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ASYLUM SEEKERS: AN UPDATE

David Corlett

Michael Gordon

Introduced by the Keating Labor government in 1994,
mandatory detention has fuelled debate in Australia ever
since. The discovery in 2005, that two Australian women,
Cornelia Rau and Vivian Alvarez Solon, had become
victims of mandatory detention and, in Solon’s case, even
deportation, resulted in two major inquiries into Australia’s
Immigration Department and detention centres. A discussion
on Australia’s detention and asylum seeker policies was held
at The Sydney Institute on 13 September 2005. The speakers
were Dr David Corlett who, in 2005 published Following Them
Home – the Fate of The Returned Asylum Seekers; and Michael
Gordon, a Fairfax Journalist and author of Freeing Ali: The
Human Face of the Pacific Solution.
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ASYLUM SEEKERS:
AN UPDATE
David Corlett
My book, Following Them Home, is for the most part a book of
stories. It is the story of my own journey to Iran, Pakistan, Afghanistan and Thailand to speak with people Australia rejected as refugees.
It is a book of these people’s stories. Yet while I took on the role of
storyteller in the book, I am sceptical of the power of stories to bring
about change – and the stories do indeed highlight the need for
change in the way we treat asylum seekers and the circumstances into
which we return such people; many of the people I met when I was
doing my fieldwork were returned to situations of ongoing insecurity
and in various states of psychological disrepair as a result of their
treatment in Australia’s duty of care. I am sceptical of the power of
stories to lead to change because while stories have the potential to
allow people to stand in another’s shoes, they are often not enough to
force such an imaginative act.
While stories dominate much of the book, I do not want to repeat
them here. Rather, as the topic is “Asylum Seekers: An Update”, I
thought it would be more timely to focus on whether recent changes
to asylum policy demand a revision of the reflections with which I
concluded the book.
I argued that Australian political culture – as exemplified by the
politics of asylum – has become characterised by a kind of racism
that essentialised people and groups of people not according to their
physical, biological characteristics, but their cultural backgrounds.
This was evident from 1999 when unrest and certain forms of protest
by asylum seekers detained in Australia’s remote and desert detention
centres were said, by the Minister and others, to be the result of these
people’s cultures. The “new” or “cultural” racism reached its zenith
in late 2001 when asylum seekers were falsely accused of throwing
their children into the sea. The truth of the claims mattered less than
the portrayal of these people as caring less for their children than we
care for ours.1
If there had been a shift away from the “new racism” since the
end of 2001, I suggested that it was towards utter indifference. It was
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no longer necessary to engage in the new racist discourses because,
practically, the boats had stopped coming, and at the level of moral
imagination, we were simply indifferent to the suffering of those in
detention whether they were fully human or not.
This analysis led me to appeal for a new politics, to borrow from
the philosopher Raimond Gaita, of a “common humanity”.2 Such a
politics would seek to reveal and enhance our understanding of the
humanity we share with others.
Does such an analysis make sense in light of the changes to asylum
policy and politics over the fi rst half of this year, including the release
of long-term detainees, changes to the temporary protection visa
process, personnel changes within the Immigration Department and,
apparently, a new willingness on the part of the Department to engage
in dialogue with its detractors?
--Recent developments in the asylum area are, of course, not
the result of a single factor. There have indeed been movements, a
“softening” if you like, for some time. August 2004 changes to the
regulations regarding temporary protection visa holders’ conversion
to permanent protection is an example. It is also the case that the
ongoing detention – for up to six or seven years – of asylum seekers
even after the boats had stopped coming, was becoming increasingly
politically untenable.
But the key to the recent changes was the tragedy of Cornelia Rau.
It was Rau, and then the equally awful case of the Australian citizen
deported to the Philippines, Vivian Alvarez Solon, that pushed the
operation of our immigration system into public consciousness in a
more meaningful way than has occurred before. Even some of the
staunchest supporters of the government began to question Australia’s
detention policy. For example, Alan Jones, responding to the discovery
of Rau in Baxter, was outraged.3
It was the Rau case that led to the Palmer inquiry. It was Palmer
and Rau that gave political force to the Georgiou group’s push for
reform – a push that had been some time in the making.
The Cornelia Rau story was so powerful because she was one of
“us”. It was through the suffering of one of us that it fi nally began to
dawn on many within the Australian nation that others were suffering
similarly. It took one of “us” to shake the nation from its indifference.
I doubt that even if Vivian Solon had been found at a different time
she would have caused such a shift because although legally she is
more one of “us” than Rau (Solon is a citizen, Rau is only a resident),
Solon does not look like one of “us” as does Cornelia. And if you don’t
accept my characterisation of the need for one of “us” to arouse the
nation from its indifference, consider all the earlier stories of suffering
in detention we have been exposed to, but which barely touched public
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consciousness. Or consider the May 2005 Federal Court fi nding into
the detention of S and M.4 The judge agreed with three independent
psychiatrists that S and M’s mental ill health was caused by their
detention in Australia’s immigration detention regime. He also
found that S and M had been treated with “neglect” and in one case
“disregard”. The fi nding of such terrible implications of Australia’s
policies hardly rated a mention in public discourse. But Cornelia did.
She cut through the indifference and through her we began to see the
suffering of other long-term detainees.
The lifting of indifference is, I suspect, momentary because that
other aspect of Australian political culture ushered in by the Howard
government remains unchanged. This is the new or “cultural” racism
that was whispered in 1999 but began being screamed in late 2001.
Let me speak of race and racism for a moment. I came to this very
place last month to hear a colleague of mine, Gwenda Tavan, and
Keith Windschuttle discuss the White Australia Policy.5 The discussion inevitably ended up at “race” and “racism”. When Windschuttle
was asked how he understood race, he spoke of the categorisation of
people into neat biological groups.
In his book, The White Australia Policy, Windschuttle writes:
Race is primarily a categorisation of humankind on the basis of biology.
It assumes that each race constitutes a homogeneous and immutable
group of individuals who are biologically similar and who can be distinguished from other people on the same grounds.6

He also writes that while such a notion lacks scientific credibility,
it has had, and continues to have, some appeal to many people.
Windschuttle attacks the sort of position I have put forward here.
In particular he targets my colleague and friend Robert Manne,
writing that Manne’s suggestion that “the new racism” has emerged in
Australia was “really designed to close down legitimate debate”.7 This
criticism of Manne is nonsense; if Manne is anything, he is a willing
participant in public debate.
The more substantive issue, however, is the place of race within
Australian political culture. Windschuttle’s analysis hinges on an
understanding of “race” and “racism” that lack subtlety and depth.
British sociologist, Stuart Hall, has referred to race as a “floating
signifier”.8 It is, if you like, an empty vessel, the contents of which
can and have changed over time. Once the contents were the physical
characteristics of a people. The vessel was fi lled with pseudo-scientific
theories about the division and ranking of humanity into distinct
biological groups. Biological racism, as Windschuttle observes, is
now discredited, although it continues to resonate with many people
as we saw recently in the publicity surrounding claims by Sydney law
academic, Andrew Fraser, about Africans.9
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With the discrediting of the old, biological racism, other meanings
have become attached to the floating signifier. The vessel is now fi lled
with culture. It is cultural characteristics that matter, allowing the
classifier to set up hierarchies of apparently incompatible groups of
people. The purpose of the race vessel is, to return to Gaita, to deny
the full humanity of people we deem different from ourselves.
And it was not Manne who made up the notion of the “new”
or “cultural” racism, as Windschuttle dismissively suggests. I came
across the term as an honours student in the late 1990s when I read
the French thinker Pierre-André Taguieff who saw emerging in
France in the 1980s what he called “the new cultural racism”.10
The rise of a cultural racism was a response to the anti-racist
movement that had formed after the Second World War. With
biological racism discredited it was necessary, for those who saw the
world in racial terms, to reframe their theories. It was not biology that
prevented different peoples from living together, they suggested, but
culture. The new cultural racists were able to capture the language
of the anti-racist movement and package their message in anti-racist
terms.
It is “racism” thus understood that became dominant in
Australian political culture because of the politics of asylum. And
while Cornelia Rau lifted the cloud of indifference from the nation,
her terrible saga did not challenge the central role of the new racism in
the contemporary Australian nation. Indeed, her “whiteness” helped
us identify with her.
--There have been changes, however. If Hall is right and race is a
floating signifier, then I think it is floating elsewhere. The importance
of the asylum seeker issue in public life is receding. The Georgiou
changes go a considerable way towards alleviating the suffering of
those who remain caught in our detention and temporary protection systems. Problems remain – for those on Nauru11; for those not
released post-Georgiou; for those on Bridging Visa E’s with few
rights attached; for those who fi nally have been released, but who are
now broken people, and; for those who were returned to situations
of danger or insecurity. Notwithstanding these concerns most of the
“fourth wave” of asylum seekers will now be able to rebuild their lives
in Australia. The political resonance of the asylum seeker issue is, I
would suggest, on the wane. It is a curious thing, then, to watch as the
floating signifier of race, like a political parasite, shifts from the dying
animal of asylum politics to one that is virile and full blooded. I am
referring here to the debate, sparked by the London terrorist attacks,
about multiculturalism and terrorism.
“Culture” has been a central feature of this debate, although,
significantly, the Prime Minister and his senior ministers have rejected
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the sort of cultural essentialism that has characterised a good deal of
the public discussion. This is different from the asylum seeker debate,
at least for now. Yet within much of the discourse about terrorism and
multiculturalism, culture is said to defi ne people and to determine
whether different peoples can coexist. For example, former senator
and treasury secretary, John Stone, in late July called for, among other
things, an end to Muslim migration, then wrote:
All of this has nothing to do with race, but everything to do with culture,
and particularly with people whose culture is such that they are unlikely
readily to integrate into society. For the world’s problem today, whence
the London bombings derive, is that Islam has become a failed culture.12

A couple of weeks later, Stone continued. He called for a “virtual
halting” of “people whose culture (Islam) is such that there can be
no realistic hope of them ever integrating into Australian society”. He
concluded:
In short, we must fundamentally rethink our immigration policies and
our official policies of multiculturalism (that is, non-assimilation). Our
future immigration policy should focus on whether those concerned are
capable of assimilating into an Australian culture shaped by, and part
of, a Judeo-Christian Western civilisation. Our outstandingly successful
wave of postwar immigration clearly passed that test. Equally clearly,
Muslim immigrants more recently have not.13

Australian columnist, Janet Albrechten, took a similar position,
writing:
Advocating multiculturalism for people from cultures with similar values
was never going to be problematic. But when cultures differ sharply,
multicultural policies that promote all cultures as equal lead us in all
sorts of wrong directions.14

And then there was the Herald Sun’s Andrew Bolt who asked
rhetorically, “Isn’t the evidence that some cultures – Muslim Arab
ones – pose more problems than their importation is worth?” His
answer, ultimately, was that Islam or, more particularly, Arab Islam
“is an enemy of our culture, our society”.15 According to these
commentators we are all reduced to this thing called culture. It is
inescapable – like having brown skin or blue eyes is. But unlike those
biological traits, culture is full of meaning.
The reduction of people to cultural identities is deeply problematic because culture is such a nebulous thing and because individual
identity is so multifaceted. My understanding of Australian culture
will differ from the next person, and even though we share things in
common, our response to these may well be different. I may accept
what the next person rejects of our shared culture. It is senseless to
essentialise people according to some stereotypical, one-dimensional
understanding of culture. It is reasonable, for example, to suspect
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that a gay Pakistani man would have less in common with a Pakistani
religious teacher in a madrassa on the border near Afghanistan than
he does with someone in downtown Sydney who accepts his sexuality.
The men share a Pakistani and Islamic cultural heritage, but they are,
in fact, worlds apart.
This is not to suggest that debates about such things as multiculturalism and the threat of terrorism should be off limits. But such
debates ought not to be forums in which human beings are reduced to
essentialised cultural caricatures who are not only incapable of living
with us, but who are viewed as incapable of the full depth of human
experience that we enjoy.
I would also suggest they will be much more effective debates,
much more useful public discussions, if they are not overlaid by
prejudice and stereotypes. It is not multiculturalism that has made
Australia insecure. There is no reason that a multicultural Australia
should not respond with vigour and the full force of the law toward
people who seek, in whatever way, to undermine the institutions that
are central to Australian society. To suggest that multiculturalism
does or ought to tolerate intolerance is a misunderstanding of what
it is, or should be, about. And to suggest that some people, because
they have a particular cultural background – or indeed, as Bronwyn
Bishop and Sophie Panopoulos would have us believe, because they
wear particular clothing16 – are a threat to the Australian community
is similarly unhelpful as the nation seeks to secure itself in an age of
global terrorism.
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ASYLUM SEEKERS:
AN UPDATE
Michael Gordon
I would like to address three broad questions in my remarks
this evening: did the performance of the Australian media fall short
on the issue of asylum seekers; what was I attempting to achieve in
writing my book, Freeing Ali, and, fi nally, whether the issue is now
less important, given that the families with children are now out of
detention and that much progress has been made on other fronts.
The fi rst question was underscored in a review of David Corlett’s
book by Alan Kennedy in the Walkley Magazine. David’s book, he
wrote, was reason for the Australian media to hang its head in collective shame: “Here was a book that should not have had to be written,
because if the Australian media had been doing its job the stories of
our treatment of asylum seekers and the fate of many who were sent
back would be etched into the Australian psyche.”
The Kennedy thesis is that only the revelations about the
treatment of an Australian resident, Cornelia Rau, led to questions
being asked, failing to mention that this story would not have seen the
light of day had my colleague, Andra Jackson, not alerted her family to
her incarceration by writing a story. He paints a picture of a gullible,
lazy and negligent media that
ran the easy lines about “five-star asylum seekers”, that folded like a
pack of cards in the face of departmental arrogance and that failed to
detect what Mick Palmer found in his report.
I’m not here to defend the craft of journalism and I am not
equipped to offer a defi nitive view on the case of Ali Bakhtiari, the
case Kennedy dwells on in his review, but I would argue that the
overall performance was a good deal better than he suggests. Indeed,
I think the issue has prompted some terrific journalism that has
influenced public opinion and, in turn, made the government more
inclined to listen to critics of the policy.
To the extent that there were failings, I think it is worth bearing in
mind three factors.
The fi rst is the extent our government went to make it difficult
to give a human face to its policy. This began, of course, with the
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children overboard affair. As the director-general of Defence public
affairs, Brian Humphreys, told the Senate committee investigating the
children overboard affair: “We got some guidance ensuring there were
no personalising or humanising images taken of SUNCs [suspected
unlawful non-citizens].” When Humphreys was pressed on this
statement, he agreed with the proposition that “what we have is the
Minister for Defence saying in the immediate post-Tampa environment, ‘Don’t humanise the refugees’.”
The inquiry concluded that, on the available evidence, the public
affairs plan for Operation Relex, the government’s post-Tampa border
protection regime, had two clear objectives. The fi rst was to ensure
that the Minister [of Defence] retained absolute control over the facts
which could and could not become public during the Operation. The
second was to ensure that no imagery that could conceivably garner
sympathy or cause misgivings about the aggressive new border protection regime would fi nd its way into the public domain.
But the effort to make it hard for the media to tell this story
continued well after the initial phase. One key element of the policy
of offshore processing was the inability of the media - or human rights
activists or lawyers - to access asylum seekers on Nauru and Manus
Island. And, of course, there was the refusal to answer questions on
specific cases, ostensibly in the interests of the privacy of the asylum
seekers.
Some journalists like Bronwyn Adcock from the SBS Dateline
program were able to infi ltrate one of the Nauru camps and give
a graphic indication of the conditions being endured by those in
offshore detention. But, without official sanction, it was impossible
to be able to talk at length with the asylum seekers and tell the whole
story.
A second factor inhibiting media coverage was the attitude of the
asylum seekers themselves. Such was their fear of the power of the
department and the minister that they were extremely reluctant to
take a public profi le. Because of the temporary status of those released
into the community after being found to be refugees, they suspected
any criticism of the way they had been treated would result in their
removal.
In this environment, it was difficult to locate those who had been
involved in such episodes as the SIEV X tragedy or the children
overboard affair – and to convince them to tell their stories once
they were located. In many cases, these people had enough on their
plates dealing with past traumas and the challenge of adapting to an
uncertain life with limited government support. Seeking them out, I
felt a bit like Edward Behr, who titled his account of his time in China
and South East Asia during the 1960s and 1970s: “Anyone Here Been
Raped and Speaks English?”
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Even in 2005 I witnessed the palpable fear that public exposure
would be counter-productive when I visited an Iraqi woman who had
been transferred from Nauru to Maribyrnong Detention Centre while
she received medical treatment for an injury sustained during the
children overboard rescue. I have no doubt that the publication of that
story, including the advice from her doctor that she should be released
into the community to maximise her prospects of recovery, had some
influence in achieving this result. But each time I jotted a note during
an interview with her husband in the detention centre the woman
became visibly distressed.
A third constraint was that attitude of those members of parliament who were working very hard within the government to soften
the harsher edges of the policy. Tight discipline has been one of the
hallmarks of the Howard Government and any suggestion that these
MPs were inclined to go public with their campaign would set back
their chances of achieving a positive result. Indeed, even when some
concessions were made and given prominent treatment when they
were leaked, they proved to be largely illusory. I suspect this is why,
in the end, Petro Georgiou and his colleagues chose to go public with
his private members’ bills and force the Prime Minister into serious
negotiations. It was an act of last resort.
All of this is not to suggest that failings of the media can be totally
excused. They cannot. Because the issue was out of sight and out of
mind for many, indeed most Australians, some media organisations
saw little need to pursue it. It wasn’t going to put on circulation or
improve ratings.
Stories need both an angle and substance and, in the absence of
obvious new developments, there have been times when it has been
difficult to present what is happening on Nauru, or at Baxter, or
on Lombok for that matter, in compelling ways - ways that enabled
readers of viewers to relate to those who are suffering under our
border protection policy.
Since the decision to turn back the Tampa in August of 2001,
my role in writing about national issues involved devoting considerable energy to the issue of the government’s treatment of those who
attempted to come to our shores without authority, mostly fleeing the
Taliban in Afghanistan and Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq. From
early in 2002, I sought approval to visit the offshore processing centre
on Nauru.
My short book, Freeing Ali, draws on my experience covering
the issue over the last four years and it has three broad objectives: to
expose the inhumanity of the policy; to reveal the role of so-called
ordinary Australians in changing it and assisting those either in
detention or on temporary visas, and to put a human face on the
policy by telling the stories of people like Ali Mullaie.
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The MP who led the push to change the policy, Petro Georgiou,
wrote a foreword for my book that puts this period in context and
responds to the government’s principal justification for treating these
people with less compassion than those who waited in refugee camps
and came so-called “right” way. As Georgiou expressed it: “If the
uninvited offend against our preference for an orderly migration
process, these stories persuasively elucidate why escaping from persecution is not an orderly process.”
But I think it is also worth stating that the demonisation of asylum
seekers by the Howard Government was not a uniquely Australian
phenomenon. As Erika Feller, Director of International Protection, at
the UNHCR told a conference in Sydney late in 2005:
Today asylum seekers are repeatedly mis-characterised as criminals,
“possible terrorists” or illegal migrants whose presence is to be managed
as a matter of border and crime control, and whose protection needs are
a secondary issue.
With a taint of illegality, abusive behaviour or criminality hanging
increasingly over asylum seekers, perceptions about which are genuine
refugees, and what is the nature of the refugee problem, have also started
to change.
How a problem is characterised can be very significant to how it is
managed. To put it simplistically, to see the refugee problem as an issue
of human rights creates protection space. To see it as essentially an
immigration issue works often to deny protection to those in need. The
mischaracterisation of the issue, particularly in the developed world,
has contributed to a serious reduction here in the rights accessible by
refugees and the responsibilities to them which States are prepared to
acknowledge.

