slowing economy, record high interest rates, Commonwealth cutbacks to the states, and the bursting of the 1980s asset bubble. However, I don’t believe the Cain or Kirner Governments got their response right.


There is a time for Keynesian pump-priming—where governments spend in order to stimulate the economy during a downturn—but this was not it, with revenues from the Commonwealth and stamp duty both plummeting. The government had started borrowing for recurrent expenditure—which is rather like paying the interest on one credit card by taking out another one. A big operating deficit can be managed just so long as the economy keeps growing strongly and revenues increase; which is to say, not forever. When a downturn comes, as downturns do, the Commonwealth will look to make savings and reduce their grants to the states; businesses will shed staff thus reducing payroll taxes; and on top of all this, asset prices are likely to collapse, which means a big drop in stamp-duty revenue. Then all of a sudden a state government finds itself billions of dollars short of what it needs to fund its commitments, and the borrowing must begin.


The Cain and Kirner Governments provided good long-term government, and were assailed towards the end by poor economic circumstances beyond their control. They could, however, have responded more effectively by cutting their cloth earlier to ensure a more sustainable budget position.


            


Soon after I entered the parliament, Joan Kirner stood aside as Leader of the Opposition for her deputy, Jim Kennan. Joan had provided outstanding leadership and shown enormous courage during the 1992 election, and had agreed to stay on as leader for a number of months after the election to ensure stability in the party and enable a smooth transition to a new leader. Jim was an enormous talent: a very good Attorney-General in the Cain Government, with a prodigious intellect, a passion for justice and a great sense of humour. But despite Jim’s talents, the job of Opposition leader, difficult at the best of times, quickly became a nightmare for him.


Jim was an ‘independent’ member of a state parliamentary Labor party that was deeply and destructively factionalised. I’d spent seven years in the federal parliamentary Labor Party, but I had never seen anything like the factional divisions in Victoria. At a federal level, the factions would, to be sure, keep their members in line: if a hard decision needed to be made by the prime minister or treasurer, then the factional leaders would be brought onside to ensure the backbenchers accepted the decision and got on with the job. But the state party in the early 1990s was a different beast entirely.


The fact is that after an electoral drubbing like the one Labor received in 1992, the people left are usually those in the very safest seats. Some are very talented, some are not. Some are simply loyal factional servants who were never intended by anyone to be ministers or shadow ministers. However, in a drastically reduced caucus, many unlikely candidates get a guernsey. As a consequence, Jim Kennan now led a party in which almost everything was done along factional lines. No decision could be made in a meeting until members had gone off to check their position with their (unelected) factional captains. And the number one criterion for decisions was not necessarily what was best for the party or the state—more often than not, it was about who was in control, who was ‘in’ and who was ‘out’.


Soon after my election to Doutta Galla, I travelled out to visit one of our shadow ministers in his electorate office. His was a safe Labor electorate, and I noticed that one of our Upper House members also had their electorate office in the same little shopping centre, just across the road. I wondered why their offices were so close together. I wondered why they wouldn’t want to be in different areas so they could reach families right across the electorate. Was it so they could work together to serve the electorate better? Was it so they could share resources? Later I came to know the real reason. They were from opposing factions, and seemed to spend most of their time watching who was going in and out of the other’s office.


One Saturday in 1993, I watched from the floor of the ALP State Conference as Jim Kennan climbed the platform to address the delegates. What I saw was not the ebullient, larger-than-life character who had taken over the leadership just a few months before, but a man who had lost his nerve. He gave an underwhelming speech, and resigned soon after. Rightly or wrongly Jim had come to the view that the leadership of the state parliamentary Labor Party was, for now and for him, a dead end. He went on to a stellar career in the law, and the party went on to look for a new leader.


Greg Sword was then Secretary of the National Union of Workers, and a leader within the Victorian Labor Right. Soon after Jim Kennan’s resignation, Greg formed the view that I should come down from the Upper House to take Jim’s old seat of Broadmeadows, and also the reins as Leader of the Opposition. At first my interest was zero. Jeff Kennett was in his ascendency, with a huge majority in the Lower House, and our side of politics needed major surgery. Besides this, for the first time in a decade, I was able to spend some time with Rosemary and our three young children. Being party leader certainly wasn’t part of my deal with Rosemary when we left our family home in Bendigo and moved to Footscray to live in my new electorate. That move was meant to be about more home life, not less.


I had a number of meetings with Greg in which we hammered out the pros and cons. Finally he put it to me straight: the decision was entirely mine to make, but he urged me to put the party’s interests first. Either I had the guts and backbone for the job or I didn’t. If I chose to wimp out, then so be it. He was blunt, but correct. Many were calling the job of Victorian Opposition leader ‘the worst job in Australian politics’, but through my conversations with Greg and others, I came to see it as a challenge I had to accept.