Thankfully, and credit must go to Georgiou and his colleagues
and committed Australians who maintained the pressure, the situation
in Australia is much improved, with children and the majority of longterm detainees now in the community and increasing numbers of
those who were on temporary protection visas set to win permanency
and the right to seek being re-united with immediate family members.
Indeed, the great pleasure for me has been in seeing the before and
after situations of virtually all the last 54 on Nauru – the utter despair
and hopelessness of their situations on Nauru and the enormous joy
and optimism once they are in the Australian community.
But, sadly, the story is still a long way from being over.
On Nauru as we speak, there are still two asylum seekers, who
were told their claims for refugee status were valid but that they were
considered a security threat to Australia as a result of the assessments
by ASIO. Both say they cannot understand why they received adverse
fi ndings, though both expressed frustration when I was in Nauru at
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the way their ASIO interviews had been conducted. One has very bad
eye sight and is suffering greatly from being alone.
There is also the issue of permanency for those who have recently
been found to be refugees. If someone is found to be a legitimate
refugee after spending nearly four years in detention, how is it fair that
they wait until their temporary protection visas expire in three or five
years before being eligible to be re-united with the families here or
even visit them in their country of birth?
Assadulah Qazahkil, from Afghanistan, and Mohammed alShammari, from Iraq, both have wives and six young children they
have not seen for around five years. They have been found to be
genuine refugees, yet they have no idea when they might see their
families again. It isn’t fair. The contrast, of course, is the approach
New Zealand took in not only accepting so many who were intercepted on their way to Australia, including on the Tampa, but in
locating their families and bringing them to New Zealand to start new
lives.
And there are many other unresolved questions, too, including
those that go to the support for those who are now trying to rebuild
their lives in the community.
Then there is the issue of those who remain stranded in Indonesia,
including those on Lombok. A number of these people have refugee
status. At least one has immediate family members who are Australian
citizens. A number who were intercepted, either by Indonesian or
Australian authorities en route to Australia, have been found not to be
refugees under the terms of the convention, but cannot be returned. A
solution must be found for them and Australia has a responsibility to
fi nd that solution.
As the UNHCR stated in December 2004 on the concept of
effective protection as it related to Indonesia:
Asylum seekers and refugees in Indonesia do not have lawful residence
in the country, and are tolerated by the authorities, thus risking arbitrary
detention by local law enforcement agencies, and even refoulement under
the Immigration Law. Despite UNHCR’s intervention, legal regularisation of the status of asylum seekers and refugees with the authorities has
so far been unsuccessful. There is no lawful access for these persons
to the labour market and thus they are not able to work legally, which
obviates any adequate and dignified means of existence. There is no
possibility of exercising any civil, economic, social or cultural rights.
Durable solutions are not guaranteed either, and there are considerable
numbers of UNHCR recognised refugees who are rejected for resettlement, and who remain without any prospects of a durable solution.
Furthermore, there are no options for family reunification, nor any
systematic means, established by the State, of identifying specific protection needs of refugees, including those with special vulnerabilities, nor of
addressing them.
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And there is more. At least three refugees who are in the
community on temporary protection visas have wives and children
who have been stranded in Jordon for more than three years after
being forced to flee from their homes. Surely it is time for these people
to be afforded permanent protection and assisted in being reunited
with their families.
In short, I believe that while there is much to be thankful for as
2005 draws to a close, the job for those who support a more humane
policy is not yet done - and the task of the media in covering the story
is not yet complete.

USA PERSPECTIVES: FRIENDS AND ENEMIES
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Harlan Ullman

Harlan Ullman is a columnist for The Washington Times, and a
senior adviser with the CSIS International Security Program.
He is also a frequent commentator in US and international
media including Fox, BBC, and Al Jazeera TV. His most
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USA PERSPECTIVES:
FRIENDS AND ENEMIES
Harlan Ullman
Years ago, Howard Taft was President of the United States. He
weighed about 350 pounds and was a man of immense girth; he
needed somebody to tee up his golf ball. His nemesis was then an
Associate Justice of the Supreme Court, a man called Oliver Wendell
Holmes. One day, to the discomfort of both, it fell to Mr Holmes to
introduce the President. He began by saying: “Ladies and Gentlemen,
I give you our pregnant President.” To which, Taft, composing himself
slowly and, as a man of that girth would do, ambling to the podium,
turned to the audience and said: “I just want to let you know that Mrs
Taft is aware of my condition. If it’s going to be a girl we shall name
her after Mrs Taft; if it’s a boy we shall name him after me. But if, as
we both suspect, it turns out to be nothing more than a bad case of
gas, we shall call it Oliver Wendell Holmes.”

Jihad and the unseen enemy
Well I hope not to deal in a lot of gas today. As, from where I see
it, for the United States there’s a very good chance that we may be
in the greatest danger in our history since the Civil War. The reason
I say that is that, unlike the Nazis and unlike the Communists, the
enemy we face doesn’t require armies; it’s based in ideas and ideology;
it attacks the greatest strength of our system - the very openness of the
United States. It’s not out to destroy us; it’s out to disrupt us. And,
rather like Lenin and the Bolsheviks 100 years ago, and Hitler and the
Nazis 80 years ago, its ambitions are political.
The force against us wishes to seize power somewhere in the
greater Middle East, to create some kind of a Jihadist radical state,
armed with Pakistani nuclear weapons and supported by Saudi oil
money. They are exceedingly patient, they work to the very, very long
term; their argument to use radical Islam as a siren song certainly
appeals to a significant number of the 1.3 billion Muslims in the
world. They are relatively well organised; they understand how to use
the internet and modern technology far better than we do. And, as
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we are seeing in Iraq, they are making life very difficult for the single
surviving superpower.
At this stage in the United States, in my judgement, we do not
understand the nature of the threat and the danger and it could, like
the hoola hoop of the 1960s, evaporate, or not. We are dysfunctionally
organised, and our response to Hurricane Katrina shows how badly
disorganised we are, even after the horrors of September 11. And,
like all Western societies, we are enormously susceptible to disruption. Look what happened in England, in London, on 7 July. Four
bombers put that city into panic. Even worse two weeks later, when
bombs didn’t kill anybody, the police bagged and killed an innocent
Brazilian. This was a very scared public. And now, if you’re in the
Underground in London, it is very common to see someone saying:
“There’s a Muslim; they have some kind of a package,”. Wherever
it may be, at Chelsea, Sloane Square, and it could be shut down.
Disruption. And if you look at where they’re targeting, all you’ve got
to do is go on the websites. The attacks in Madrid on 11 March 2004,
the ones in London in July 2005, all of these were laid out very nicely
on the website even down to the detail of the type of explosives and
their equipment.
This unseen enemy is out to disrupt. And if they choose to
disrupt, imagine what they can do to the transportation system, the
electrical distribution system, the water supplies – and by water I
don’t mean poisoning, which is very difficult, I just mean polluting.
That is disruption. That’s what we face. And it attacks our openness,
our western society. We’ve seen some of that today in Australia as
you debate the anti-terrorist legislation. There is no good response,
in my judgement, to balance the tension that is eternal and inevitable
between civil liberties and protecting the larger society. There’s no
way you can ever do it. You have to impinge one way or the other.
This provides us with an almost impractical problem. For all this, I
am very concerned that we are really not organised or yet understand
what needs to be done, and we have been very slow in doing it.
In my judgement, there are two revolutions ongoing in the world
today; one in the Arab world, one in the Islamic world. They both
represent a clash between the old and the new. In the Arab world
there’s a clash between those who are in power and want to keep it
– the Saudi leadership, President Mubarak of Egypt – and those who
want more power. I don’t refer just to radicalism. There are lots of
people who see themselves as disenfranchised. That’s also one of the
reasons why Osama bin Laden got fed up with the Saudi regime. So
you’ve got this contest between old and new, modernisers versus those
who don’t want to change the system, who want the status quo.
At the same you have a similar tension and confl ict in the rule of
Islam. You have many of the radicals, whom I call Jihadist extremists
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and differentiate from the rule of Islam, who want to go back to the
seventh century. They want to take Islam back to its most traditional,
fundamentalist roots. Then you have another group, rather like the
Iranian leadership clerics, who want basically a very fundamentalist
form of Islam, not to the seventh century but rather purity of the
rule of religion. You see that taking shape in the southern part of
Iran. Then you have those who want to reform. There has been
no reformation, as in Christianity, in the Islamic religion. So you
have, underpinning all of this, two revolutions, each of which in my
mind could potentially be as powerful as the revolution which swept
through France in 1789 or the reforms that struck through Europe in
the 1840s. We have not recognised this. We are sitting on powder kegs
of potentially the most explosive combination of politics, religion, oil
and other things. Unless or until we understand these larger factors
and go after the causes, instead of going after the symptoms, that is to
say, killing terrorists one at a time, or capturing them, we’re going to
fi nd ourselves falling behind in this fight.
At the end of the day, this is not going to be like the Cold War in
which mistakes would lead to the disintegration of society in a horrible
thermal-nuclear holocaust. Instead, what we will see is the continued
erosion on our society of standards of living, our civil liberties, and
ten years or twenty or thirty years from hence, we will be much, much
more uncivilised places to live in. Unless or until we understand this,
we have little opportunity of taking the necessary steps. This is the
long haul. The bad guys are going to be around for a long time and
they’re patient.

China and other matters
On top of that we have another number of powder kegs: North
Korea; Iran; nuclear weapons; and the subject we’re supposed to be
discussing today, China and Taiwan. Let me provide for you the best
metaphor I ever heard in understanding how to think about China. In
1937 China, as you know, was invaded by Japan. It was a fierce battle,
fought with the army commanded by General Wong. At that battle
was a young cub reporter from The New York Times called Harrison
Salisbury. At the end of the battle, 25,000 Chinese soldiers were
killed in action and 10,000 Japanese. So Salisbury turned to General
Wong and said: “General, 25,000 of yours killed and you only killed
10,000 Japanese, what do you say about this?” Inscrutably, Wong said
nothing. But, fi nally, after he was brow-beaten by young Salisbury the
General said: “25,000 Chinese killed, 10,000 Japanese - pretty soon,
no more Japanese.” You have to appreciate that to understand China.
I’ve been to China frequently. I speak to the Chinese at the
highest level and I have a high regard for China. China may not be a
foe. China can be a friend and a great strategic partner. It is an auto-
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cratic regime, nominally a Communist regime but with a capitalist
system. It has huge internal problems. For example, of the 1.3 billion
Chinese, 300-400 million (give or take a few) more or less are living
below the poverty line. There are about a hundred million more males
than females, which raises interesting social problems. The use of
illicit drugs and HIV-AIDS are increasing. And once you get outside
the cities and towns you still have very, very primitive places where
modernisation has not arrived a bit.
Now the Chinese leadership, going back 5000 years, has always
been very sensitive about stability. There have been a number of
revolutions and rebellions going all the way back from farmers and
peasants. The Chinese are very concerned that if their economic
growth, which is now 6-8-10 per cent a year, stalls and they cannot
provide the development that’s necessary, they understand that this
could easily lead to instability. So that is what is shaping the Chinese
view in more ways than anything else.
Let me tell you another anecdote which is very interesting when
talking about the generational difference. I was invited to China
last year, by the President of their National Defence University, to a
lecture on senior generals in office. The President (he’s a naval officer
in the PLA and a Rear Admiral) and his wife had just bought their
fi rst house. It probably cost them 80,000 yuan and they probably
took it out from underneath their mattress. It’s an apartment, not
very large, not very fashionable, but they love it. His daughter, who’s
30-something, and her husband who is a 40-something Chinese
attorney, have just bought their fi rst apartment, in a luxury block of
flats in Shanghai, for two million dollars. That flat could be a flat in
Sydney, New York, Paris, Monte Carlo. Now what happens when the
30-somethings become the 60-somethings, having lived their lives
with compound interest and understand all these benefits? That is the
clash that we seem to ignore when talking of China.
The Chinese are far from perfect, and they make lots of mistakes.
They tend to be clumsy and, without meaning to be demeaning, in
many ways they are like the Brits of the nineteenth century, except
they’re colonists, in this sense, with yellow skins. They are around
the world, in Africa, even South America, and certainly throughout
Europe. Why? Because they want to increase their businesses. They
have problems with energy and they understand such difficulties.
But what they’re trying to do is sow the seeds that will enable them
to continue their economic prosperity. So on the one hand there’s
pragmatism, on the other hand there’s a lot of inexperience. This is
one of the reasons why we’re so frustrated with China over the issue
of stealing our intellectual property and manufacturing things at
much lower than market prices. The real issue here is not the yuan
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being devalued and whether it should be up or down, but intellectual
property because that’s where we have to hold on a bit more tightly.
One problem is that in the United States there is an increasing
body of evidence that we’re looking to make China a long-term peer
and tenant, which is a bureaucratic way of saying “tenement”. Take
a look at the Quadrennial Defense Review which is a study mandated
by Congress every four years for the Pentagon to re-examine itself.
China is seen as a potential long-term competitor. What that means,
in simple terms, is that if you are the head of the Navy, Army or Air
Force, you say, “I got to have this new aircraft carrier, or this new
joint-strike fighter, collection of tanks, not because I’m going to bomb
the terrorists but because the Chinese are building up their military
and maybe in the year 2050 they’ll have their aircraft carriers and
they may want to come East.” And as the Chief of Staff for the Air
Force, you say “I have to have my brand new F-22 fighter that cost
$400 million a copy because in the future the Chinese are going to
have this capable air force and they’re going to do something.” And
if you’re the Head of the Army, you better remember General Wong’s
story. The one thing you don’t want to do is get engaged in a land
battle with the Chinese.
There are a number of studies that have been done by the Department of Defense and others that suggest that China could be the
enemy. What’s driving this is really an off-shoot of the neo-Con view
of the world that goes: “Democracy is a good, democratising the
Middle East is the way to go, but anything that’s Communist can’t be
good. And, by the way, they’re building up their military and they’re
looking to control that part of the world, and boy, this is something
we’ve got to drive against.”
When I was in China last year and I studied the Chinese fairly
closely. I observed an operation called Exercise Iron Fist, which was a
bad joke. It showed the Chinese military in great uniforms, they were
well turned out with black vests but they had no sense of combined
and coordinated operations. They didn’t know how to use air power.
I was surprised that they didn’t know how to use artillery and they
were fighting in a way the Chinese fought from the 1930s, except with
people who were much better equipped individually.
I had a discussion with the PLA. We talked about Taiwan. I challenged them to tell me, “How are you going to get to Taiwan if you
decide you’re not going to drop nuclear weapons and you decide that
you don’t wish to blockade it?” The Chinese said, “We have ways.” I
said, “Listen, the Navy cannot get you there and the Air force cannot
provide air cover. But let me give you an insight from history going
all the way back to 1800 and the Napoleonic Wars. When Prime
Minister Pitt inquired of his fi rst order of the Admiralty, Admiral the
Earl Vincent, whether Napoleon would come, Vincent said: ‘Prime
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Minister, I cannot say that Napoleon will not come, but I can say he
will not come by sea.’” And that’s what I told the Chinese.
In the Congress, there is a very great concern over the economic
assets. They see China cheating, stealing our markets, putting people
out of business in the United States; they see a $61 billion trade
deficit as something in China that’s really outrageous. What I’m
saying is that there is a lot of politics and ideology here that prevents
us from dealing with China’s objective. And the Chinese sometimes
add to that. But, from the American view, it is a very good question
whether China will be a friend or a foe. I guess that if the Republicans
maintain power (they might even increase their majority after 2006)
and they win the Presidency, there is a very good chance that we’ll see
relations with China disintegrate for the wrong reasons.

Taiwan
What can we do? You will know that Taiwan has become much
more of a neuralgic issue with China. Several years ago, when the
issue of Taiwan would come up, they would give you a standard
diatribe. You could say, “I’ve had it, let’s go to the next subject.”
They’d smile and go to the next subject. That doesn’t work anymore.
They’re concerned that President Chen of Taiwan has threatened
to declare independence. And, as you all know, the bitter issue here
is whether or not Taiwan would declare its independence, therefore
refuting the Shanghai agreements and the Taiwan pact, and precipitate the Chinese to do something. There are many ways around that
particular issue but because of President Chen and a number of other
issues, the Chinese are really in high dudgeon and so this is much
more of a rousing issue than it has been before.
We have a problem with Korea, with the North Koreans. If the
Chinese would encourage President Kim to forgo nuclear weapons
in a way that was credible and transparent, and in return the United
States President would pressure Taiwan by not ensuring support if
they go for independence, it seems to me that Taiwan would become
very much like a Hong Kong.
But the current US administration really doesn’t like doing that.
It genuinely reviles North Korea and sees Kim as the enemy. George
Bush reportedly said to Bob Woodward, “I loathe him, he kills his
people.” So there is a personality and an animus there which is
something that is not necessarily good for improving relations. You
will have seen yesterday, or heard, in the six party talks that resumed
in Beijing, America said: “You can’t have any kind of nuclear power.”
Well, if you don’t want to get an agreement, that’s probably what you
want to say.
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Conclusion
Let me conclude. China need not be an enemy. China can be a
friend and a strategic partner. In my dealings with the Chinese I have
found them to be entirely honourable. That doesn’t mean they don’t
make mistakes. Look at the progression of the leadership from Mao
and it’s going in a very positive way. There are reforms and elections.
In twenty or thirty years you will see some form of a democracy – not
an American or an Australian form of democracy but some kind of a
democracy in China. The biggest issue they have right now is development of their economy, to keep it going. The great fear is that if they
don’t, then the great masses, who will not be able to receive what they
want in terms of basic food and shelter and other things, will be very
restless. You see riots and all sorts of protests in China, whether it’s
the coal miners or the farmers. These are things that are of enormous
concern to the Chinese leadership. Provided those things are kept in
track, then we have the opportunity, if we are creative enough and
willing enough, to make China a friend.
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BEYOND THE NEXT
ELECTION: POLICY CHANGES FOR
AUSTRALIA’S FUTURE WORKPLACE
Bill Shorten
Freedom of speech in politics can sometimes be hard to live with,
but I want to start by reaffi rming the importance of political debate,
and by recognising the importance of the role that The Sydney
Institute plays in promoting political and policy debate in Australia.
And I challenge The Sydney Institute and all of you here tonight
to remain committed and focused on the debate about the promotion
of the issues, political alternatives and policies so important to the
future of Australia.
For the fi rst time in a generation, Australians confront a national
government that has control of both houses of parliament - the recent
experience of the Telstra bills being guillotined through the Senate
without the right of opposition parties to speak sends an ominous
warning. Your Institute, along with the union movement and other
social and democratic organisations in Australia, as well the news
media, now have an even more important role in using their influence to
criticise, make accountable and shine a light on government decisions,
government legislation and policy directions.
On Thursday morning last week, I was talking with four AWU
members at an asphalt batching plant in Melbourne’s western suburbs.
I asked them would they retire at 55? One said he had already retired,
but after two years he had re-entered the workforce, could not fi nd
part-time work, worked casually and was now back working full-time.
The other three members conceded they did not expect to retire at
55, and that 60 would be good. They all had other stories of people
working older – partly because some wanted to, others because they
had to. They all agreed they could not afford to retire at 55.
All of these members were thinking about issues reflected in an
ageing population - working longer, managing retirement and semiretirement, and planning fi nancially for themselves and their families.
They were all thinking 5 years, 10 years, 15 years into the future.
Interestingly, I do not see that amount of long-term planning in much
of the federal government’s current political debates. Well tonight,
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I want to talk about some of our long-term planning to meet challenges to national workplace policy – generational challenges that will
continue beyond the next election.
The truth is that there is a self-defeating short-term attitude
prevailing in political and business life in Australia. We are all too
familiar with the 24-hour news cycle, instant opinion polls, focus
groups, the sheep-flock mentality of fund managers obsessed with
quarterly market reports, and 25 year-old six-figure remunerated
analysts demanding quick returns. The net result is a loss of long-term
patient reinvestment and an overall lack of vision in strategic decisionmaking.
AWU members would prefer a long-term political debate focused
on delivering growth, prosperity with fairness for their children and
their parents. But the system - our short-term political cycle - counts
against us.
Our policy of variable three-year terms for the House of Representatives has led to national government elections occurring on
average every two-and-a-half years since Federation - half the period
of five years now set for the UK, Canada, France, Ireland, and Italy;
and significantly less than the four years in Japan, Germany, Austria,
Belgium and Denmark.
And Australian business leadership is not much better. The
turnover of CEOs is also above the global average and, more significantly, our average CEO’s tenure of less than five years is below the
widely acknowledged minimum period required to reap the benefits
of training employees or investing in research and development. The
emphasis and the incentive is to slash costs without reference to long
term productivity and profitability.
The policy consequences of such short-termism are obvious from
the horse-trading and pork barrelling on Telstra and the federal
government’s insistence on irrelevant employment conditions before
advancing funds to the States for infrastructure development under
AusLink or education under university or school agreements. These
are symptoms of a politically sensitive government with an economic
agenda that is self-absorbed, squarely election-focused and narrowly
defi ned.

The lucky country
Donald Horne’s death this month reminded me of his warnings
about Australia’s future in his book The Lucky Country. Remember,
it was published in 1964 so it’s free of the contemporary jargon
of globalisation, international competition and economic reform,
but even then Horne felt the pulse of what was to come. His book
reminded us of another period of policy neglect - under Menzies
- when conservative government in Australia riding on the back of
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another commodities price boom - in wool and wheat - worked on
the basis that little would change for the “lucky country”. A fi fth of
Australia’s primary production still went to British markets.
So long as we had our dominance in world wool production and a
substantial share in wheat and secure markets for our fleece, there was
no need to reform Australia’s tariff policies advocated by the Country
Party’s Trade and Industry Minister Black Jack (John) McEwan. 1
Horne also stressed the need for increased investment in new
technologies, research, development and education, particularly
the technical sciences. He repeatedly lamented the lack of local
research and technology, which were at the cutting edge, supporting
both the UK and the US defence and space program activities in
computer design and aerospace technology. Manufacturing exports
were growing slowly and our performance compared poorly with
other developed countries.2 Australia was unprepared for our loss of
preferential access to the United Kingdom (our major and dominant
market) after it joined the European Economic Community and the
emergence of competitors and substitute products in both primary
industries and manufacturing.
Roll forward 40 years after publication of the The Lucky Country,
and where are we really? Little has changed when it comes to
politically-preoccupied administrations worrying only about the next
election. The task is still the same: at a time when commodities are
booming, company profits are at an all time high and per unit labour
costs at historic lows, how does Australia lock in its prosperity to
strengthen our economic future and protect our economy from the
vagaries of the international commodity markets?
The only answer is growth – by repairing our declining performance on productivity and boosting participation rates. And that’s
almost impossible to achieve when you are working to an horizon
that stretches only to the next election. The result is that Australia’s
efforts in generating growth are again becoming more dependent on
perspiration than inspiration as measured by GDP per hour worked,
or falling productivity. We work longer than most other countries3 and
that won’t change until the government reorders its priorities for the
reform agenda.

She’ll be right
Quite often, the job of union officials is to deliver bad news - to tell
people the truth about their position. Sometimes this message is told
to management, but too often, and more painfully sometimes, our job
involves breaking bad news to members – sometimes heart-breaking
news. We don’t want to do it, but sometimes we have to. And it takes
courage. And, so it should be with the federal government.
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Policy tinkering and articles of faith will not answer the challenges
of an ageing population.4 The long-term solutions are not the destruction of unions, nor the demise of collective bargaining. Mantras that
play well at Liberal Party conferences about crusades against unions
don’t halt an ageing population.
We are being sold a good news story about the Australian
economy - and we welcome the sustained growth since 1983. But the
recent good news story disguises fundamental weakness that threatens
Australia’s long-term future. The latest national accounts reveal the
narrowly-focused shift of investment to mining5 and with it a return
to the long-term structural problem that comes with being the world’s
quarry. The IMF’s latest report warns of our need to achieve record
productivity to maintain economic growth.
We know our economic bad news:
• The June Quarter (2005) National Accounts recorded growth
driven by once-in-a-generation high commodity prices.6
• But we do have projected falling participation rates
• Combined with declining productivity
• Plus net foreign debt at $430 billion, which is just over 50 per
cent of GDP.
• Add equity owned by foreigners and Australia’s total net
foreign liabilities hit $517 billion or 61 per cent of GDP.
Not good news to see a ballooning current account deficit, historic
and unsustainable levels of foreign debt.7
Not good news to see no new breakthrough national savings
strategy comparable to the superannuation contribution of the 1980s.
Not good news that we are in danger of becoming a one-trick pony
economy: a coasting economy, plundering our national and natural
treasures like Pirates of the Caribbean.
This bad news demands leadership. And if I seem to dwell on bad
news it’s because, in my experience as a union official:
• If you look after the problems, the good news seems to look
after itself;
• In the problems and the enormous challenges, often lie the
greatest opportunities

Demographic change
Therefore, my 12 years of practical real economy experience
lead me inexorably to the observation that the critical workplace
contributions to growth, productivity and participation are not found
by reducing 20 minimum safety net conditions to 16 or keeping
unfair dismissal rights only for companies employing more than 100
employees. These matters may generate temporary political excitement or fleeting column inches but our fascination with partisan
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confl ict must not obscure the real issues. They are, in no particular
order:
• An ageing workforce8 ;
• Encouraging greater female participation in work;
• Promotional activities aimed at changing social attitudes to
retirement and encouraging acceptance of older workers in the
workplace;
• Fixing the skills shortage;
• Education and training initiatives which increase the capacity
of individuals to retrain, such as fast track degrees and more
recognition for prior learning;
• Skilled migration policies and, longer-term retaining our
highly trained skilled workers, and enticing expatriates to
return9 ;
• Creating a fairer tax system by reducing effective marginal tax
rates;
• Providing incentives for welfare recipients to return to work;
• Building research and development
On current projections, our historic high workforce participation
will collapse over the next 40 years from 64 per cent to 56 per cent10.
And lower participation by older Australians by OECD standards is
amplifying the problem.
Labour Force Participation Rates for Older Workers, 2004
Source : OECD, Labour Force Statistics Database
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Increasing the level of participation is central to securing future
labour supply. Countries doing significantly better include Iceland,
Japan, Norway, Sweden and Switzerland, where participation rates
for those aged 55 or over average 70 per cent 11. But talking about
increased participation rates has little political impact – many people
aren’t interested and don’t understand. Again, where is the leadership?
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American fi nancier Felix G Rohatyn once said: “Especially in
government and public life, there may not be any such thing as the
right answer. There may, at best, exist a process whereby trends
can be affected and the direction of social and economic behaviour
temporarily influenced…it means government committed to oppose
destabilising trends before they become flood tides.” And so these real
world workplace issues are the substance of stabilisation and reform.

Effective industrial relations
The existing industrial relations system pioneered by Kelty,
Hawke and Keating has contributed to the current record participation rate driven mainly by an increase in female participation.12 (This
trend has more than offset the relative decline in male participation –
due to a decline in manufacturing). So, boosting female participation
rates has become a key. Enterprise bargaining has allowed workplace
innovations, such as the family friendly workplace, that promote
higher female participation. Access to childcare and medical services
at work has assisted the participation of working mothers at sites such
as Robert Bosch at Clayton.13

Increasing women’s participation rates
But there are significant obstacles to increased female participation in the workforce. Through the year to June quarter 2005, the cost
of childcare increased by six times the annual increase in inflation14 . Principally because the government increased subsidies and tax credits
without increasing the number of childcare places that are available15.
The childcare industry now derives some $1.5 billion a year from
government subsidies – and demand for places outstrips supply. The
shortfall in places is hard to quantify, but is often estimated at well in
excess of 150,000. One indication of the need may be that 31 per cent
of childcare is done by grandparents. Simply put if the present level of
public investment cannot achieve sufficient new childcare places then
the Costello largesse should provide more places. New settings are
needed to:
• Encourage the provision of quality childcare facilities on or
nearby workplaces and primary schools;
• Allow salary sacrificing for parents who have to spend money
on childcare;
• Make the FBT exemption effective in increasing the supply of
child care places;
• Remove the impediment to the provision of childcare through
enterprise bargaining and similar arrangements16 ;
• Revisit the present policy that means childcare benefit is not
available for people who do not work or study for at least 15
hours a week. This is a barrier particularly to sole parents
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making the transition from home to work. The threshold
would be reduced to zero if the policy is to be an effective tool
in maximising participation, particularly by women.17
Unions, particularly the LHMU and the ASU, have reversed the
massive skills shortage in childcare workers by significantly increasing
wages through a federal Work Value case in the AIRC, now being
followed up with a pay equity test case in the NSW IRC. Without
this effective representation by unions, childcare was in danger of
becoming one of Australia’s lowest paid and lowest qualified professions. Not only was this stupidly insensitive but it miscalculates
present needs and underestimates the future value to society.

Other industrial relations related benefits
Encouraging more people to work older requires a healthy
workforce. More, rather than less, OH&S reform and representation is an important part of that investment. Significant changes in
the nature of work and the classifications of workers is inevitable,
including the rise of part time services employment, reflecting the
faster pace of change in the economy. 18
Flexibility is crucial. The AWU is committed to continuing to
negotiate flexible enterprise agreements which will improve workforce
participation. The AWU has been at the forefront of negotiating winwin outcomes for workers and businesses with steel makers, Smorgon
Steel and OneSteel and in packaging and recycling at Visy. Unions are
already negotiating innovative workplace arrangements to improve the
participation of older workers in the workforce.
It’s absolutely essential to know and understand the
workforce.
I quizzed 50 members working at BOC and an industrial galvanising factory last week about their retirement prospects. Like their
asphalt brothers earlier, on the one hand they don’t want to do
extremely physical work into their 60s but on the other hand they
don’t have high levels of savings and are concerned about retiring
into the semi-poverty of a fi xed income pension. Several spoke of the
fear of announcing retirement and then being treated as “ghosts”
by management and their peers. And it is essential to reflect that
knowledge in age sensitive policies that keep older, experienced
workers on the job. The AWU and other unions are bargaining to
assist their members as they get older, for instance:
• Ratio of minimum numbers of over 45 workers to other groups
• Job sharing by existing workers over 55 by agreement
• Help workers actually utilize government retraining schemes
But the current legal system puts up barriers to working older
people. The AWU wants to overcome the current industrial practice
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of refusing to pay redundancy to workers over the age of 65, and the
discriminatory tax treatment of termination payments based on age.
Take the example of a long term senior Operator in the
petrochemical industry, with 120 weeks of redundancy giving a pre
tax payment of $172,865. Under age 65 his net payment after 23
years service would be $158,579. But after his 65th birthday, this net
payment would be reduced to $145,530 - an incentive for him to retire
earlier of more than $13,000.19
Perhaps we should also seriously consider removing or at least
initially reducing payroll taxes for workers over 60 as a further
incentive to employing older workers. This could amount to $750
million out of total payroll tax revenue20 in 2003-04 of $14,027
million, and provides a sound policy base for the reduction in payroll
tax. This would encourage growing small businesses to hire workers
aged 60 or more in order to maintain their existing payroll tax exemptions while expanding the enterprise.21
And perhaps we should consider giving mature age workers access
to government loans, with superannuation holdings acting as surety,
to pay for education fees. Some progress has been made in improving
the superannuation system, but it remains a challenge to further
encourage older workers without removing existing benefits.
Workers compensation limitations based on age also have to be
reconsidered if we seriously want to increase labour participation by
older workers. Modern, forward-thinking unions want to work with
government – not continually be forced to defend themselves against
attacks like the one presently being mounted for political purposes by
the federal government.
The legislation that the government will reveal in the next month
or so on industrial relations is not about a better economy, more jobs
or higher pay and it doesn’t matter how much money they spend
trying to convince the public of this, it won’t wash. As one of my
members said to me, “Yeah, it might make the numbers look better,
it’s just that all the people will be miserable”.
The government’s IR legislation is a mish mash of old ideas and
old prejudices. If it gets through, it will turn back the clock to destroy
a system that has served Australia well, and has delivered productivity,
growth as well as fairness and opportunity for workers. It won’t deal
with the real issues facing the workforce or enterprises.

Education
Education and training is essential to improved workforce participation, including among older workers (see graph).
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Male Participation Rate by Age and
Education
Source: ABS Yearb ook Australia, 2003
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Currently, relatively high proportions of mature age workers
require higher skill levels.22 Our education system can and must be
adapted for an ageing population. Australia requires a clear focus on
retraining older workers - with different learning styles - to match
skills shortages. These skills need to be broader – not just job, site or
enterprise specific - and more generic and transferable across sectors
and the economy. Individuals are most employable when they have
broad-based education and training and portable, high levels of skills.
Investment in education as human capital should be a key policy
priority for every tier of government. Australia has been unique
among advanced economies in failing to lift public education
spending commensurately with the increase in private spending. 23 Of
course, there’s no quick “political fi x” in reskilling older workers – just
the satisfaction of correct, long-term planning that benefits all our
futures. We need to increase support for learning in the workplace.
Government needs to send serious signals about support for business
to invest in training.
We know the support that employers – especially smaller
employers – provide is not uniform. Some employers still do not
recognise the dividends that flow from providing their staff with
education and training opportunities. There are still employers I meet
who on the one hand will complain about the skills shortage but on
the other hand will complain about the cost of training people who
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then change jobs. The AWU does not want to enforce standardisation
but will always support employers who train employees.
The problem remains that Australian companies receive little or
no incentive to encourage apprenticeships. Here’s some ideas in no
particular order:
• Why not target long-term unemployed kids under 23 for
apprenticeships?
• Why not reduce business taxes on employing apprentices?
• Why not bonuses for employers who see apprentices through
their time and keep them on?
• Why not utilise the $600 million annually spent in cash incentives by prioritising the New Apprenticeships scheme around
high skills trades for additional funding? 24
Unions have the responsibility for supporting the training
challenge by more flexible EBAs which make provision in particular
for retraining older workers. The AWU already supports training for
specific workplace skills.25 In future, EBAs could be more broadlybased, including training initiatives such as English and Literacy
Programs.
• The current training dollar is being spent too thinly, focusing
on inputs and costs and not on competency and skill fi lling at
the workplace.
• The time-based approach to training in this country bears
little correlation to competency in attaining skills.
• Apprenticeships should also be more accessible for older
workers. In 2004, there were just under 394,000 apprenticeships, and with only 130,000 being in the traditional trades
(the same number as in 1992).26 And in 2004 there were ten
times as many younger people (15 to 24 years) compared with
older people (45 to 64 years) undertaking an apprenticeship or
traineeship in Australia.27
• HECS should accommodate mature age students in terms
of their shorter working life. I support access to government
loans, with superannuation acting as surety, to cover education
fees. More generous deferred payment arrangements (above
the current maximum of $50,000 over a lifetime) should also
be supported.
Finally, within the context of recognition for prior learning, there
is ample scope to fast-track education and training, including university degrees. We can work our educational resources harder to increase
the supply of available places.28
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Conclusion
We don’t have all the answers - there are no easy fi xes or painless
solutions to difficult challenges. Politics can all too often look like
a dirty game, but representing people and advocating for them is
actually at the heart of politics and unionism. So while sometimes
it might not look like it, politics is a dignified pursuit. Government
should also be about properly representing people and advocating for
them – and not driven by short-term political goals.
It’s sad that in many areas we fi nd an unbridgeable gap between
over-the-horizon policies we should be developing for a prosperous
and decent society and the actual priorities of the federal government.
Our society can no longer afford to allow short-term political
thinking to submerge debates over policies determining our ongoing
living standards, the educational and employment opportunities of
the next generation of workers, and the livelihoods of future retirees,
are too important to become lost in political short-termism. To
paraphrase from Vaclav Havel, the union has taught me that politics
should be animated by the desire to contribute within the community,
rather than by the need to crusade or vilify within the community.
The union has taught me that politics can be not only the art
of the possible, - especially the deals, the disputes and pragmatic
manoeuvring – but also the art of the impossible, namely the art of
improving ourselves, each other and the world. I hope tonight I’ve
been able to provide a reasonable alternative view of the foundations
we should be building for this country’s future.

Endnotes
1

2
3

McEwen, a Menzies favourite, was often in confl ict with Treasury on
economic policy; see http://primeministers.naa.gov.au for an account of these
(and other) machinations.
http://www.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/abs@ .nsf/0/33bb7a8977192473ca2569de0027ced7?
OpenDocument
The government needs to change priorities for the reform agenda or we will
need to work even longer. The 2004-05 Global Competitiveness Report

of the World Economic Forum saw Australia drop from 10th in 2003 to
14th place in 2004. The IMF has reported that maintaining a higher level of
GDP growth will be a key challenge for Australia in the face of the current
lower than average levels of productivity in order to improve prospects for
stronger growth in living standards. Productivity growth recorded 0.8 per
cent in the June quarter and –0.8 per cent for the year ended June 2005.
This rate is unsustainable if Australia is to maintain, let alone increase living
standards. It compares to an annual 2.25 per cent achieved in the last 14 years
as a consequence of the reforms implemented largely by Labor governments.
Australia’s per capita GDP is 20 per cent lower than in the United States.
(International Monetary Fund: Australia, Staff Report for the 2005 Article IV
Consultation, August 2005) I would agree with the IMF’s conclusion that the
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current lack of longer-term policy direction is the main reason why this gap is
as large as it is today.
And many commentators have identified their estimate in the absence of
policy reforms the opportunity cost in lost wealth and prosperity in taking the
current low growth versus strong growth future, see for example, the BCA’s
Locking In or Losing Prosperity: Australia’s Choice, 2005, http://www.bca.com.
au/content.asp?newsid=97546

And, the IMF’s latest report warns of our need to return to record
productivity growth to maintain economic growth.
Australia’s export commodity prices have risen 25 per cent in the last
three years. This has increased the nation’s real income by as much as 1.5
per cent of GDP on average in each of the last two years based on RBA
estimates. The government keeps jawboning that economic growth will
switch from consumption to exports as investment in the commoditiesrelated sectors picks up. But when and for how long? It is unclear
whether that will now occur strongly enough and for long enough before
commodity prices being to fall. We risk over-reliance on commodity
prices.
It is estimated that on current trends, net foreign liabilities will be
approaching 75 per cent of GDP by the end of the decade increasing the
risk of Australia entering a debt trap where we have a permanently high
current account deficit as we need to service those foreign liabilities. This
hands off approach is at odds with the most recent views of the IMF that “the
issue of foreign debt and the high current account deficit had to be watched…
and the high level of private external debt, in the context of sustained current
account deficits, requires continuing close monitoring’’. If the foreign
investment community shorts the dollar quickly, domestic policy makers will
need to decide on whether to cushion the impact on inflation and debt levels
by raising interest rates significantly to attract lenders back or to let domestic
prices reflect the devaluation in the dollar feeding into the CPI above the
RBA’s target range of 2-3 per cent. For example, a change in outlook for
commodity prices because of a rapid correction in say China or the US could
have an impact, because the government has done nothing to improve the
framework for competitiveness in the economy by encouraging world’s best
practice productivity drivers of infrastructure, education and training, R&D,
health and tax policy and a sensible plan for manufacturing in the face of
external imbalances. Either option is a bad outcome for the economy because
it will end up in higher real interest rates.

8

Participation rates, despite recent improvement in the wake of a healthy
labour market, are in longer term decline due to demographic change.
Over the next 40 years, aggregate labour force participation rates are
projected to fall by around 7 percentage points to 56.3 per cent by 204445. The OECD has indicated that it does not want to see tinkering but
radical reform to stop labour force participation from flat-lining in the
face of Australia’s aging population. A range of policy prescriptions is
recommended to lift participation rates by retaining those already in
work and by assisting those out of work into work (OECD, Aging and
Employment, Australia, June 2005). Our future is that our historic high
workforce participation rate will fall over the next 40 years from 64% to
56%. And lower participation by older Australians - by OECD standards
- is amplifying the problem. OECD 2000, Statistical and analytical
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information on ageing, OECD, Paris. Also see http://www.dest.gov.au/NR/
rdonlyres/399DB767-EDFA-4E43-B0EC-3F62EFFE169F/4269/part4.pdf
In 2002-03, the preliminary estimate of net overseas migration was
125,300, while natural increase was 115,200 and total growth was
240,500. There were 50,500 permanent departures in 2002-03, an
increase of 10 per cent on 2001-02, continuing the pattern of annual
increase which occurred in most years since 1986-87 and the highest level
recorded over the past two decades. Of all permanent departures, people
born in Australia comprised 51% in 2002-03, slightly higher than in
2001-02 (50%).
Workforce participation is measured as the labour force participation rate,
defi ned as the number of people in the labour force (i.e. either employed
or unemployed) as a proportion of the number of people of working age.
Australia’s labour force participation rate has increased slowly since
1983 from 60.4% to 64.8% in August 2005, which is the highest level of
participation on record.
OECD 2000, Statistical and analytical information on ageing, OECD,
Paris. Also see http://www.dest.gov.au/NR/rdonlyres/399DB767-EDFA4E43-B0EC-3F62EFFE169F/4269/part4.pdf
This trend has more than offset the relative decline in male participation largely attributable to the decline in traditional manufacturing industries.
And this is assisting in limiting inequality from the changes to household
structures since 1996 that has seen an increase in the proportion of
single adult households. The proportion of single income households
has increased from 22.7 per cent to 25.2 per cent since 1996. Conversely,
the proportion of households with two adults and at least one child
– representing the typical nuclear family- has fallen from 20.6 per cent
to 17.9 per cent, see Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2005 at www.abs.
gov.au The report fi ndings note that income inequality or income gap
– measuring the fairness of Australia’s disposable income carve-up
– deteriorated by 2.3 per cent over the eight years from 1994-95 to 200203 in part because of demographic changes (accompanying the swelling of
the ranks of older higher earners between 45-66 years compared to those
aged 15-34 years) and changing household structures. See article by Josh
Gordon, The Age, 13 September 2005.