The Kennett Government


Three weeks after his election win in 1992, Premier Jeff Kennett summed up his political philosophy this way: ‘We live in a competitive world. If you try and make the fat man thin then the fat man ultimately dies. We have got to encourage the fat man to become fatter so that the thin man can become fatter, so others can get into the system’.


In my first speech to the Upper House, I called this ‘the most tasteless analogy I have ever heard’. It was classic ‘trickle down’ economics: if you look after the people at the top then everybody else will somehow end up alright as well; and the Kennett Government backed this with action in the form of massive cuts to the public service, public schools and hospitals.


I did not oppose spending cuts as such, unlike some of the old guard in my own party. I’d supported plenty of cuts during my time in federal parliament, and would make many more as treasurer. There was no question that the budget position was weak and needed to be corrected. But under my leadership, Labor vigorously opposed the speed, severity and targeting of the cuts. It was clearly in Jeff’s political interest to go hard early, as he could then blame the former Labor government for the resulting pain and hardship.


The pain was very real. Thousands of public-sector workers lost their jobs overnight. Thousands of Victorian children found out their schools would be closing. Hospitals were shut down in a number of communities, and several regional towns learnt that their railway services would be stopped, and the lines ripped up. The social cost could be measured in terms of anxiety, upheaval, decreased services for the most disadvantaged, and lost opportunities for all. But what was less recognised at the time was that the government’s strategy contradicted its avowed goal to get Victoria ‘open for business’ again. That is, the Kennett Government’s approach was not only socially harmful, it also held back the rate of economic recovery.


Much research has been done since the early 1990s on the relationship between environment, society and economy. While the outdated ‘fat man/thin man’ mentality holds that social and environmental benefits can only flow from a booming economy, there is now a growing recognition that the causal pattern runs in the other direction as well. That is, a fair and liveable society is not just a possible result of economic prosperity, but also one of its conditions. Conversely, to damage the social and environmental fabric is to undermine the foundations for a strong and healthy economy.


Getting the House in Order


As Leader of the Opposition, I had the chance to present an alternative vision to the people of Victoria. But first I had to demonstrate that Labor had learnt the lessons of the past. Unfortunately, not every member of our caucus had learnt those lessons. In 1994, for example, my supporters and I narrowly averted a party room decision to reject the second Stockdale Budget. To be sure, it was an ugly budget. There were tax increases and big public-sector cuts in blatant contravention of election promises. Nevertheless, to vote against it would be a particularly egregious act of political self-harm. It would accomplish nothing, and at the same time send a message to the electorate that Labor still opposed sound financial management. Having fought this party room battle, the hard truth was staring me in the face: not only did Labor need new policies but, in several cases, new people as well. Neither of these objectives would be easy to achieve, but I was convinced that we would not win government again until we did so.


In my first few months as Opposition leader, I was able to build a great staff team, led by Rob Hulls. People including Mark Madden, Aileen Muldoon, Kim McGrath, Colin Radford, James Higgins, Phil Reed, Julie Ligeti and Joel Deane were to become the best outfit anywhere in Australia. I was also fortunate to have a number of young Labor activists come to work for three or four weeks in my office. They did a huge amount of early preparatory work on initiating new policies, and reforming the party. Several of these—Richard Marles, David Feeney and Bill Shorten—now serve with distinction in the federal parliament. Bill Shorten was a major force behind the new National Disability Insurance Scheme, working tirelessly with disability campaigners for a fairer deal—and now leads the Federal Labor Opposition.


But not everyone liked the changes we were making, and not everyone approved of my leadership. During Budget week 1994—when I had been leader for just seven months—we had a particularly unhappy shadow Cabinet meeting. There was definite dissatisfaction in the ranks, and I suspected a coup might be in the wind. On the way home that night I called a number of caucus colleagues to test their views, and became a little anxious when virtually everyone’s phone was engaged. I then called Demetri Dollis, a leading figure in the Left faction, and asked if he knew of any trouble. Demetri was effusive in his denial. There was nothing going on, no one had any plans in place, I should relax and have dinner with my family. Demetri signed off: ‘Sleep well, Leader’.


The next morning the caucus voted to spill the leadership. That means all positions are declared vacant, and a new vote for the leader must be held. This was, among other things, Jeff Kennett’s dream, but I didn’t have time to worry about that. It turned out there had been a meeting the day before at a cafe near Parliament House (the somehow appropriately named ‘Fast Eddy’s’), where a deal had been made between the Left and certain elements of the Right to replace me as leader with my shadow treasurer, Ian Baker, and give the deputy leadership to none other than Demetri Dollis!


In the event, the plotters were foiled. Former treasurer Tony Sheehan moved a one-hour adjournment on the leadership vote, and he and some other wiser heads, including former premier Joan Kirner, convinced my caucus colleagues that changing leader at this point would not be a good idea. I was re-elected and we moved on, although Demetri did get the deputy leader position. The whole incident was a reminder of the precariousness of political life, especially if you’re trying to push through with some new ideas and different approaches.


I took the centrepiece of our reformed policy approach to the ALP State Conference in 1995: a thirty-page economic blueprint, designed to signal our intentions and restore our financial credentials. The plan committed Victorian Labor to maintain operating surpluses of at least $100 million; ruled out borrowing for recurrent spending; and required strict assessment of any new spending beyond the national average no matter which policy area was involved.


This was a departure from the party’s previous position, and I was not in a position to announce it by fiat. A number of gauntlets had to be run. First, the party room had to be convinced—and unfortunately I still had a number of colleagues who confused fiscal soundness with the selling out of Labor principles. There were the party policy committees, most of which were faction-controlled and subject to rigid constitutions. Finally, there was the party itself in the form of its biannual state conference. Throughout this process, I was strongly supported by Theo Theophanous, who was then convenor of the Socialist Left faction. Eventually, after much patient explaining (and some cajoling) the policy was passed.


While this was no more than the first step on a long journey, we had begun to establish Labor as a credible alternative once again, and I had a good message to take to the business community. At the same time we were able to encourage a small number of longer-serving Labor members to move on, and convince the factional leaders to move on a few more, in order to ensure a series of by-elections and bring in some new blood. Steve Bracks, the new Member for Williamstown, was one of those fresh and eager to take the fight up to Jeff Kennett.


Election ’96: Outnumbered


The fight for political ascendency was becoming fiercer every day, especially on the floor of parliament. In New South Wales, Premier Neville Wran had seen off seven Opposition leaders in three years. I’m sure Jeff Kennett thought he could do the same. Although he was able to get away with quite a lot, thanks to an accommodating Speaker of the House, our side was not afraid to push back, and consequently the atmosphere in the chamber became very unpleasant, very quickly. In particular, the battle between Jeff Kennett and myself was deeply personal and bitterly fought. He needed to project the image of a strong and domineering leader; I needed to show I wasn’t a soft target. During a number of bruising encounters, Speaker John Delzoppo actually suspended parliament and left his chair to step into the corridor for some deep breathing exercises.


At the federal election held on the first Saturday of March 1996, Paul Keating’s Labor Government lost 31 seats in the House of Representatives and, with them, the government. A few days later, Jeff Kennett announced a Victorian election for 30 March. We had slightly less than a month. We got to work.


There were four big factors working against us: money, mood, mathematics—and the Grand Prix. The party’s financial position was dire. In 1988, the Cain Government had fought an election with $3 million, much of it borrowed. In 1992, the Kirner Government spent $1.5 million, again borrowed, and lost. Now the party was both heavily in debt and out of favour—the worst of all possible worlds, because at the very time creditors need to be repaid, previously fertile sources of funding, such as business donations, begin to dry up. The decision on how much to spend in 1996 was one for the party organisation and not the parliamentary leader, but Victorian Labor Party Secretary John Lenders and I agreed that the party’s long-term interests were paramount. For the sake of the party’s long-term sustainability, we agreed that the 1996 campaign would be ‘bare bones’: no borrowing, continued debt reduction, and a very modest advertising budget.


The party executive agreed, and a final budget for the campaign was settled: $750 000. This was a mere quarter of what was spent on our last successful campaign (less after adjusting for inflation), and a drop in the ocean compared to the five or six million we expected our opponents to spend. But we owed it to our members and supporters to get the party back on a sound financial footing. John Lenders and I also knew that to regain even a modicum of campaign competitiveness, we needed to increase our support from the corporate sector.


It was no doubt disturbing for some of the rank-and-file members to find a new roped-off area at the state conference, behind which a number of business people sat as observers. These corporate representatives had already enjoyed the lunchtime hospitality of myself and a number of shadow ministers, and were given a friendly guide during conference proceedings to explain what was going on. It fell to John Lenders and myself to explain to members that we needed these people—not just their financial support, but we needed to hear their ideas. Labor would not get far if it was perceived to be anti-business. I even initiated a process whereby shadow ministers would go out and spend a number of days with businesses or business organisations, such as the Victorian Employers’ Chamber of Commerce (VECCI) or the Victorian Farmers Federation (VFF), to listen, learn and broaden their perspectives. I can’t say the prospect was greeted enthusiastically by all of the shadow Cabinet, but it proved to be a very valuable exercise, and helped to show both sides that business was not Labor’s opponent—the Liberals were.
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