14 The cost of childcare increased by 12.4 per cent

15 The government will provide $266.4 million over four years to increase
the number of child care places to support parents who are obliged to
seek work under the new workforce participation obligations. Increases
will be provided for Outside School Hours Care (84,300 places), Family
Day Care (2,500 places). However funding is only 23.7 million in 200506 with the bulk of the expense in the fourth year of the program – does
this mean demand will continue to exceed supply pushing up prices for
existing places?
16 http://www.workplace.gov.au/workplace/Pages/ContentPage.aspx?NRMODE
=Published&NRORIGINALURL=/workplace/Category/SchemesInitiatives/
WorkFamily/Childcare.htm&NRNODEGUID={CA30D93D-8F90-420DB998-CC830FF1B21}&NRCACHEHINT=Guest#examples_of_employer_
sponsored_child_care - SAAB Systems Pty Ltd
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17 And encouraging participation by women is also better for women’s health as
demographic studies of 40,000 Australian women from 1996-2016 is showing
(Selina Mitchell, The Australian 15 September).
18 The National Centre for Vocational Educational Research (NCVER 2002)
reports that ‘the requirements for skills in Australia are changing rapidly,
reflecting the economic and social impact of developments in the world
economy
19 As a general rule, the greater the pre-July 1983 portion, the more tax effective
the payment will be as a whole and the greater the incentive to leave before
age 65.
20 ABS Taxation Revenue Catalogue Australia Number 5506.0.
21 For example in NSW, where the exemption applies to businesses with a

wages bill of less than $50,000 per month, the business could employ 10
or more workers on good wages without the fi nancial and administrative
costs of payroll tax.
22 In the broad occupation group managers and administrators, 47% were
aged 45-64 years in 2003-04, followed by 38% in advanced clerical and
service workers, and 37% (666,400 people) in the professionals group.
Year Book Australia, 2005 Labour Article - Mature age workers
23 Declining from 4.3 per cent of GDP in the early 1990s to 3.5 per cent in
2003-04.OECD, Education at a Glance, OECD Indicators, 2004, p238.
24 I share the concerns of the Australian Industry Group that payment incentives
to employers for New Apprenticeships are being misallocated away from the
traditional high skill trades to the hospitality and retail sector (because these
courses are shorter and cheaper) AIG, Contemporary Apprenticeships for the
21st Century
25 The 2005 Certified Agreement between Smorgon Steel and the AWU
provides for training “with particular focus on skill demands and career path
opportunities within the enterprise”.
26 AIG, Contemporary Apprenticeships for the 21st Century
27 ht tp : / / w w w.d est .gov.au / NR / rd on ly res / 399DB767- EDFA - 4E 43 - B 0 E C 3F62EFFE169F/4269/part4.pdf
28 Bill Shorten, “An alternative vision for Australia”, http://www.awu.net.au/
national/speeches/1116217916_6409.html
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Louise McBride

In a series of articles in 2005 in The Australian, tax lawyer
Louise McBride argued that the top tax rate should be cut
initially to 30 per cent, to bring it in line with the corporate
tax rate; that under the current tax rates the people responsible for the bulk of individual savings and investments are
hit by punitive tax rates; and that the “plethora of available
deductions only makes the tax system even more complex,
distorts investment decisions and undermines economic
efficiency”. Louise McBride is an adviser to the Board of
Taxation and a director at Grant Samuel. To elaborate on her
views on tax reform, Louise McBride addressed The Sydney
Institute on Wednesday 28 September 2005.
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TAX REFORM: WHAT
SHOULD BE DONE?
Louise McBride
I didn’t come to tax reform because I had a philosophical view on
progressive versus portional tax. Nor did I arrive at this point because
I wanted to see the rich get richer. Nor because I had done any deep
study of treasury’s figures and found the top 5 per cent of individual
taxpayers pay about a quarter of the tax take from individual’s and
receive fewer benefits than they did a generation ago. In other words
they pay more than their fair share of tax in return for the services
they receive
No, I got to this point because as a tax practitioner I have seen
almost every scheme known to man and God and then some. I got to
this crossroad where I decided it would be better for me to lose my job
than allow the system to remain in its current state of chaos. It’s a pity
our politicians don’t feel the same way.
You see, more than a decade ago, I worked on a deal where a
billion dollars, that’s right one billion was sent around in a circle via
several jurisdictions. No-one was employed other than tax lawyers
and merchant bankers, no widget was manufactured, but several tax
jurisdictions gave credits for taxes that hadn’t actually been paid, thus
reducing a tax liability for the “entity” in question. Ah yes, the virtual
world of rarefied tax deals. Nothing illegal was done, it was all within
the letter and the spirit, well sort of, of the various Tax Acts that were
utilised, and given the size of the amount, it wasn’t hidden from the
view of the Tax authorities. In other words, it was not fraudulent or
criminal in nature.
Oh yes, it was clever, it weaved in and out of several tax codes. Oh
yes, it was a buzz. Momentarily you felt like a master of the universe
creating a loop hole through tightly drafted legislation, thousands of
pages of it - designed specifically to stop transactions of this type. But
while everyone else was celebrating beating the tax man at his own
game, I started to contemplate what it would take to get people to
pay their taxes and to stop employing people like me to manage their
affairs.
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I began to ask questions, lots of them to fi nd out if there was such
a thing as taxpayer compliance. Like the Laffer curve, when did you
reach that optimal point where people who can manage there affairs
effectively, preferred to pay their taxes rather than pay me to structure
their affairs.
Now, I am not suggesting this research follows scientific protocol;
I certainly don’t have a control group, nor a research group’s standard
size sample study and this certainly isn’t a costed analysis. What this
is based on is observation and lots of hands-on experience – 20 years
of it as a commercial lawyer specialising in tax based fi nance.

What my study found
Rich people do pay tax somewhere in the world but they often
choose to pay their taxes in the jurisdiction with the lowest rates, so
not here. Unless of course you have a lot of deductions to reduce the
marginal rate of tax to something more palatable.
By the time you pay tax in the lower taxing jurisdiction plus all the
advisors for setting the system up and administrating it on an ongoing
basis, it’s extremely difficult for an Australian resident taxpayer to
get an effective (let’s call it synthetic) tax rate below 22-24 per cent,
depending on how aggressive the taxpayer wants to be.
Tax lawyers and accountants are regarded by the rich as a
necessary evil, a bit like spiders, you put up with them if you live
somewhere where there are a lot of fl ies.
Everyone with any experience knows the tax man never dies, a bit
like the abominable snowman or terminator, “he will be back”. So if
the opportunity presented itself to pay taxes and sleep well in a terminator-free zone taxpayers would leap at the chance. In other words,
when the cost of compliance equates with the cost of tax planning,
people prefer to pay their taxes. After all, they can rid themselves of
two vile creatures in one go, the tax man and the tax advisor.
Of course there is the old argument – “look at Hong Kong that has
had a flat tax of 16 per cent since 1947 and people still try to minimize
tax by running money through the offshore islands and reducing the
rate to between 10-14 per cent.” But Hong Kong doesn’t have mature
anti-avoidance legislation, nor does it have an aggressive approach to
compliance. We have a very different culture. Part IVA of the Income
Tax Assessment Act, 1936, (“Part IV”) was introduced to retrospectively deal with aggressive tax schemes, but there are countless other
anti-avoidance sections contained in the Act, like the sections dealing
specifically with: dividend streaming, franking credit schemes, sales
and lease backs, bad debts, prepayment schemes, inter entity loss
manipulation, trust losses and share buy backs. The list goes on.
There are in fact, 36 specific anti-avoidance provisions (excluding
those that relate to GST) which are supplemented by the provisions in
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the Crimes Taxation Offences Act relating to fraudulent evasion. We
have also had a number of high profi le tax cases where the Commissioner of Tax’s approach (the “Commissioner”) has been upheld by
the courts.
In short, the well funded audit arm of the Australian Taxation
Office (“ATO”), the broadly drafted and widely interpreted
anti-avoidance legislation, the willingness of the ATO to litigate transactions they don’t like (even if the litigation runs for years and doesn’t
have a high prospect of success), the popular press’ attitude to good
corporate citizenship, combined with the Australian Courts’ current
culture of applying a substance not form approach to tax legislation,
means we have seen significant behaviour modification since the heady
days of the late 1970/early 1980s, when tax avoidance was de rigueur.
Rigorous anti-avoidance provisions have altered the level of
taxpayer compliance and resulted in increased tax collections,
especially from companies, but not enough. Tax shelters and timing
benefits are not worth the trouble when the tax rate/cost of compliance roughly equates with the cost of tax planning. But tax shelters
and people like me start to look very attractive once the rate gets above
35 per cent. When rates reach above 40 per cent, mass marketed tax
minimisation investments look worth a go and when you get to 48.5
per cent (including the Medicare levy), well, it’s open season in tax
avoidance territory.
Don’t believe me? This empirical evidence may not be the most
authoritative form of research, but in 1995 when I commenced my
enquiry Michael Carmody, the then Commissioner of Taxation, reaffi rmed the government’s commitment to attacking tax avoidance by
Australia’s richest people.
Again on 24 February 1997, Carmody said much the same thing,
this time it was to involve examination of the tax arrangements used
by a list of 100 people to achieve lower tax and possible reform of the
law, should this prove necessary. To quote Michael Carmody “the
integrity of the tax system relies on us dealing with this”. When you
consider that, at the time, the ATO statistics stated that only 571 individuals in the whole of Australia earned taxable income of more than
$1 million per year, it was difficult for me to get my head around how
even a Blitz Kreig carried out on every single one of those taxpayers
would restore the integrity of the Tax system.
Fast forward to banner headlines 18 June 2005 screaming “Hunt
for Tax Frauds”; “More than 100 rich Aussies face questioning in
the ATO’s blitz to recover $300 million in lost revenue”. What has
changed in 10 years – nothing? The tax planning industry is still one
step ahead of the Commissioner and Treasury.
The scheme referred to in the press in June 2005 was a scam.
Unsophisticated, it really amounted to fraud, and was not dissimilar
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to the bottom of the harbour tax schemes of the late 1970s, schemes
which led to the introduction of Part IVA. Whereas the tax structure
that started me on my research trail was tax minimisation or planning,
or at worst, possibly avoidance. That is, it was legal and relied on case
law interpretation of tax legislation and the wording of the law itself. It
was not tax evasion, which put simply, is a structure that is fictitious;
illegal and involves activity that is potentially criminal.
I fi nd it extraordinary that since Part IVA was enacted in 1981,
(the anti-avoidance provision of last resort) there have been 370
separate Amending Acts of Parliament to tighten up the Income
Tax Act, excluding the new criminal penalty regime, to deter the
promotion of tax avoidance and tax evasion schemes and we still have
headlines about tax cheats.
Something is seriously wrong with the tax system and it is far more
deep-rooted than a few rich individuals not paying their tax. After all,
if tax schemes were only entered into by the 3 per cent of taxpayers
the Treasurer says will pay the top personal tax rate from 2006, tax
avoidance wouldn’t be such a headache for Michael Carmody. I am
sure the miners in Kalgoorlie don’t fall into the Treasurer’s defi nition
of millionaires, the only ones the Treasurer feels will benefit from
further reductions in the top tax rate. Maybe it’s time to get to the
bottom of why these people feel so disenfranchised that it’s their right
to avoid paying as much tax as possible.
For a start, people feel their rates are just punitive and the fact is,
the marginal rates of tax are, which leads people to search for every
available deduction to bring the rates down. So even though I am
reliably informed by the Assistant Treasurer and the Minister for
Revenue that a person from 1 July 2006 would need to earn $104,000
before they would pay a 30 per cent tax rate, most taxpayers on this
income actually pay a much higher effective rate than that. What the
Assistant Treasurer doesn’t say is that as taxpayers come off benefits,
their effective tax rate increases quite rapidly so someone earning
income of $104,000 would have an EMTR of 42 per cent.1
An effective marginal tax rate of 42 per cent on income of
$104,000 is internationally uncompetitive so in an effort to avail
themselves of every deduction and loop hole, taxpayers engage tax
agents, or, if there is enough money at stake, tax lawyers like me to
reduce their tax bill. It is our job to minimise the tax bill, otherwise
we don’t get paid. Once again this empirical evidence is based on
my practice as a tax lawyer for nearly 20 years, so I am open to being
proved wrong, but in my experience I have never found a rich taxpayer
who cares less about the last dollar they earn than the fi rst. This view
is supported by better research than mine Lachlan Chipman in a
recent paper found “the argument of declining marginal utility of the
income sacrificed as incomes rise” to be a flawed argument.2
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Whenever I am told, somewhat incredulously, that this isn’t right,
that we have a social conscience, I usually use the following example.
No-one would seriously suggest that it was unfair that Ian Thorpe
could swim so fast, and that to make it more equitable he should
be forced to wear lead weights while racing so lesser mortals could
swim as fast and therefore feel better about their performance in the
pool. Can you imagine what Thorpe would say if this suggestion was
seriously put to him? He would say, but I get up at 4am, I swim 15
kms, I do 1000 tumble turns a day; I then go to the gym and have a
run before returning to the pool to do another 15 kms, then I go home
to bed at 9pm. I have no social life, I am too busy racing and training
to be the best. Oh, we would say, that’s fair enough, maybe you should
be allowed to swim that well. After all, you work hard at it.
So why do we think the same principles don’t apply to income tax?
How have we been conned into thinking that those who earn a lot
of money, in particular the corporate executive, don’t deserve it and
somehow should be penalised with punitive tax rates just so others
who chose not to train as hard or may be not as talented, can catch
up to them? Clearly as humans we have strong feelings of envy which
“make it attractive for politicians to promise to soak the rich in order
to fi nance their policies”.3
What politicians forget or choose to ignore is that the human
instinct for survival is just as strong as traits of envy and resentment.
It clicks in when government seeks to take almost half of what people
work very hard to earn away in taxes. Possibly this could explain why
the American Historian John Witte was able to demonstrate there is
no evidence that income tax legislation has operated to significantly
redistribute wealth.4 In fact the disparity between the rich and the
poor has continued to increase in the past 40 years in every jurisdiction in spite of tax systems that supposedly operate to redistribute
wealth.
The current Australian federal government, even more so than its
predecessors, has been enthusiastic in its condemnation of demands
for increased wages. Perhaps if income earners were able to keep more
of what they earned, the pressure on wages would be alleviated. As
it is when wages are negotiated, this is done in the knowledge of our
progressive income tax system. Wage demand for skilled workers is
justified in terms of take home amounts. Ditto Boards of Directors
defend high executive salaries on the grounds that the higher marginal
income tax rates here and the level of income at which those rates
cut in, make it essential to pay high salaries to executives if they are
to retain them in a globally competitive world.5 This suggests the
“gross wages and salaries paid to highly skilled, highly remunerated
employees are higher than they would otherwise be if those employees
were not subject to higher marginal taxation rates”.6
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As it is, to keep what you earn, you need to avail yourself of the
plethora of available deductions contained in the Tax Act. These
deductions distort investment decisions which are costly in terms of
economic efficiency and become so entrenched in the system, they
continue beyond the time when they are useful. Taxpayers spend
millions of dollars on tax professionals to ensure they best exploit
every available deduction and Governments are continually lobbied
by parties who consider that their particular activity is worthy of a
tax concession.7 Worse, this leads to an enormous amount of complex
tax legislation that is both difficult to understand - in fact, I would go
so far as to say impossible to make sense of and ridiculously costly to
administer.
Tax deductions only reduce the marginal rate of tax, so why not
significantly lower rates and have with fewer concessions? If it were up
to me, I would endeavour to follow the Hall and Rabushka model of
a flat 19 per cent rate of tax for companies and individuals alike with
a high tax free threshold (in their model $25,500 for a family of 4 in
1995 but rising with the cost of living).8
If we had a low flat rate of tax, we might even manage some
transparency in the system. After all, everyone would pay the same
rate so tax would stop being like buying an airline ticket. We all know
not everyone flying in the same class has paid the same airfare. It
depends on what frequent flyer program you are in, how far ahead you
purchased the ticket, whether you get a corporate rate, which travel
agent you use or who you know who works for an airline. Tax is just
the same, the better your planning the less you pay, even if you are
ostensibly in the same tax bracket as your next door neighbour.
A side benefit of a more transparent tax act would be that government would have to be more accountable for what it spends. Why?
Because at the moment it’s very hard to get a handle on how much
revenue the government collects when there are so many concession contained in the Act. Which makes it easier for the government
to allocate what it actually has in its coffers on pre-election “pork
barrelling”, appeasing whatever powerful lobby group it feels will help
secure that all important marginal seat. Vote buying is probably the
greatest reason politicians on both sides of the house don’t want to
upset the existing status quo and overhaul the tax system.
Worse, when the Tax Act is not transparent and rates are high,
it allows middle class welfare to get out of control. Why? Because,
people resent high taxes so feel they are entitled to claim whatever
they can get, again my experience as a working mother has put me
in contact with a lot of itinerant workers, bright kids who feel they
are going to pay plenty of tax in their working life, that is, once they
settle down. So why can’t they claim the dole and be paid cash for
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housework. Many of these workers are unmarried mothers who are
also claiming unmarried mothers’ benefits.
Now it’s popular to think they are only earning $100 a week so
what’s the problem, but they aren’t; they charge $20–25 per hour and
many have full-time work, so are clearing $1,000 per week, plus social
security in the form of a pension. Think I am hallucinating? Ask a few
questions, put an advertisement in the paper for a nanny/housekeeper
and then after the interview request a tax fi le number or an ABN.
Then there is the well advised small business person who can
avoid the complexity of the GST by keeping legitimate business below
$50,000. It is then possible for deductions for work related expenses
to wipe out taxable income, have no costly compliance with GST and
receive cash for work that would take the business above the threshold
income. Once again I suggest the doubters put an advertisement in the
paper for a builder/ handy man /gardener and do their own research.
Now all of this just might just be tolerable given we have an “all’s
fair in love and war” attitude to taxes and the tax man if it didn’t put
an unfairly high burden on those poor bunnies, the PAYE taxpayers,
who can’t do much but continue to carry a greater and greater
percentage of the overall tax burden. Worse, once you factor into the
equation that the lower one’s legitimate income, the more likely you
are to fall under the means test level for family benefits and other
government subsidiaries, the whole situation becomes unsustainable
in the long term.
Our tax system as it currently stands is breeding an attitude of
entitlement: I have paid taxes all my life – well give and take a bit of
cheating, so I am entitled to claim whatever I can get in the way of
the old age pension, family assistance and Medicare benefits. If that
means spending my superannuation on a world trip after my retirement or giving significant gifts to my children, well so be it. It’s my
right as a citizen to be supported by the State in my old age because of
the horrendous taxes I have paid all my working life.
Now my cynicism might sound a bit over the top had I not done
so much work for several of the larger superannuation funds and been
a trustee of the biggest pension fund in the country. The disturbing
truth research found about people’s attitude to saving for retirement
was a belief that the government had some obligation to look after
them in old age, almost like long service entitlement, in return for all
the taxes they have paid during their working lives.
Horror crosses people’s faces when you say no, paying tax is not
like putting money into a bank account for you to withdraw plus
interest in retirement. It is meant to pay for the social services you
consume during your working life. You have an obligation to provide
for yourself in retirement. “Provide for oneself” that appears to be a
concept that went out in the 1950s.

46

TAX REFORM: WHAT SHOULD BE DONE?

What is wrong with this society that we have come to expect our
children and their children to pay higher and higher rates of tax to
provide for an aging population? Politicians tell us that today there is
one retiree for six people employed in the work force but by 2020 it
will be one in three. Even the innumerate can see this situation is not
sustainable – we have to start thinking about the long term impact tax
rates have on people’s behaviour.
The only way I can see of getting people to kick the dependence
habit is to allow them to keep more and more of what they earn so
they can take responsibility for themselves and how they spend their
money. We all know everyone is more careful spending money they
have worked very hard to earn, than spending other peoples money.
That’s an easy piece of research for anyone in this audience to do.
One of the most significant texts I read during my research was
a work by Sir Roger Douglas the former Treasurer of New Zealand
in the Lange Government entitled Unfinished Business.9 In this book
he said he had been a third generation Labour party politician who
initially thought that the best way to solve a problem was to throw
money at it until he witnessed fi rst hand, how such benevolence on
the part of the State robbed the individual of their dignity, making
perfectly capable types hopelessly dependant on handouts. What he
came to realise was the best way to help people was not to throw more
money at them, it only made the problems worse for the disadvantaged. No, the best way to help the less well off was to give them back
their self respect and encourage them to take responsibility for themselves. In my view he is right.
Finally, my experience as a “go between” the tax man and the
taxpayer has been that when there is inconsistent application or
capricious behaviour on the part of the administrator, the tax payer
feels justified in behaving badly as well. Tax avoidance becomes akin
to a blood sport. Of course, it goes both ways because the worse
the taxpayer behaves, the more fickle the tax man, which leads to a
virtuous circle of tax internecine warfare between the ATO and the
taxpayer with the tax advisor shouting encouragement from the side
lines.
In short, my study was an extremely depressing exercise. The
higher the rates the greater the incentive to avoid tax. The greater the
incentive to avoid tax the more complex the tax web becomes. The
more complex the tax web the greater the need for people like me,
which means no matter how tight the drafting, there is always a hole.
It just depends on how determined you are to fi nd and exploit it.
So what’s the solution? Well I did contemplate killing myself after
attending a two day intensive retreat to discuss yet more drafting
changes known in Treasury as “coherent principals” without any
discussion of coherent editing. My God! If they are coherent prin-
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cipals and the 40 delegates, all highly experienced tax practitioners,
couldn’t agree on what the hell they meant, what hope do the uninitiated, defi ned in the Act as “You” the taxpayer have?
But if I did kill myself out of sheer depression caused by the state
of our tax system, what fate would befall my two children? They
would either end up tax evaders, migrate or be sold into slavery trying
to pay for a generation that didn’t take responsibility for itself because
it expected the government would do so in return for the unfairly high
rates of tax they paid, and a government who put tax reform in the too
hard basket because it is politically difficult to sell.
So my solution is a simple Tax Act. How to achieve that? Have as
few concessions as possible in the legislation, which means if you don’t
want a taxpayer revolt like the peasants under the ancient regime in
pre-revolutionary France, you must have a very low rate of tax and if
it’s low for some, it has to be low for everyone, otherwise it’s not a level
playing field and that old Darwinian attitude starts to creep back. The
research on optimal rates varies but the conclusions are always the
same, lower taxes result in greater productivity and less tax minimization activity. If you collect less, and there is no empirical evidence this
is the case,10 because every jurisdiction that has drastically reduced tax
has ended up collecting more revenue, then of course social spending
has to be cut. However, if you allow people to keep more of what they
earn, then you give them back responsibility for their destiny. The
government stops playing God and can’t be so profl igate in its pork
barrelling pre elections.
Throw the current Tax Act out; it’s not worth saving. Lower taxes
so the cost of paying tax more or less equates the cost of planning
to minimise it, level the playing field, make the Act transparent by
allowing the individual to understand it, and let people keep at least
80 per cent of what they earn, everyone except those in my profession,
would be so much better off.
Hall and Rabushka11 have been modelling a flat tax for over a
quarter of a century. They have successfully designed a simple tax
form rewritten the American Internal Revenue Code and worked
out all the practical details of transitioning from the current complex
American tax system to a fair flat tax which on their modelling raises
the same amount of revenue as the US Federal Treasury currently
collects under the existing tax system. The Adam Smith Institute
in England have undertaken similar modelling and found that a flat
22 per cent rate of tax on income and a personal allowance (tax free
threshold) of £12,000 (A$28,000) would benefit all income groups.
The poorest third of the population would save about 9 per cent of
their income in lower taxes. It would also remove 10 million people
from the UK income tax net and leave the UK Exchequer with the
same amount of revenue.12 Better still, Estonia actually introduced
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a flat tax of 26 per cent in 1994 and has since enjoyed rapid growth,
paid off its national debt and the government has just cut the rate to
20 per cent of all incomes.
The moral of the story is it can be done if we start to think
outside the square and demand that our politicians bite the bullet
and implement policy that in the long term will better provide for
everyone, especially the next generation.
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LOSING IT: LABOR IN
OPPOSITION BEFORE AND
AFTER MARK LATHAM
Annabel Crabb
My book Losing It is a story about Labor in opposition, and a
theory about the elements which keep it there. It is not intended as a
complete history of the period. It may if things go badly for Labor and
the party remains in opposition for another decade, prove to be a very
incomplete history indeed.
Books about parties in opposition have none of the flash and
swagger of books about parties in government. Books about governments are marvels of mechanism; how decision A was made thanks
to a deal between Ministers B and C; how tycoon D met secretly with
the Prime Minister to orchestrate the thwarting of tycoon E, staring
down the opposition of Ministers F and G. Books about oppositions
instead have as their meat and bread a battleground much more
personal, often more bloody, and from which a purpose is invariably
harder to divine.
After all, in government the prizes are there for the viewing; fights
are won and a road is built, or is levied, or a pensioner gets $200 in
her pocket. In opposition, the prizes are intangible, always shifting, a
chimera of promise rather than an identifiable gain. In opposition, it is
commonplace to fight tooth and nail over a policy for months, only to
see the fi nal grizzled compromise disappear entirely at the ballot box
with a stroke of the unfeeling electorate’s pencil. In the darkest days of
opposition, fights about internecine issues can cannibalise and replace
fights over policy entirely.
Electoral success quickly salves the pain of opposition and bathes
its practitioners retrospectively in the forgiving roseate light of genius.
Failure makes idiots of them all, which is why courage in opposition is
all the rarer. What this book attempts is a description of the forces that
have gripped the Labor Party in the years since the Australian electorate doused the lights on Paul Keating’s government. It documents
some of the bigger decisions the party made and tries to make sense
of its leadership changes. It charts also the party’s sloughing-off of its
ties to the Hawke/Keating years, and argues that in the fi nal phase of
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the Keating Government can be found the seeds of Labor’s current
difficulty.
Bob Hawke won power in 1983 for the same reason every
incoming government since World War II has won power: because
the existing government had failed. Inflation was above 10 per cent.
So was unemployment. So were interest rates. For more than half a
decade, the then treasurer John Howard’s efforts to free up the overregulated, over-protected Australian economy had been regularly
stymied in Cabinet by the “Mulga Mafia” – the National Party
stalwarts Doug Anthony, Ian Sinclair and Peter Nixon.
Hawke and his new treasurer Paul Keating, running a Labor
government in an era of high unionisation, had as much to benefit as
anyone from the existing cosy arrangement which rewarded inflexible
working conditions and high wages with the protection of inefficient
manufacturing enterprises through economic protectionism. Realising
that this situation was terminal for a globally vulnerable economy
like Australia’s, the pair not only had the cheek and the charisma to
attempt its termination; they had the mechanism to pull it off.
The Accord, originally the brainchild of Bill Hayden whom
Hawke replaced as leader less than a month out from the 1983 election
campaign, gave the union movement a seat in the inner councils of
government in return for wage restraint. For Hawke and Keating,
however, the accord was much more than a wages agreement. Its
presence allowed Hawke and Keating to venture on to ground long
considered alien to social democrats. They embraced the market.
In quick step, they floated the dollar, de-regulated the banking
system and bleached the federal budget of its lingering Keynesian tint.
Margaret Thatcher, who met Keating during this period, wrote that
she found him “refreshingly orthodox on fi nance – a far cry from the
British Labour Party”. The Hawke Government embraced privatisation, and reversed the preference for universality established by its
recent forebear Gough Whitlam; university fees, for instance, were
reintroduced and the welfare system trimmed.
For Labor, what Hawke and Keating did was revolutionary,
and for Labor, out of character – the incorporation of global market
realities into a social democratic system of government. And it was
all done long before the American political Svengali Dick Morris ever
uttered the word “triangulation”.
These decisions served to guarantee the Hawke government’s
immediate future, but their slow-burning political effect guaranteed trouble down the track. The sacrifice of inefficient industries
necessarily involved the sacking or retrenchment of manufacturing
employees, who were traditionally Labor voters. The subsequent
decline in union membership has not only damaged the party’s
fundamental pool of campaign funds and campaign workers, but has
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condemned organised labour to a political irrelevance which in turn
exposes Labor itself to ridicule, as former leader Simon Crean would
wearily attest.
The beneficiaries of the new opportunities restructuring created,
meanwhile – the army of electricians, plumbers, and contractors
who found themselves released from restrictive workplace practices
and free to name their own price as small business people – also
found themselves free to vote Liberal, as many duly did in 1996. The
Howard Government’s deregulation of the workplace after 1996 did
not – as Labor hoped – anger vast tracts of workers and bring them
back into the Labor fold. Instead, it created interested new groups of
Coalition voters.
Removing Australian workers from the protection of the industrial
relations system and plugging them directly into the economy as
contractors and small business people had two important effects; fi rst,
they were more likely to become employers themselves, and second,
they became even more sensitive to movements in interest rates.
Whilst compiling this book, I came across some fascinating
research material commissioned by the Liberal Party in mid-2004,
which neatly described the group of people described as “soft Labor
voters” whom they hoped to win – and keep – away from Labor.
“These people come from traditional blue collar, Labor voting households, but have discovered that they can acquire wealth through hard
work and enterprise,” the study concluded:
They are supportive of the Labor Party because of family voting traditions, a belief in the government providing services, and a basic mistrust
of big business. On the other hand, they have learned that hard work
and enterprise yields much greater rewards than collective bargaining
for notional wage rises. This leads them to be sympathetic to the Liberal
cause. Typically, these voters are tradespeople who have discovered the
fi nancial benefits of self-employment and contracting. They are generally
aged 30-50, with families, own their own home with a mortgage, and
run a small home-based business. They rely on good essential services
to support their family – good public schools, access to hospitals and
GPs, reliable essential services – they are more trusting of government to
provide these services.

“The economy creates demand for their services, and they can
earn as much as they like during periods of high demand for skilled
labour,” the Liberal research advised. “If the economy goes bad, their
job security is threatened, their income falls, and interest rates go up,
putting enormous pressure on their fi nances because their mortgage
situation is very tight. This is why they lean towards Labor but fear
that their own situation would deteriorate quite rapidly if Labor gets it
wrong on the economy.”
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This is Labor’s reformist paradox, a political game called “Heads:
You Win, Tails: We Lose”. To win government, Labor nearly always
needs to convince a suspicious Australian electorate that it can handle
the Australian economy better than its opponents (and given the
electorate’s historic preference for the Coalition in this area, victory
usually arrives on the back of a tired or disgraced conservative government). But the beneficiaries of economic success are apt to desert the
party they once supported, while its victims feel themselves deserted
by a party they used to trust.
This was Labor’s dilemma in the 1980s and 1990s, and its knockon effects have in the years since Keating’s defeat buffeted fi rst Kim
Beazley, then Simon Crean, then Mark Latham. Now Beazley faces
the paradox again. Interestingly, it was a difference of views about the
treatment of the Hawke/Keating reformist legacy that seems to have
prompted some of the early differences between Kim Beazley and
Mark Latham, which grew and twisted into the poisonous contempt
we’ve seen exposed in recent weeks.
In his 1998 publication Civilising Global Capital, Latham delivered
an implicit dig at his leader, who had the previous year announced
that Labor in government would freeze tariffs in the car and textiles
industries and re-regulate the workplace. Latham wrote:
There is something frightfully immoral about those in public life who
know full well that the past is undeliverable yet, because the electorate
sometimes seeks shelter from insecurity by reviving impressions of how
society used to be, they still proceed to throw back to the policies of
the past and hold out false hope for the way in which nostalgia might
somehow resolve the problems of the present.

The Latham Diaries reveal a far more muscular account of their
author’s impatience with Beazley and with Simon Crean. An entry
given for 3 March 1997, is a long howl of outrage over an interview
Beazley, Evans and Crean had given to the Business Review Weekly
outlining their amended approach to tariff protection. “Beazley and
co have gone back to the caveman policy of propping up producer
interests, at a huge cost to taxpayers and consumers,” Latham writes.
“This is the mug’s game that Keating used to talk about; businesspeople who reckon the world is full of bludgers and hippies, yet want
the taxpayers to subsidise their company to the eyeballs, then trot off
to vote for the Coalition. Social welfare is bad. Industry welfare is
wonderful.”
But Gary Gray, the then national secretary of the ALP, told me
that his inaugural argument with Latham was in mid-1996, over the
issue of competition policy, where he claimed Latham was guilty of
exactly the same vacillation.

THE SYDNEY PAPERS SUMMER 2006

55

He recalls Latham – as Labor’s competition spokesman - giving
a speech that promised to knock the harsher edges off competition
policy.
After reading the speech, Gray telephoned Latham and says the
younger man argued that Labor needed publicly to adopt a softer
approach on competition policy, while privately maintaining a hard
line. “It was the fi rst time we really crossed swords,” Gray told me.
“And it was just the fi rst step of the massive economic inconsistencies that are Mark Latham. Politically, he wants to play both options;
being an economic rationalist and saying the right things to the public
sector unions.”
The dispute was to poison the Gray/Latham relationship irreparably, as it turns out. When, later on, Gray was the recipient of alleged
complaints about Latham’s behaviour after-hours, his decision to
go to Gough Whitlam with the allegations sealed Latham’s hatred.
But the in-house argument for the ALP in the 1990s about whether
to maintain or discard the hard line on tariffs and competition
exemplifies one of the perennial problems of opposition. Where is
the fun in advocating tough measures when you are not in a position
to implement them, let alone reap the benefits of prudence? Much
easier to drift into the comfort of nostalgia, holding out the soothing
promise of relief.
In the end, the failure to resolve a clear position on these matters
had the effect of removing Labor entirely from the playing field.
Labor’s absence from the economic argument allowed the Howard
Government, in the early 2000s, to change the tenor of its government
entirely from a cost-cutting to a high-spending outfit.
Labor’s problems are far more deeply structural than the simple
inconvenience of fi nding itself in opposition. But opposition, with its
measly rewards and its tendency to focus attention on what the late
Don Dunstan called “the grubby spoils of defeat”, does tend fiercely
to exacerbate existing structural problems where the Labor Party is
concerned.
After the 2004 election campaign, Mark Latham attended a
pivotal meeting of his party’s national executive committee. On the
accounts that I received of this meeting, it was a pretty lively performance. I’ll describe it in a little detail if you don’t mind, because I think
it’s quite a pivotal moment in the Latham leadership – ie the point
at which it ceased to be viable – as well as offering a fierce but fair
analysis of Labor’s factional palsy.
Latham told the group that he had failed to recognise the problems
in his own office (he described his former chief of staff Mike Richards
as a “waste of space”), and failed to assert himself against state Labor
premiers on some of the local issues he thought had harmed Labor
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during the campaign. Latham viewed these words as a “mea culpa”.
Others – notably state premiers – viewed them as an attack.
The Australian Workers Union’s national secretary Bill Shorten,
the author of a recent article prosecuting the view that Labor needed
to break with the urban intelligentsia and their favoured themes of
the environment, refugees and multiculturalism (an argument not a
million miles from Latham’s own views) was in the room. So was the
incoming president of the ALP, Barry Jones, whose own post-election
analysis in the Fairfax press accused his own party of forgetting
about “arts, Aborigines, refugees, water, foreign affairs, women, ‘the
third age’, the ABC, science, population and immigration, trade
and industry (and) industrial relations.” (22 October 2004, The Age)
Latham, irritated beyond belief by these confl icting analyses, told
the national executive meeting that both Jones and “little Billy” were
talking “horseshit”.
Latham told the group that he accepted responsibility for the
campaign and for the Tasmanian forestry decision, but could not
disguise his frustration with the hopelessly Balkanised state of
Labor’s factional system, with which he had just spent several weeks
tangling in the resolution of his new front-bench line up. Did national
executive members realise, he asked them, that of the 88 Labor
Caucus members, 31 considered themselves to be senior factional
figures? Did national executive members understand just how difficult
it was to make decisions when there were 31 people who rated themselves as critical to the decision-making process? ‘What do you want,
a leader or a switchboard operator?’ he asked them.
Latham is absolutely correct here. For Labor, the palsy of longterm opposition has meant that the jostling for position amid a losing
side has taken the place of a party’s proper activities. The contemporary faction system that was formalised in the early days of the
Hawke Government has now crumbled into a rickety alliance of often
microscopic personality cults. Curating and placating these groups,
and treading carefully among their deeply-held hostilities, personal
hatreds and grudges going back decades, is indeed a nightmare task
for any Labor leader. It’s easy to lose track of reality.
One of my favourite stories comes from the June 2003 challenge
against Simon Crean by Kim Beazley, when Beazley’s advocates were
panic-buying votes for their candidates and Crean’s loyal lieutenants
were trying desperately to retain the waverers.
Geoff Buckland, a nondescript then senator for South Australia
who was wavering in the Beazley direction, was approached by a
senior Crean negotiator who said “Mate, let’s have a talk about what
we can do for you. I’m not sure we could get you on the front bench,
but what about if we made you deputy whip in the Senate?” To which
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the poor man helplessly replied: “But I am the deputy whip in the
Senate.
This crumbling factional system is also a stifler of merit, and
opportunity. Julia Gillard has proved popular as an alternative leader
with 42 per cent of ACNeilsen’s opinion sample in the SMH’s poll
this week. She’s also been anointed as the next Labor leader by Mark
Latham and Cheryl Kernot; in Labor terms, this sort of endorsement carries all the incipient peril of a childcare reference from serial
murderers Fred and Rosemary West. So that’s a problem.
Julia Gillard’s biggest problem, however, is that she is a member
of the Left faction which is hilariously divided into two rough halves
dedicated to thwarting each other. Gillard is of the Ferguson Left or
“soft Left”, but to some members of the “hard Left” she is the devil
incarnate, a fake leftie who must be stopped at all costs. The factional
grip on preselection is already such that in order to get into parliament, one needs a bizarrely archaic set of skills which have all to do
with securing patronage, with the feinting and dodging of factional
dealings, and nothing to do with being a decent representative for a
set of electors.
One of the most eye-popping moments in John Button’s excellent
Quarterly Essay “Beyond Belief” is his recollection of being canvassed
for preselection support by a candidate of the Left. When Button
asked the candidate why he would be good in Parliament, there was a
pause before the candidate responded that he would better be able to
organise the Left from parliament.
Mark Latham’s diaries, once you’ve nervously checked the index
and dodged the insults, actually provide one of the clearest and most
devastating accounts of what is wrong with the Labor Party. Yet
oddly enough, it was Mark Latham’s election itself which was one of
the biggest routings of the factional system; only a bare handful of
factional leaders lined up with Latham, and the most powerful were
largely ranged against him, but he prevailed nonetheless.
Of Mark Latham’s political patrons, the two most significant
– Gough Whitlam and Simon Crean – both attempted structural
reform of the ALP. It’s customary to view only Whitlam as having
been successful. But Crean, having expended boundless political
capital on refreshing his front bench with new talents and taking on a
grinding, mind numbing war over union influence, actually did win a
substantial victory in the end.
He created a situation in which the factions would fracture,
and his chosen candidate Mark Latham, despite his past erraticism,
despite the pot-shots he’d taken at half his party colleagues, could
prevail. And that is quite an achievement. The ironic part of all this,
of course, is that the result of such adventurism was the election
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of Mark Latham, whose diaries now provide arguably the greatest
possible disincentive for such risks ever to be taken again.
So – why write a book on the ALP? I had a crotchety e-mail the
other day from a friend who is a Coalition staff member, moaning
that journalists were too busy hand-wringing over the fate of the ALP
to notice the thundering successes of the Coalition. “Good luck with
your book,” he wrote. “In the meantime, we in the Coalition will sit
back, comfortable, relaxed, successful and ignored.” It’s a constant
complaint about journalists that we are more interested in failure than
success; to an extent, I think it is also a fair one. We are often more
drawn to dispute than harmony, more to the train crash than to the
smoothly-functioning hospital ward.
I wrote this book because it was commissioned, with the provisional title “What’s Wrong with the Labor Party?” And it wasn’t, I
should say, commissioned as a biography of Mark Latham; in fact,
it was started while Simon Crean was still in the leadership. And I
do think Labor’s years since 1996 are a great story because of the
human drama, disputes and the fault lines that open up in a group of
people under the pressure of profound change and frustration. The
Coalition’s years since 1996 are a great story too, but governments
are pretty guarded about their secrets whilst in power and I suspect
the Howard Government’s won’t be unlocked until Janette Howard’s
diaries are released.
The big publishing challenge I think is the defi nitive Howard
biography. With my journalist’s taste for disaster, I naturally reckon
the most intriguing chapters of that biography would concern the
years between 1984 and 1995, during which the Coalition lived in the
doldrums and John Howard, subjected to repeated frustrations and
humiliations, forged himself into the politician he is today.
Adversity is interesting, because it tests people. John Howard
is a stoic who grew stronger out of the adversity of his early career;
Simon Crean was a stoic who was dismantled by his colleagues. Mark
Latham is entirely different; a man who couldn’t stand the system and
instead tried, ultimately and futilely, to smash it.
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Eric Abetz

With a Coalition Senate majority, the Howard Government is
in a position to enact electoral reform. Senator The Hon Eric
Abetz, Special Minister of State, is one of the more influential
younger ministers of the Howard Ministry. In an important
address to The Sydney Institute on Tuesday 4 October 2005,
Senator Abetz outlined government plans for electoral reform:
covering such issues as strengthening ID for enrolments, the
timing of closure of the electoral rolls before elections, disclosure of donations, foreign donations, the role of associated
entities (e.g. trade unions and private organisations), abovethe-line preferential Senate voting and the voluntary voting
debate.
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ELECTORAL REFORM:
THE HOWARD GOVERNMENT’S
AGENDA
Eric Abetz
I commend the Sydney Institute for its role in providing a forum
to float and discuss ideas and public policy initiatives, noting that
tonight I am a beneficiary of this forum, enabling me to share with
you some of my thoughts about how the government might improve
Australia’s democracy.
In 1859 John Stuart Mill wrote that the democratic process was
the best means of preserving liberty, diversity, individuality, and civic
identity.1 Mill also regarded the democratic process as the best means
of elevating individuals to a higher state of integrity, inclusion, and
compassion.2 And I don’t think many could argue that he was wrong.
Indeed, the course of history has shown that people will fight for,
and die for, their right to such democratic representation. As Ronald
Reagan famously stated in his 1982 “evil empire” speech to the British
House of Commons (and allow me to quote at length):
Since the exodus from Egypt, historians have written of those who sacrificed and struggled for freedom… More recently we’ve seen evidence of
this same human impulse in one of the developing nations in Central
America. For months and months the world news media covered the
fighting in El Salvador. Day after day we were treated to stories and fi lm
slanted toward the brave freedom-fighters battling oppressive government forces on behalf of the silent, suffering people of that tortured
country… But on election day, the people of El Salvador, an unprecedented 1.4 million of them, braved ambush and gunfi re, and trudged for
miles to vote for freedom… They stood for hours in the hot sun waiting
for their turn to vote… A grandmother, who had been told by the guerrillas she would be killed when she returned from the polls… told the
guerrillas, “You can kill me, you can kill my family, kill my neighbours,
but you can’t kill us all.’’ 3

As an aside, Reagan’s words could just as easily be applied to Iraq
and Afghanistan as the latest battlefields for freedom and democracy.
In the same speech, Reagan said: “Democracy is not a fragile flower.
Still, it needs cultivating.”4 In the Australian context, I think it is more
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accurate to say: “Democracy is not a fragile flower. But it is a flower
which must be carefully tended.”
This is why it is important that constant attention be paid to the
Australian democratic and electoral system, and that improvements
be made where necessary. That is why, for example, following every
general election in this country, a joint and cross-party committee
of parliamentarians (the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral
Matters5) is asked to examine the operation of Australia’s electoral
system, and to recommend changes and improvements. And that is
also why, as the Minister responsible for electoral matters, for some
four years I have been carefully examining what the government might
do to strengthen our democratic system.

It has not always been this way
But fi rst, a bit on our democratic history. We all know that
Australia as a nation came into being on the 1st of January 1901, by
agreement of the majority of the citizens of Australia’s colonies at
the time. A year later, in 1902, women were given the vote, when the
Commonwealth Parliament enacted the Commonwealth Franchise Act
1902 and the Commonwealth Electoral Act 1902, which taken together
provided for a secret ballot, votes for men and women (but not for
aboriginals), and plurality (“fi rst-past-the-post”) voting for both the
Senate and the House of Representatives. In 1918 The Commonwealth
Electoral Act was comprehensively rewritten, and the new Act among
other things introduced alternative (“preferential”) voting for the
House of Representatives. Since that time, I think it’s fair to say that
the Act has governed Australia’s democracy well. This is not to say
that there haven’t been some significant improvements since then. For
example, in 1962 the Act was amended to grant all Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islanders the right to vote in Commonwealth Elections.
And in 1973, the voting age was lowered from 21 to 18. Both significant improvements to our democracy, I’m sure you would agree.
But it is an historic fact that the biggest suite of changes to the
Commonwealth Electoral Act came about in 1984, when the Labor
Party and the then Special Minister of State, one Kim Beazley, sought
not to strengthen Australia’s democracy, but rather to alter it to suit
the Australian Labor Party’s own political advantage. To quote former
Senator Graham Richardson, in his book Whatever It Takes, these
changes were made so: “…that Labor could embrace power as a right
and make the task of anyone trying to take it from us as difficult as we
could.”6
Changes such as:
• introducing prescriptive disclosure laws;
• moving to extend to seven days the grace period after an
election is called before the electoral rolls are closed;
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•

introducing a Senate ticket voting system, because, in the
words of Graham Richardson, it would “advantage Labor”7;
• And even expanding the House of Representatives by 24
seats and the Senate by 12 seats, to create, again in Graham
Richardson’s words: “a certainty that Labor would be the big
winner. The Caucus worked this out in about a minute flat,
and while some Ministers might have not liked it much this
was a very popular plan in Labor circles.”8
And while it is probably arguable today that the size of the parliament is about right, it is telling that Richardson said of this change: “it
is hard to argue that we have a better country for it”.9 Richardson goes
on to describe the way Cabinet was convinced to support the changes:
He [Beazley] was the only one of thirteen Cabinet ministers to support
an expanded parliament. Bob Hawke summoned Robert Ray and me
to the Cabinet room and told his colleagues that they should listen to
us before rejecting the plan…For forty minutes we gave the Cabinet an
unassailable case (couched in terms, of course, of militant self-interest)
and as we got up to leave, Hawke summarised the proceedings by saying,
“Well, we’ve heard from the boys. I take it that it’s unanimous that we
support the proposal now.”10

So, according to Graham Richardson, one of Labor’s most significant power-brokers, there was one reason and one reason only why
Labor changed Australia’s electoral system. And it wasn’t to improve
or strengthen our democracy.

The case for change
Tonight I intend to outline a number of aspects of Australian
electoral law where I believe improvements can be made, and what I
believe those changes should be. I am aware that the Joint Standing
Committee on Electoral Matters (JSCEM) received over 200 submissions for their Inquiry into the conduct of the 2004 federal election
and matters related thereto.11 I am looking forward to receiving and
considering their report. Tonight, I will be outlining my views on
electoral reform, which have been developed over my four-plus years
as Minister. Some proposals I lay on the table tonight I do so in
the interests of generating a full and open debate; others, I will be
advocating to my colleagues in order that they be approved as official
government policy. Still others, of course, are already long-held
Government policy.
1. Strengthened ID for enrolment, provisional votes and
voting on polling day
It has often been claimed that one of the biggest problems with our
current electoral system is that there is no requirement for a voter to
prove their identity when casting a vote. I am attracted to the view that
production of identification is not burdensome and would enhance the
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rigour of our electoral system. While there is little evidence of bogus
voting or multiple voting, there is evidence of fraudulent identities on
the electoral roll. That is why, before considering the requirement for
evidence of identity on polling day (and the practical identification
issues this offers to voters, including the potential delays and the need
for extra AEC staff on polling day) the fi rst consideration must be to
address the integrity of the electoral roll.
There can be no doubt that there is no more fundamental underpinning of our democracy than the need to have an accurate roll. Let
me be clear: by and large the Australian electoral roll is accurate. But
in my view, not accurate enough.
For example, in February 2004, the Australian Electoral Commission carried out a Full Habitation Review (FHR) of the Federal
electoral division of Isaacs in order to sample the accuracy of the
electoral roll.12 This review found that some 89.17 percent of electors
were enrolled at the correct address. That is, less than 90 per cent
of those electors enrolled in Isaacs at the time of the review were
correctly enrolled. If this level of inaccuracy were replicated across the
nation (and there is no reason to believe that it isn’t) then disturbing
questions about the ability of inaccurate and fraudulent enrolments to
affect our election results arise.
Also of concern is the fact that some 27,000 voters who cast
provisional votes at the 2004 Federal election – and had their votes
accepted into the count - were subsequently unable to be put on the
electoral roll because they failed to qualify.13 In other words, 27,000
votes at the 2004 federal election were potentially incorrectly included
in the count. Currently, there are nine seats in Australia held by a
margin of less than one per cent.14 You don’t have to be a mathematician to work out that with a 10 per cent error rate in our electoral
rolls, and with an average of 180 provisional votes per seat potentially
invalid at the last election15, the potential for results in close seats to
be affected by incorrect or fraudulent enrolments or provisional votes
is significant.
And just a word on fraudulent enrolments while I am on the
subject. Labor claims there is little evidence of fraud in our electoral
roll. I agree. But the problem is, as the Shepardson Inquiry16 in
Queensland found, there is evidence of fraud. The Shepardson
Inquiry found that electoral fraud was perpetrated by some Labor
Party members in 1986, 1993 and 1996 – fraud which involved
tampering with the electoral roll – albeit to bolster the chances of
specific candidates in preselections rather than for election-day
outcomes. Labor Party members such as Michael Kaiser, a former
Queensland MLA, and now Chief of Staff to the NSW Labor
Premier, admitted to electoral fraud in exactly those circumstances.
In 2000, Karen Ehrmann became the fi rst Australian to be jailed
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for electoral fraud.17 And let’s not forget the much celebrated case of
Curacao Fischer Catt – the pet that was enrolled in the NSW seat of
Macquarie in 1990. The fraud was only discovered when a welcome
letter sent to the cat from the local MP was returned to sender.
Another serious and related issue is the potential for the roll to
be used to create false identities to help perpetrate other crimes,
including social security fraud.18 Electoral enrolment can be used to
count for 25 points for 100 points in identification checks. It is has
often been said that it is easier to get on the electoral roll than it is to
hire a video. In fact, all one has to do to get on the roll, or to change
address, is fi ll in a form, sign it, and get someone to witness it. Not
very rigorous, I’m sure you would all agree. That is why I believe
the government must move to strengthen the identity requirements
necessary to get on the electoral roll.
People seeking to enrol or change their address should be required
to produce proof of their identity, in much the same way in which
individuals are required to verify their identity when opening a
bank account. The Electoral and Referendum (Roll Integrity and Other
Measures) Bill 200419 contained a clause which would have required
electors to provide their driver’s licence number to confi rm their
identity when submitting their enrolment. Unfortunately, the Senate
amended the legislation so that people who did not have a driver’s
license would only need someone to witness the form, much as they
do now. The end result was that enrolment provisions were not
strengthened nearly enough.
The government has also previously submitted that a person
making a claim for enrolment be required to verify their identity
either through providing one of the original documents prescribed
(such as a driver’s license, birth certificate or passport) or where a
person was unable to provide identification, they would have to have
their claim for enrolment witnessed by an elector from a prescribed
class of witnesses – not just anybody eligible to be on the roll, ie, not
even necessarily anybody on the roll – as is currently the case. I am
also considering whether the 2004 proposal for proof of identity goes
far enough, or whether citizens should be required to prove their place
of address.
Finally, the issue of whether voters be required to provide proof
of their identity at the time of actually voting is something which is
worthy of further community debate.
2. Closure of the electoral rolls on the day which the writs
are issued (s.155)
Let me now deal with another mechanism to improve the integrity
of the electoral roll - one which would complement the stronger
requirements for getting on the roll which I have just discussed. As I
previously noted, the current 7-day grace period for enrolment after
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an election is called was introduced as part of Labor’s self-serving
changes in 1984.
The problem with this grace period is obvious and simple. During
the rush to enrol in the week following the announcement of a general
election, incredible pressure is placed on the Australian Electoral
Commission’s ability to accurately check and assess the veracity of
enrolment claims received. It stands to reason that in this rush to
get on the roll after the calling of an election, the level of scrutiny of
applications simply cannot be what it is during a non-election period
when the AEC receives enrolments at a much more steady pace. For
example, prior to the last election, 423,993 changes to enrolment
were processed in the close of roll period; of these, 78,816 were new
enrolments and 225,314 were changes of address.20 These were all
processed by the AEC – placing a massive additional workload on
the Commission in an incredibly short period of time. This seven day
grace period does nothing for our electoral system other than increase
opportunities for fraud and errors. Removing this grace period for
new enrolments, and limiting it to three days for a change of address,
is not designed to disenfranchise anybody, as some claim. Nor is it
a move designed to benefit the Liberal Party by preventing young
people from voting. In fact, the latest Australian Electoral Study,
which found that 41 per cent of young people voted Liberal at the last
election, compared to just 32 per cent Labor21, debunks this assertion.
One other note on young people: 17 year olds are able to
provisionally enrol, in anticipation of turning 18 – a provision the
government does not intend to change.22 And at the time of the last
Federal election, some 65,139 17 year olds had done exactly this – and
by polling day, 13,803 had turned 18 and were eligible to vote.23 The
rolls close on the day the writs are issued in Tasmania and New South
Wales (our two oldest states), and yet no-one has ever claimed that
there is a democratic deficit in those States.24 And in the Australian
Capital Territory, the rolls close fully 29 days before polling day25,
and in the Northern Territory, it is a mere 2 days after the writs are
issued.26 So what the government is proposing is not unusual, and it
is not unprecedented – indeed, it was the system for the fi rst 83 years
of our Federation. And let’s not forget that our current legislation
actually requires citizens to enrol as soon as they become eligible to
vote27, or to advise the Australian Electoral Commission within seven
weeks of a change of address.28
3. Definition of Associated Entity (s. 287)/Reporting
requirements for third parties (s. 287(1)
Let me now turn to Associated Entities. The relevant section of
the Act, S287 (1) reads: associated entity means an entity that: (a) is
controlled by one or more registered political parties; or (b) operates
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wholly or to a significant extent for the benefit of one or more registered political parties.29
This wording means that organisations that are (a) actually affi liated to a political party; (b)pay membership dues to a political party;
(c) are specifically referred to in a party’s constitution; and (D) are
given 50 per cent of pre-selection voting strength in a political party
are not deemed to be associated entities.
I speak here, of course, of elements of the trade union movement,
but the principle is clear. I’ll be charitable and say that the fact
that these groups can be so actively involved in a political party
yet escape the associated entity provision of the Electoral Act seems
an unfortunate oversight in drafting. In my mind the Electoral Act
should be amended to defi ne an “associated entity” as including any
organization which is a member of, or which is given voting rights in,
a political party.
A development of this issue is how third parties are dealt
with during non-election periods. For example, interest groups
with “charity” status spent well over $540,00030 on campaigning
during the last Federal election, according to returns submitted to
the Australian Electoral Commission. These groups included the
Australian Conservation Foundation, the Wilderness Society, the
World Wildlife Fund and the RSPCA. These groups ran campaigns
aimed, not only at influencing the policies of political parties, but also
at influencing individual votes – which, of course, is an integral part of
a vibrant democracy.
The Wilderness Society spent over $245,00031 targeting 10
marginal electorates, with a television advertising campaign calling
on the leaders of both major parties to “save” Tasmania’s forests.
In the last week of the campaign, the Wilderness Society welcomed
Labor’s forest plan while slamming the Coalition’s.32 Likewise, the
Australian Conservation Foundation spent $125,00033 during the
election campaign, declaring in the last week that Labor’s environment policy was strong and comprehensive34. Similarly, the RSPCA
spent $98,00035 on conducting a “national offensive” against what
it called the “unnecessary live export trade” which, it said, “must be
stopped”.36
During the campaign the Coalition committed to improving and
supporting the continuation of the live export trade, while ALP policy
was to give exporters five years to lift animal welfare standards, and
then consider the future of the entire trade.37 So, both the Wilderness
Society and the RSPCA were not only campaigning to influence the
policies of the major parties, they were also effectively campaigning in
favour of the ALP.
Consider also businessman Ian Melrose, who spent over $1.5m38
on his misdirected advertising campaign accusing the government
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of “stealing” oil and gas revenue from East Timor. Not only did Mr
Melrose argue publicly for a change in policy by the Coalition, he
was actually indirectly advocating a vote for the Democrats, whose
policies supported his point of view. And let’s not forget the new
online lobby group, GetUp!, who admit that their primary purpose
is to campaign against the current government39, having run antigovernment campaigns on topics such as workplace reform, voluntary
student unionism, David Hicks, and Telstra.40 The ACTU’s dishonest
campaign on workplace relations reform is another case in point.
Yet, none of these groups are required to report annually outside
of election periods, and blatantly political campaigns such as those
run by GetUp! and the ACTU escape accountability. Therefore, I am
examining an accountability regime for third parties. Given the $100
tax deductibility limit for donations to political parties, the issue of
the fairness of unlimited tax-deductability for some of these groups is
another issue to be considered. It falls to my colleague, the Hon. Mal
Brough MP, Assistant Treasurer, to determine this matter.
4. Party names
A number of submissions to the Joint Standing Committee on
Electoral Matters suggested tightening the laws governing party
registration and party names.41 These submissions mirrored the
many personal representations I received immediately after election
day 2004, especially from the seat of Richmond. Some voters were
deceived when casting their votes at the last election due to an
ambiguous party name, set up in order to garner electoral support that
would otherwise not have been forthcoming.
I refer to the Liberals for Forests party. Their tactics are the only
reason why Larry Anthony, the former Member for Richmond, is
not still a Minister in the Howard Government. At the 2004 federal
election, Liberals for Forests ran candidates in a number of Coalition
seats, mainly those held by the National Party. Liberals for Forests
booth workers wearing blue tee-shirts, with the word “Liberals”
emblazoned across the front asked voters to ‘Vote Liberal” when they
were handing out their How to Vote cards – cards which highlighted
the words “Liberals” and the Australian Flag, and which failed to
identify the party affi liation of the other candidates preferenced.42 In
this seat, Larry Anthony was defeated by 301 votes, and Liberals for
Forests polled 1,417 primary votes.
According to the Chairman of the Richmond Electorate Council
of the National Party, “following the election, a reasonable number of
people called either the Campaign office or Minister Anthony’s office
to say they were confused when they voted and thought they in fact
were voting for the Liberals, when if you followed the preference ticket
their vote ended up with Labor.”43 The government recognised before
the 2004 election and the Richmond experience that action was
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required to tighten the registration of party names to prevent voters
being deceived. Thus the party names requirement was amended last
year to ensure there would be no more cases like Liberals for Forests.44
Unfortunately, the legal advice we had at the time was that the
legislation could not be retrospective. However, whilst these changes
mean that no other groups like Liberals for Forests will be able to be
established, it is my strong view that we must do something about
Liberals for Forests to ensure they cannot again deceive voters. The
government is currently looking at the most effective way of ensuring
this can happen.
5. Increasing the declarable limit for disclosure of political
donations (s. 305B)
Now let me turn my attention to the area of disclosure thresholds
for donations to candidates and political parties. It has been over 20
years since the threshold for disclosure of political donations was fi rst
introduced, at $1,000. At the time, the Liberal Party argued that
$10,000 was a more appropriate figure.45 In 1992, this threshold was
increased to $1,500.46
The arguments in favour of lifting this threshold are clear and
unassailable. Put simply, this threshold has at a minimum been
eroded by inflation, and was much too low when originally set. It adds
nothing to Australia’s democracy other than unnecessary red tape.
Furthermore, when it is known which political party individuals or
organisations, particularly small businesses have donated to, anecdotal
evidence suggests that they are subject to pressure and intimidation.
Raising this threshold to $10,000 would not impact significantly
on the dollar amount of donations publicly disclosed, while at the
same time it would substantially reduce the administrative burden on
both the Australian Electoral Commission and our voluntary political
parties, and would also protect individuals’ and organisations’ legitimate rights to privacy. For example, in the 2003/04 year - prior to
the last federal election - 88 percent of all donations disclosed by the
ALP and the Liberal Party were donated in amounts of $10,000 or
more.47 Can it seriously be argued that these political parties would
be improperly influenced by donors who make up only 12 per cent of
their disclosable revenue? Neither is a $10,000 threshold too high by
international standards.
In the United Kingdom, the disclosure limit is 5,000 pounds – or
about $A12,000. And in New Zealand, it is $10,000 New Zealand
dollars – or about $A9,350.48 Both the United Kingdom and New
Zealand have had Labor Governments for the past number of years.49
There is of course no democratic deficit asserted in those countries
– indeed, the United Kingdom continues to be one of the world’s
oldest and strongest democracies.
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Several months ago, Labor’s Shadow spokesman for Public
Accountability, Kelvin Thomson, announced Labor’s policy for public
disclosure. Mr Thomson said:
We think there should be greater disclosure of campaign donations,
not less disclosure. So, instead of the $1500 limit, which is presently
there, we think that political donations from all sources should be
disclosed.50 [emphasis added]

That is, Labor would totally abolish the disclosure threshold. So,
under Labor, every $2 raffle ticket, even every 50 cent coin put in a
hat at a fundraiser, would have to be recorded and disclosed! This
is not simply an administrative nightmare for political parties (and
let me emphasise, this would particularly hurt smaller parties which
often do not have access to large donations), but also for the AEC and
individuals. It is in fact a totally unworkable proposal.
It would not add to Australia’s democratic system, it would
strangle it with red tape. In actual fact, the Australian Electoral
Commission spends the majority of its time working on the smallest
10 percent of donations.51 In short, the low disclosure threshold adds
nothing to the transparency of our democracy other than to increase
the administrative burden on those parties involved in it, and unnecessarily invades privacy.
6. Above the line preferential voting (schedule 1)
Thus far I have covered issues largely related to laws governing
how our democracy operates. Once again, it relates to a law introduced by Labor in 1984 which has over recent times led to some
disquiet in the community and suggestions that it has “devalued” our
democracy. That is, the issue of the Group Voting Ticket in the Senate
– introduced (in 1984), let’s remember, in the words of Graham Richardson to “advantage Labor”52.
Given the multiple member nature of Senate electorates (the
States), large numbers of candidates are invariably drawn to contest
Senate elections in each state, resulting in very large ballot papers,
and, inevitably, high informal rates (up to 10 per cent)53 due to errors
in numbering by voters. This was highlighted in the 1999 NSW State
election, where 264 candidates resulted in the so-called “tablecloth”
ballot paper. There, preference deals saw a successful candidate
elected with just 0.2 per cent of the primary vote.
Federally, things aren’t much better. For example, the New
South Wales Senate voting slip at the 2004 Federal election carried a
massive 78 names. If voters wished to individually decide the order of
their preferences, it was necessary for them to mark all 78 squares on
the ballot paper. Alternatively, they could have simply marked a “1” in
a box above the line for the party whom they wished to vote for, and
then had their preferences flow-out as the party itself decided.
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Today, most Senate voters use this system – at the 2004 Federal
election, 96 per cent of mainlanders voted above the line, while in
Tasmania, which traditionally has a higher percentage of below the
line voting, 81.2 per cent of voters still voted above the line.54
Several concerns have been expressed with this system. Firstly, it
has been argued by disaffected parties that it allows for an unrepresentative election result, with parties or individuals polling poorly on
primary votes, but still securing a Senate seat through the benefit of
party preference deals.
While I welcome the election in Victoria of the Family First
candidate, he was elected with just 1.88 per cent of the primary
vote. In fact, due to preference flows from above the line votes, the
Family First candidate was elected ahead of the Greens’ candidate,
who polled 8.8 per cent of the primary vote. This was primarily
because Labor directed preferences to Family First, not the Greens,
in Victoria. In contrast, in my home state of Tasmania, it is arguable
that the higher proportion of people voting below the line contributed
to the Greens’ candidate being elected ahead of the Family First
candidate – albeit by about 500 votes – as the so called “leakage” of
Labor preferences enabled the Greens’ candidate to sneak into the
Senate.
Of course, it is arguable that every voter who votes above the
line knows – or should know – where their preferences will flow.55
However, I suspect a significant number of voters don’t know. But
they vote above the line for convenience and to save the possibility of
an informal vote by having to number all boxes below the line. Even
if one was to vote below the line, I suggest that once past about the
fi rst five, and perhaps the last five, the rest of the preferences are just
randomly allocated. Noting it has been previously canvassed56, I am
proposing a common sense, balanced solution: preferential voting
above the line.
Voters could choose to either number all boxes below the line, or,
choose to number all boxes above the line. The result is that voters are
able to determine their own party preferences, but without the need to
number, for example, 78 boxes. Of course, if a voter wishes to vote for
an ungrouped candidate, they would still have to vote below the line.
The argument advanced by advocates of this system is that we would
have a vastly improved Senate voting system by encouraging greater
voter participation and lessening the power of the party machines. It
would also have the added benefit of consistency by requiring voters to
fi ll out every square, as on the House of Representatives ballot paper.
7. e-voting
Another area of voting practice, which has gained attention over
recent years, is how to harness Information and Communications
Technology (ICT), to improve voting facilities for citizens. Since the
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area of “e-government” was added to my portfolio late last year, I have
approached this area with heightened interest. But fi rstly, let me just
make one thing entirely clear.
The government will not be moving to enable large-scale voting for
general elections over the Internet at this stage. While the technology
may exist to do this, the arguments against it are compelling. To do so
would involve a fundamental and seismic shift in our current voting
system. Security issues (real or perceived) with large-scale Internet
voting are simply too large at this stage for Internet voting to be
contemplated by the government. But I am supporting two specific
e-voting trials, likely to be implemented at the next election.
The Australian Electoral Commission intends to undertake
optional Electronic Voting Machine (EVM) trials in 30 electorates
across Australia, particularly targeted at blind and visually impaired
electors. Such voting machines have already been trialled overseas
(such as in the United States and India) and also in the Australian
Capital Territory at their past two Legislative Assembly elections.
Largely a replacement of pen and paper, Electronic Voting Machines
have two main advantages.
The ability to reduce inadvertent informal votes by informing a
voter that they may be about to cast an informal vote, and offering
the ability to reconsider; and by offering the ability, for the fi rst time,
for blind or other disabled voters to cast their own, unassisted vote,
through the provision of voice or other technology on the machines.
Further, the AEC is considering the possibility of conducting
small-scale, trial electronic voting over internal intranets (not the
internet) to small and isolated groups of voters, such as Australian
Defence Force personnel serving overseas, and Australian voters
resident in Antarctica at the time of a general election. I hope to be
able to say more about these proposals in the near future.
8. Prisoner non-voting (s.93)
One thing we will be doing in relation to the franchise, something
we tried to achieve last year, but which was blocked in the Senate by
the Opposition and minor parties is to remove the franchise from all
prisoners serving a full-time custodial sentence (currently there is an
arbitrary three-year threshold).57
If the community, through the courts under the rule of law,
has judged an individual to have so offended against society’s laws
that they should forfeit their fundamental right of freedom by being
separated from society, then it seems passing strange that they should
retain their right to vote and a voice in the future direction of that
society.
What I am proposing on this issue is neither radical nor new. For
example, in New South Wales, any person who has been convicted of a
crime or an offence in New South Wales or elsewhere who is sentenced
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to imprisonment for 12 months is unable to vote in state elections; 58
While in Western Australia there is also a one year threshold.59 While
these states have a different threshold, to me the most logical cut-off
point for voting is any term of full-time imprisonment and that is what
the Government will be pursuing.
9. Other measures: authorisation for online political
material (s.328); divisional returning offices in electorates;
four-year terms; voluntary voting
Before I conclude, can I just briefly note and touch on some other
amendments (but not all) which I will be proposing to the Electoral
Act, but which time doesn’t permit me to examine in detail. Firstly,
it is my intention to extend the authorisation section (s.328) of the
Electoral Act to cover online political material.
The online medium is now a significant strand of media and
communications in Australia and is increasingly being used for
political campaigns. It is thus logical to extend authorisation requirements to this medium. And while I won’t pretend that this law will be
able to cover websites emanating from outside of Australia, they will at
least cover domestic sites.
Secondly, following feedback from around the country, the AEC
has agreed to maintain divisional offices in each electorate around
the country, except in places where collocation or amalgamation was
already occurring. This will be reinforced by legislation. Thirdly, can
I add that I am a long-time supporter of four-year parliamentary terms
for the House of Representatives, but only on the basis of retaining the
current nexus with the Senate. I note that a minimum of a three-year
term with a maximum of four years has gained bipartisan support.
And on this matter, can I note that currently, the average term for a
Senator is in fact closer to eight and a half years than to six.60 Such a
change cannot, of course, be undertaken without a successful referendum, and I welcome the support the idea has attracted over recent
days.
Finally, can I note that I am on the record as being a supporter of
voluntary voting. My view on this has not changed, but neither has
the government’s – that is, voluntary voting is not on the government’s
agenda.

Conclusion
Let me briefly recap and conclude.
Australia is a strong and robust democracy, governed by an
Electoral Act which has undergone some change since its inception
in 1918 – and which must continue to change to reflect the times. But
as with all things, change to such an important instrument must be
undertaken with the national interest at heart, not with party political
interest at heart.

74

ELECTORAL REFORM: THE HOWARD GOVERNMENT’S AGENDA

My approach has been to develop a fairer system – a system which
will benefit Australia’s democracy as a whole. I suggested at the start
of my speech that: “democracy is not a fragile flower. But it is a flower
which must be carefully tended.” I believe the proposals which I have
outlined tonight carefully tend Australia’s democracy.
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Timothy Latham

Norfolk Island is one of Australia’s external territories. In
2002, Janelle Patton, an Australian mainlander who had been
working on the Island for two years, was brutally murdered.
The murder shook the small Island community. Why was
Janelle Patton killed? Journalist Timothy Latham visited
Norfolk Island in the wake of the murder to make a radio
program for ABC Radio National. Later he went back to write
a book about the tragedy - Island of Secrets - and discovered a
place with more problems than the murder. On Tuesday 11
October 2005, Tim Latham addressed The Sydney Institute
to talk about what he found there.
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NORFOLK ISLAND:
HISTORY AND MYSTERY
Tim Latham
Norfolk island is a great place to go for holidays, a place of rolling
hills, of valleys and ridges and coves and pines. It’s very green and
lush and all rather un-Pacific. There are also historic ruins and of
course it has a long rich convict and mutineer history.
Unfortunately I went there not as a tourist but as a journalist. So
my experience was quite different. When I went there, I swore I would
never return – ever. I sat on the plane home, drinking a Fijian beer,
and watched the setting sun while I flew back to Sydney. I said “I’m
never going back to that place. It’s an island for tourists not journalists, a place that I’ve just survived and thank God I’m leaving.”
Back in Sydney produced a feature radio documentary and
thought I was done with Norfolk. There was no need to go back; I’d
done the story. Then the long time publisher Richard Walsh rang me
in a flurry; he talks very fast and excitedly. I didn’t know who he was
and after a while he said, “It’s Richard Walsh. We want a book of this,
it’s fantastic, it’s a gem of a story, we want a book!” Oh no I thought.
Well, I dragged it out for six months before fi nally he got me into a
contract with Allen and Unwin and I said, “Okay, I’ll go back.”
With great trepidation, I returned. You have to understand
there’s no place like Norfolk in Australia. It’s weird, it’s special, it’s
isolated, it’s a law unto itself, it has its own language, a hybrid of old
English and Polynesian which locals like to talk around you, especially
when they’re standing very close, so you can catch a couple of words
but you’re not sure what they’ve said in between. It is home to the
mutineers of the Bounty, of course and something of a constitutional
monarchy – God Save the Queen is the island anthem. When you look
at how it interrelates with Australia and the mainland, you can see
why the politicians on the committees that oversee Norfolk love to go
there, because for them I think it’s a place of wonder as well. Of great
mystery, a place tourists love. Norfolk gets 30,000-40,000 tourists a
year, its main bread and butter.
I spent a week trying to get people to talk. I had a microphone
which horrified them. They’d say, “Who are you to ask questions?”
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I would reply, “That’s right but I’m trying to talk to you about the
Island; I’m trying to talk to you about a murder.” Nobody wanted to
know me. But through incredible luck, like a journalistic god, my fi rst
visit coincided with that of the parents of the murdered Janelle Patton.
They were having their fi rst return visit to the Island since their
daughter’s murder. I managed to get the fi rst interview with them,
beating 60 Minutes which, for an ABC Radio journalist, was a great
sensation.
I went round to their place and for 45 minutes they told me their
terrible, but compelling, story, about how Janelle had lost her life on
the Island they had visited in the 1960s for their honeymoon. After
that interview I knew I had a story. But I also was confident because
I’d spent the week getting a sense and feel – perhaps an insight - into
the wonderful but weird place that is Norfolk Island.
It’s a place that’s run by what they call dem tull - that’s the Norfolk
word for gossip. It runs the Island. It’s an insidious thing that appears
to undermine everything and it lays a foundation of both fact and
fiction on the Island. Dem tull moves at incredible speed, fuelled by
local phone calls. So I would be talking to someone and within five
minutes the whole Island would say “We saw you down the road.
Why are you talking to him; what’s he got to do with your story?”
This was a sort of a world unto itself which laid the foundation for
so many myths on the Island. It was very hard for me as a journalist.
There are fantastic things in dem tull but things that I couldn’t believe.
Dem tull said all manner of things about the murder and its political
leaders on the Island. As I tried to explore and discover this Island
world, I came to realise how it works and how people communicate
with one another.
Technically, Norfolk is an external territory of Australia. That
means it’s beyond the migration zone. To get there you have to
travel with a passport. Australian citizens have to go via Melbourne,
Brisbane or Sydney International Airport. Norfolk Island has its
own Customs and Immigration. When you arrive, you get a 30 day
permit, so the maximum time I could spend there was 30 days, which
I was happy with because 30 days on Norfolk seemed like half a year
anywhere else. When you arrive, you are asked to confi rm that among
your possessions you don’t have a caravan. That’s because there’s no
camping on the Island, something I feel is very un-Australian. There
are no youth hostels on the Island and you have to sign up with a place
of residence. They like to know where you are at all times.
Numerous parliamentary inquiries have criticised the Island for
breaking any number of laws. The latest report on the Island said it
was a basket-case and unless it reformed itself immediately it would
be stripped of its powers of self-government, which are considerable.
So far, nothing’s happened about that, in part because Norfolk Island
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is off the map. It’s a place that’s out there, that doesn’t really exist in
Canberra. So there’s any number of inquiries into who it is and what
it’s doing and what it’s up to but in fact it continues along its merry
way quite happily. The locals are happy with that because there’ are
plenty of supporters of self-determination on the Island.
Canberra keeps trying to rein in Norfolk. And Norfolk keeps
successfully protecting what it already has. Many in Canberra think
it un-Australian that a part of Australia can have its own powers of
immigration. And they can vote as well. So there’s been a tension,
a political tussle which is growing. You don’t hear much about it,
but when you go to the Island it’s everywhere. The great fear of the
Island is that it will become a suburb of Canberra. You talk to people
and they say: “We’re Norfolk Island; we don’t want to be a suburb
of Canberra. We don’t want to be a part of the mainland. We want
to determine our own destiny.” That’s when you realise the blood
lines of Norfolk are very important, much more so than elsewhere
in Australia. All this I discovered as I was dashing about the Island
with my microphone in an attempt to get someone to say anything of
intrigue.
Norfolk Island is home to some wonderful Georgian architecture.
There are three major periods of Norfolk’s history. The second period
is the one many will be familiar with and that was the period Robert
Hughes wrote about, when it was the hell-hole in paradise, the place
where convicts would rather commit suicide than live. That was
the period when beautiful buildings were constructed and they’re
still there today. Norfolk Island is very much a working place. They
still run their government administration out of these old Georgian
buildings, an area called Kingston or the capital. Walking around
there, you get a tremendous sense of the history and place. You know
it’s not just for tourists. It’s easy to see into the past at the same time
as the present. And the past, on Norfolk, is everything; it’s very
important to them. Tourism on Norfolk is fuelled by those convict
years. The buildings have all been restored by locals and funded by
Commonwealth money.
In my darkest moments of writing the book, the one thing that
kept me going was that this was a good yarn. Norfolk, as a whole,
is a fantastic place. It has become an authentic story of convicts
and mutineers and the politics of fierce patriotism dictated in their
blood lines, along with antagonism towards mainland Australia. It’s
a community different from the rest of Australia, fighting to retain
its identity. A place that wants to be distinct and separate, that sees
its birth as being distinct and separate but a place that also realises
the sort of social issues that are pressures on all communities around
Australia. The Island can no longer protect itself from what it has
been. Against that backdrop, the murder of Janelle Patton happened.
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This week marks the 231st anniversary of Captain Cook’s
discovery of Norfolk Island. I’ve often thought of Captain Cook as
a pretty dull chap. Growing up in Canberra next to the suburb of
Cook, in part I thought Cook was boring because the suburb of Cook
was incredibly boring – like a lot of Canberra. I never paid much
attention to Captain Cook. Then I started this book. I realised, that
Cook discovered the “whole” Pacific. He discovered Norfolk Island,
loitering on his way to New Zealand. But the locals love this fact and
they use it extensively. They say that Captain Cook described Norfolk
as a paradise and that this is the only Island in the whole of the
Pacific that Cook described as a paradise. They have great fun with
this, it’s everywhere – like a virus, in their literature, their everyday
consciousness, everywhere you look on the Island. I was thinking of
how Cook stayed in Tahiti and that he also discovered Vanuatu and
large sections of the Pacific with sandy beaches. How could Cook
describe only Norfolk as paradise? Then I realised the Islanders were
just having us on. So that’s one myth I sorted out.
Cook himself built many myths about the Island. He thought of
Norfolk as an Island with tall pines which would be fantastic for ships’
masts. It had the flax plant at a time England was desperate for great
sail cloth. He also believed it had a great anchorage. And that laid the
foundation for how England would treat Norfolk Island when they
settled Australia in 1788. The First Fleet, with no known reconnaissance, travelled round the end of the world to Australia. As they were
bobbing around in Botany Bay, La Perouse turned up and that made
Captain Arthur Phillip very nervous. La Perouse mentioned he’d
stopped at Norfolk and that made Phillip even more nervous because
one of his instructions was to settle Norfolk Island. But Phillip
couldn’t land because it was too rough.
That immediately led to the dispatch of Phillip Gidley King
and 22 convicts and free settlers to Norfolk Island within a month
of settling Sydney Cove. From the biggest island in the world, they
went to such a tiny island in the belief that it was strategically very
important. Gidley King realised there was no place to land and
wondered what Cook had been talking about. He bobbed around the
Island for a week before he fi nally was able to land and then set about
trying to learn how to use the flax plant. Slowly it was revealed that
Cook was wrong, that the flax plant wasn’t correct for weaving. They
even kidnapped a couple of Maoris for some idea of what to do. Eventually they concluded flax was “women’s work” and abandoned any
idea of a flax industry.
But before I move to the second British settlement, let’s just
remember that as the British settlement of Norfolk was happening,
another very important event occurred. That was the mutiny on
the Bounty. It took a long time before Norfolk and the mutineers
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came together but you must realise that, as that took place, Fletcher
Christian forced Captain William Bligh off the Bounty and cruised
around the Pacific for a long time trying to fi nd somewhere to live.
He discovered Pitcairn Island, which was misrepresented on the
map and set up his life there. It was a period of terrible violence and
left just one man standing called John Adams. He became the father
of the Pitcairners. This is important because as we move through
time it’s the Pitcairners who ended up going to Norfolk. It is still
the Pitcairners to which the Norfolk Islanders are related - half the
population of Norfolk are descendents from the Bounty mutineers.
By the time John Adams was the last man standing, along with his
Tahitian wives and their offspring, 196 people could no longer live
on Pitcairn. They pleaded with Queen Victoria for a bigger island. In
1856, after the second convict settlement in Norfolk was closed down,
the Pitcairners arrived on Norfolk.
The history of Norfolk today is marked by the arrival in 1856 of
those 196 Pitcairners, God-fearing people in black suits with hats,
walking onto the convict jetties and for the fi rst time seeing buildings
they’d never seen before, great Georgian buildings. It’s there that they
set up home. It was their great belief that Norfolk Island had been
handed over to them and that Queen Victoria had said they could
have the Island and govern themselves as they did on Pitcairn Island.
That today remains in hot contention, both as to whether the Island
is theirs or whether the Island belongs to Australia, or whether it is an
external territory of Australia or whether it had to become Australian.
When you go there and scratch the surface of their politics, you realise
that, for the Pitcairn families that settled, the belief that they were
ripped off by Australia remains very strongly and underlines everything.
This is the environment into which Janelle Patton arrived.
Twenty-seven at the time, Janelle Patton had come to get away from
Sydney and have an easier life. Lots of people go to Norfolk Island to
work in the hospitality trade. Patton was there for two and a half years
and was very much a part of the community. She had relationships
with a number of people and worked in the hospitality industry. Then
she went for a walk on Easter Sunday 2002 - a regular walk. It was one
of the busiest days on the Island and there were 2700 people there.
In what police estimate was a 10 minute period, Patton disappeared
about midday. There were no eye-witnesses who came forward to her
disappearance. She simply vanished. Then, about five or six hours
later, her body was found in a public reserve. It was a crime that left
an incredible number of wounds to her body, 64 separate injuries. A
lot of people on the Island thought she was knocked on the head with
a brick but she was terribly slashed by a knife. She had a wound to the
heart, she had large gashes out of her shins, a broken pelvis, a broken
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ankle and broken ribs. She had been stabbed just beneath the eye
and she had terrible lacerations across her neck and throat. Her body
had been discarded much like a slaughtered animal, left lying under
a piece of black builder’s plastic and discovered by two New Zealand
tourists.
In a small community like Norfolk where everyone knows
everyone, an Island where people can see without being seen, to
this day no one has come forward with any information about how
Janelle Patton disappeared from the road, or where she may have
been murdered or who disposed of the body. That afternoon, as her
body lay there, there was a tremendous rainstorm and it was great
luck for the killer that this occurred because the police have no DNA
- no forensics or foreign DNA were left on the body. There’s a great
myth that the Islanders were DNA tested but this didn’t happen. All
the police have are five or six loose hairs on the piece of plastic, ten
unidentified fi ngerprints, all muddy. Constantly they send that back
to the forensic lab to try and figure out whose prints they may be. And
here we are three years on and nothing’s happened.
The community saw the murder as a slur on who they were. The
community works like a family. Internally it loves to criticise, but
externally closes together to protect itself. Norfolk Islanders have
always claimed that the murderer could not be one of them – that
they’re horrified to think that one of the Pitcairn family could have
committed such a terrible crime. Their great defence about that is that
if an Islander had committed the crime, they would have disposed of
the body in a better way. I was always amazed that this was their key
defence. They would say that all sorts of things go over the cliffs that
are never found. No Islander would have dumped the body in a park.
I had put that to the detectives. That people overlook the sheer
panic of how the body was disposed. What happened clearly must
have been panic. For Janelle to disappear in the middle of the day, to
be murdered and then dumped in daylight. I have made that point
because at night in Norfolk it is incredibly dark; it’s the darkest place
I’ve ever been. There are fantastic stars but you cannot see your hand
in front of your face. And I’ve always thought, for anyone who knew
this, why wouldn’t you commit that crime at night? On an Island
when there’s a lot of free drinking, cheap beer, cheap cigarettes, it
would be very easy to accost someone and kill them that way. Instead,
every chapter of this crime took place in daylight.
A lot of elements in the murder of Janelle Patton do not add up
which is why it is in many ways a real whodunit. As I tracked through
everyone who was involved I realised there are massively missing
pieces to the story. There is a community that was quick to point at
each other to the detective involved. He had to work through generations of animosity to understand this, to figure out why someone
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would say, “X must have done it, check out his family.” Constantly the
detective had to work at this to figure out why one family never liked
another because, 60 years before, something happened to somebody’s
son. Detective Bob Peters has worked through this tirelessly.
Last year there was a coronial inquest and they named 16 people
of interest, which is a lot of people when you think about it. Normally,
in a murder investigation, three or four people who may have done it.
Here there were 16, including the parents of Janelle Patton. They were
included because they arrived on the Island 24 hours before her death.
And, there were any number of people on the Island who were willing
and quick to say “look at the parents, they must have done it”. I’d say,
“Why? Just because they arrived the day before. Surely not.” Some of
these people were very smart, very analytical about the problems on
Norfolk Island and have a lot to say and then they’d come out with
something like that and that’s where I would come back to the Dem
tull and the way the Island works - the complexity of it. I’d understand
why smart and sensible people would level such a terrible accusation
against Patton’s parents.
All Patton’s boyfriends were named. People that she lived
with were named. People that she perhaps had an argument with
were named. There was an incredible flurry, along with hurt and
amazement that the police had done this. And they were told that
they were going to be named beforehand. This was all a strategy to
try to flush out new clues because at that time the investigation was
really struggling. They had nothing to go on and had come up against
a brick wall. They were trying to shock the community into saying
something, to see whether people would come forward, whether
people would turn on each other. But that tactic ultimately failed and
the police came up with nothing.
In the epilogue of my book I revisit the investigation. I write about
two cars that they’ve recently discovered on someone’s property - two
cars that have been completely dismantled by the forensics team and
stripped and taken back to Canberra. What we don’t know is who
those cars belong to. As I say, in the epilogue, however is that the
focus of the investigation is now, for the fi rst time, off the Island. It’s
now looking at a New Zealand national. A 28 year-old who lived on
the Island for a couple of years and then left about eight weeks after
Janelle Patton’s murder. I don’t say that this is a person of interest. I
don’t know that. I don’t say he’s a suspect, but I say that it is defi nitely
a new lead. It is probably the most important lead the investigation’s
had.
Detective Bob Peters has said he will not quit until this crime is
solved. He’s 56 and he hoped to retire last year. Maybe he’s a little
scared that the case will need his help a fair bit longer. He remains
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at it. He’s been to the Island 25 separate times. He patiently awaits, I
guess, on-going investigations.
Norfolk Island remains a real gem, a great place to visit – not so
great as a journalist but for anyone who wants to go check it out, it’s a
beautiful place and the Islanders love to tell many tales. I don’t know
how I’ll be received when I go back because the fi rst thing you should
learn about Norfolk is “Thou shalt never criticise”. On my early visit
I criticised Colleen McCullough who wrote a nasty letter to the local
paper and called me a propaganda broadcaster for the ABC. I laughed.
But Colleen is married to Rick Robson, a gardener and fi rebrand politician who heads up the Pitcairn Descendents Society. These are the
people who coined the term “Bloodless genocide” which refers to what
they claim Australia has done to their Pitcairn blood. I visited him one
day. He sat in his overalls in a lovely glasshouse, in the house he owns
with Colleen. He was reading the Companion Guide to the High
Court, trying to map out his way to force the argument that Norfolk
was not part of Australia.
There are many different levels on Norfolk in a very polarised
community, a very divisive community. You’ve got Australians who
want to be part of Australia; you’ve got New Zealanders who don’t
really care too much about Norfolk or Australians; and you’ve got
the Norfolk Islanders who want to be the top of the tree. Against this
backdrop, the case of Janelle Patton’s murder makes for a fascinating
read.

Endnote
In early February 2006, a New Zealand man was charged with
Janelle’s Patton’s murder and extradited to Norfolk Island to stand
trial.
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Ed Husic

Ed Husic, Chief of Staff to the Hon David Campbell MP
NSW Minister for Regional Development, Small Business
& the Illawarra stood for Labor in Greenway, a seat Labor
held, in the 2004 federal election. He lost. Ed Husic, a nonpractising Muslim, is an Australian whose parents came from
Bosnia. During the campaign, one political leaflet (disguised
as an ALP pamphlet) asserted: “Ed Husic is a devout
Muslim. Ed is working hard to get a better deal for Islam.”
On Wednesday 19 October 2005, Ed Husic addressed The
Sydney Institute and reflected on the campaign and what it
means to him to be an Australian.
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ISLAM AND AUSTRALIA:
CAN A MUSLIM GET ELECTED TO
PARLIAMENT IN A WAR ON TERROR?
Ed Husic
I would like to thank Gerard, Anne and The Sydney Institute for
the chance to speak with you tonight. A few years ago I would never
have imagined myself talking to The Sydney Institute about Islamic
issues and contemporary Australian politics. But a lot has changed in
four years.
It’s well established now that 11 September 2001 re-directed our
lives both individually and collectively. Even the phrase 9/11 invokes
a reaction, perhaps silent, but undeniably evident. Since 9/11 secular,
predominantly Christian, Western societies are actively contemplating
their relations with Muslims.
My address to you tonight is part of this contemplation. Tonight
will not deliver an in-depth lecture on the cornerstones of Islam.
As a former party political candidate in a Federal election – who is
Muslim – I don’t intend to burden this talk with partisan points. My
arguments tonight are not framed upon a sense of victimhood or belief
in denied opportunity. And I don’t come here to unload sour grapes.
I certainly won’t be pointing fi ngers at people within my party.
I don’t seek to make myself stand out by trampling the reputations
of others. I have received great party support, spearheaded by the
former NSW ALP Secretary Eric Roozendaal, maintained strongly
by his successor Mark Arbib and buttressed by the goodwill and hard
work of volunteers from local ALP branch members – and non ALP
supporters who wanted to lend a hand on my campaign.
Right up front I should tell you: neither I nor anyone else who was
part of my campaign team believes I lost the election solely because of
my religion. A scare campaign about interest rates and the capabilities
and limitations of our former Federal Labor Leader helped weigh
down Labor’s vote in Greenway.
I would like to build tonight’s address on positive foundations – so
as to look forward, so that we can strengthen relations at a critical
juncture in home affairs.
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Islam in Australia
It’s estimated that 1.5 per cent of all Australians identify themselves as “Muslim”. Muslims immigrated to this country from all
corners of the globe, over the course of nearly 150 years. Islam fi rst
came to our shores with the arrival of around 2,000 to 4,000 Afghans
in the late nineteenth century. At around this time – in the 1870s
to 1880s – many Lebanese Muslims started migrating to Australia,
although, according to Fethi Mansouri, they identified themselves as
Syrians – only to be later classified as Asians under the then Immigration Restriction Act 1901.
Noticeable growth in our local Muslim communities only
occurred after 1970. This was driven largely through the migration
of Lebanese and Turkish Muslims. Lebanese born Muslims make up
around ten per cent of Australia’s Muslim population, Turkish born
around eight per cent.
Many Muslims who migrate to Australia are eager to forge a close
bond with their new country. In research by Michael Humphrey, we
know that very high numbers of overseas born Muslims take enthusiastic steps down the path of naturalisation, which Humphrey argues
reflects Muslim identification with Australia. Within Middle East
immigrants, the take-up of citizenship is 74 per cent – nearly 92 per
cent among Lebanese-born migrants.
Humphrey argues that liberalised citizenship laws helps cement
stronger identification with Australia, as opposed to the situation in
Europe. This is an important point to reflect upon. However, as I
said earlier, Muslim immigrants arrived here from all over the world
– from nearly 60 different countries. Given this, it is not accurate to
lump Islam as a monolith. Just as world outlooks might vary between
Catholics, Protestants and Anglicans, the same can be said within
communities of Sunni, Shite and Ahmadiyya Muslims.
A sizeable section of the world’s total Muslim population lives
within the lands of the continent that is one of our greatest trading
partners – Asia. Within Asia there are 400 million people who call
themselves Muslim. And within this region, Malaysia and Indonesia
are strong examples of how democracy, market economies and Islam
can co-exist. Malaysia – in the memorable words of Bob Carr – is
punching above its weight, transforming itself into a model of pluralistic Islam.
The reason I’ve listed these facts is to highlight two important
points:
• The ethnic diversity of Muslims means you cannot apply a
“one size fits all” interpretation to their motivations and
political outlook.
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Secondly, there are compelling reasons for us as a nation to
build a greater understanding of Islam, and to appreciate the
various world outlooks of the different people who call themselves Muslim.

My own upbringing – importance of education
I mentioned earlier that Muslims were drawn here from 60
different countries across the world. One of them was the former
Yugoslavia, chiefly Bosnia-Herzegovina. Both of my parents migrated
from the former Yugoslavia in the late 1960s. Dad worked, as a welder.
He travelled away from home regularly to follow work. Mum stayed
at home to mind my brother, sister and I. We grew up in Western
Sydney.
Getting educated was a big deal in my family. We attended local
public schools in Blacktown, Blacktown South Public School and
Mitchell High School. Dad didn’t want us to take blue-collar jobs.
He lived through recessions and redundancies. He said blue-collar
workers suffered worse through downturns. He said he never wanted
his kids to have to go through that. So he pushed us to learn. He
wanted us to become doctors or lawyers – a dream job of ethnic
parents.
Conveniently overlooking their advice I took up an Arts degree at
the University of Western Sydney, my brother became a mechanic and
my sister took up Arts at Sydney Uni, then transferred to UWS. While
their children’s education choices denied them the chance at gaining
free medical and legal services in their later years, my parents were
happy to see that we took on further education.
Besides emphasising education, my parents were big on tolerance.
And this wasn’t a surreal concept to be learnt through book or lecture
– our family breathed the value. We maintained close friendships
with people from different backgrounds - Catholics from Mauritius,
Croatia, Albania, Eastern Orthodox Serbs, Church of England
Aussies. And some of the funniest things I saw growing up was
coming home to see Dad talking theology in our lounge room with
Jehovahs’ Witnesses or Mormons. I don’t think they knew what they
were getting themselves into when they knocked on our door. But they
received traditional Bosnian hospitality with cake and coffee strong
enough to keep you awake for days.

Religion as a political issue 2004
I knew religion was going to be an issue during the federal
election. I knew people would raise my religion whenever I stood for
public office. I wasn’t naïve. I could put myself in the shoes of others
who wonder “Can a Muslim represent me in Parliament, if he or
she has no connection with my take on the world?” Muslims aren’t
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the only people to confront this. The test for anyone running for
Parliament should not focus on their religion. It should focus on the
potential contribution they might make to elected office – chiefly, how
will they help their local community?
I always saw myself as just a regular Australian, who happened to
be Muslim. I never saw myself as a Muslim candidate. I ran because I
wanted to get things done for the area I grew up in. The first time that
many people knew I was Muslim was during the campaign. And many
of these people had known me for 10 years.
When people are asked to list their religion on their census form
they put down their answer, while probably only going to church one
or twice a year. I can relate in my own terms to the way people refer
to themselves as “cultural Catholics”. In July 2003 I was endorsed
unopposed as the ALP candidate for Greenway. Coming as it did after
the strain of One Nation and September 11, I interpreted my preselection as proof positive that religion was not seen as a disqualifier for
preselection in the ALP or contemporary Australia.
Then, one year out from the 2004 election, pollsters were calling
homes across Greenway, probing voters thoughts on a variety of
federal matters. One question stood out: “Of the following people who
would you be more likely to vote for: a married man, three children,
regular church goer, a woman with two children, or a single 33 year
old man [the last description was about me]?”
I knew 2004 was going to be a religious year. By June 2004 I had
to deal with a stream of media inquiries that were along the lines of
– “you’re a candidate in a tightly contested marginal and we just want
to do a profi le on you and your campaign.” This wasn’t just from
Sydney media – this was national and interstate interest, from Victoria
to Western Australia.
However, these enquiries only occurred after a wave of interest
in my opponent’s religious background. Fortunately, there was one
media outlet in the country to shine a spotlight on what was actually
going on here. In July 2004 Christian Kerr from Crikey wrote an
in-depth piece focused largely on the media’s discovery of God in
the seat of Greenway. In a broad ranging, well researched article,
Kerr asked why so much interest in one western Sydney seat? And he
asked whether the Liberal Party had “found a nasty way of picking up
Greenway”.
Only after the Kerr piece did the media interest subside – temporarily. I took a decision that if the media wanted to talk about issues
involving the things that mattered to local people, I would be more
than happy to talk.
While I can appreciate the news value of having candidates of
different religions face off in a marginal electorate, I declined media
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requests for interviews that wanted to focus on religious issues. Was
that a mistake?
I was certain then that my focus be on the issues that mattered
to locals. The local media responded. Flick though the Blacktown
Sun, the Advocate or Western Weekender and you would fi nd balanced
coverage of local political debate. For fourteen months, I could show
how I had raised issues through the local media and was responsive to
them. The local media really set an admirable benchmark for balanced
coverage, which I thought deserved commendation.

The name game
Another thing I noticed during the election was interest shown
by sections of the Liberal Party in my name. For example, Labor
campaign workers at pre-poll booths would come and ask me what
my real name was. When I would ask why, they would inform me
that Liberal Party workers would ask them – while handing out howto-votes to people walking in to vote – and ask why I wouldn’t go
by my real name on a daily basis. Also imagine my surprise to see a
prominent Sydney Morning Herald columnist Paul Sheehan kick off
his column on me by referring to me as “Edham” Husic in his lead
paragraph. By election day, there wasn’t even a hint of subtlety.
At a polling booth at Riverstone, with voters lined up waiting to
cast their ballot, a Liberal Party worker at the top of his voice called
out: “Ask Ed Husic what his real name is and ask him why he doesn’t
go by it every day.” I remember when I was growing up, asking my
dad why he and mum gave me the name I have. My Bosnian name
is Edham Nurredin Husic. Dad explained that part of my name was
supposed to mean “the flame of God”. Actually, when I was very
young I nearly burned down my bedroom wall playing with matches
– but unhelpfully Dad never bought my defence based on ancient
name interpretation!
Like many other children of ethnic parents, it’s jarring to spell out
your real name. But names are not only tied to our culture and history
– they are a daily, ever present, link back to your parents. Many people
from ethnic backgrounds will – in our country’s case – Anglocise their
names. Overseas ethnic names might be reformed into a local variant.
It’s a cohesive gesture. We do it to fit in. So everyone from school days
knew me as Eddie or Ed.
But sometimes people think it’s important to reveal the ethnic
names of others in the interests of “transparency”. Interestingly, Paul
Johnson in his work Modern Times comments that during 1948-49 the
growing anti-Western feeling in Soviet Russia transformed into antiSemitism. According to Johnson, Stalin hated Jews and loved telling
anti-Semitic jokes. Yiddish publications were banned. Prominent
Jews vanished. Even Khrushchev, then one of the bullies, encouraged
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factory workers to beat up their Jewish colleagues - and those with
Russified names had their “real” Jewish names printed in the press,
“an old Nazi technique”, Johnson says.
From a broader perspective, I hope we can agree that this practice
doesn’t have to become a feature of marginal seats campaigning.

Under the radar
There were other incidents that occurred during 2004. After
fi nishing a round of door knocking I received a worried call from
my campaign office telling me about a brochure that was being
distributed. It focused in potentially negative ways on my opponent’s
religious background. The leaflet was being distributed in Kings
Langely, a strong, Liberal leaning section of the electorate.
I took that pamphlet straight to my opponent’s campaign office. I
spoke directly with her campaign manager and told him on the spot
that I did not fight politics on this basis, neither did my campaign
team, and I wanted him to know we would take strong action against
people spreading this material. He certainly accepted those assurances, adding that he had spoken with his ALP contacts, who told
him that underhanded campaigning was not my style.
Just before election-day, I learned about the distribution of
another pamphlet, this one claiming that I was a devout Muslim
fighting for a better deal for Islam in Greenway. The sheet was a
dummied version of one of my campaign ads, designed to mislead a
reader into believing it was put out by me. I was also told there was a
phone banking campaign that repeatedly rang voters with identified
strong religious beliefs to let them know that I was Muslim. Even
Mark Latham, while at a community forum in South Australia, was
asked by a supposed ALP member about the wisdom of preselecting
a Muslim in a bible belt seat. It turned out later the person was not an
ALP member.
These events just reaffi rmed in my mind a thought that had
travelled with me through the campaign – the way that continual,
sometimes supposedly neutral, references to religion were conveniently helping to underscore what people believed to be my big
negative. Remember, in October 2003 pollsters were asking people
if they would vote for a church-goer. Fast forward to election-day, I
heard voters being told they should support my opponent because she
is a “good Christian”.
Obviously there was a big, organised effort to keep this issue alive.
Was Ed a real dinkum Aussie? Could he be relied on? Would he be
fighting for you or for Islam?
We can debate for ages whether this was a deliberate, constant
tactic – of making religion an issue of active consideration during
this campaign, either through media or under the-radar channels. In
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one sense, of course, you’ll never absolutely know. Then again, you’re
never meant to.

Election as a turning point
As I said earlier, I always considered myself as a regular Aussie,
who happened to be Muslim. But when I woke up the day after the
election I didn’t completely feel like a regular Aussie any more. I
actually felt – for the fi rst time in my 34 years – that I had this brand
stuck on my forehead. I might not have understood or appreciated
what it was like to feel part of a sub-group that was treated differently
– but I got a good sense of what it was like.
I have no evidence to believe that my opponent was involved
in any of the grubby stuff. I lost largely because of the wider issues
– particularly unease in aspirational Sydney about Labor’s leader.
Whatever your politics, I believe that this use of religion as a campaign
tactic was unbelievable in our country. It was worse than galling. It
was un-Australian. And its ramifications are significant for Aussies of
all backgrounds. That’s not as it should be.
While my own future and where I will end up is unclear, I know
I still want to be involved in politics. I want to speak out against the
things that took place last year. Being quiet doesn’t help.
The use of religion in that election as a political tactic was wrong.
Not because it stopped me from being elected. A different scare
campaign tripped me up, one about interest rates. It was wrong
because it weakens our community. It diminishes it. It divides to
conquer – at a time when we should be drawing together a united
front, with all faiths working together to promote a secure, safer
community.
I know also that these tactics rippled through the minds of many
Muslims. The proof? In the age of the Internet, word travels in
moments and remains cast in cyberspace. Websites as far as Bosnia, or
the United States or even Iraq carry copies of articles detailing these
election stunts.
But I get another sense of that ripple when I meet another Muslim
who learns who I am. The minute they say “You’re the guy …” I know
what they’re recalling.
The Liberal Party – re-elected in Federal Parliament, tasked
with the critical role of making people comfortable with new national
security measures – is now trying to convince Muslims that they have
nothing to worry about. That Muslims are recognised citizens. Their
religion isn’t an issue. But at this point in time, trust is much more
valuable when it is earned not demanded.
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Muslim responsibility
There’s no denying that Muslims in Australia would like to see
someone of their faith elected to an Australian Parliament. It’s not an
isolated ambition – it spans faiths. And there is a disappointment –
laced with deep concern – when a view forms that religion or ethnicity
is a potential hindrance on the path to elected office.
Examples of this type of situation can be found overseas. The
2004 Californian state legislature elections are a case in point. In that
race Democrat Ferial Masry, a Saudi-born Arab American woman,
faced a late minute under the radar manoeuvre that some believed
denied her success. If she had been successful she would have been
the fi rst Saudi American elected to public office in the US.
In the last days leading up to that election a taped telephone
message was broadcast to registered Republican and independent
voters with mentions linking 9/11, terrorism and Ferial Masry’s name,
purportedly in the context of discussing illegal immigration. Masry’s
son, was a registered Republican who was stationed with his US Army
Reserve unit in Iraq. His mother publicly defended him and his fellow
soldiers from war opponents. She lost to her Republican opponent.
From what I have been able to learn the US, with its 250 million
population, four successful candidates of Muslim background were
voted in by a minimum of 60 per cent in their electorates. In New
Zealand and the UK MPs have been elected with Muslim backgrounds. In Australia, there is one MP who is Muslim, sitting in the
Victorian Parliament.
I spoke recently with the head of the Forum on Australian Islamic
Relations Kuranda Seyit, who said that at this point in time, it was
critical Muslims are elected to democratic parliaments. The reason
was simple: it would send a signal to both moderate and extremist.
Not only because it reflected a determination by the broader
community to allow opportunity for engagement with people from all
walks of life - but it was reaffi rmation that Muslims were choosing a
better path than that offered by extremists.
Bringing together the cross, star and crescent under the one roof
of our national Parliament would be a great step forward, but there is
another pressing priority. How do we ease the fear that divides people
of different faiths and backgrounds at this point in time?
I think it was Bill Clinton who said, “People vote for a future, not
for the past.” We need to have a clear view about the future we want.
That future is one of acceptance and inclusion, earned through an
investment in a number of important measures now.
The biggest step Muslims can take is to recognise people are
scared. They see so-called Muslims doing terrible things to others
in the name of religion. People wonder if they too will be a victim.
Suggestions that there is some subterranean theological struggle
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between faiths over the minds and souls of Australians are overblown
and serve only the purposes of extreme religious recruiters.
Australia is not “heart on your sleeve” religious. Pew Research
Centre study found Americans are the most religious in the OECD
world – 59 per cent there say religion plays a “very important role in
their lives”. But, as Australia’s history demonstrates time and again,
we’re big on security, on feeling safe.
We have to acknowledge fear. Muslims fear too. They include the
moderate Muslims not interested in politics, but getting a job, paying
the bills, making sure the kids fi nish homework before dinner. The
ones who are scared of going out in the street wearing a hijab. The
ones who worry if they will get a job with their Muslim name. The
ones anxious about how they went in job interview when quizzed
about their views on Al-Qa’ida - for non security related employment.
Or the parents that worry about nominating Islam as their child’s
religion on official paperwork.
Every one of those last four instances is real, passed on to me by
Muslims who felt these concerns, lived those experiences. Let me
state clearly – the fear about security is particularly strong. I don’t seek
to balance out these fears or under play the security concerns people
have. But we have to acknowledge fear. And we need to know that fear
and misunderstanding is stunting the natural flow of relationships
between people.
Again it’s important to think about the future, not the past.
If Muslims want a better climate in which to be received they can
actually do things themselves to foster this climate:
•

•

•

•

They should say loudly and clearly that violence and terrorism
are not valid means of political expression – terrorism is
murder. Say it without caveat. Muslims cannot afford to
be defensive – and they should never justify murder dressed
up as religious activity. You can never point to events in Iraq
and think that offsets terror somewhere else.
Muslims should join with others in highlighting the valuable
role of tolerance in building a cohesive society that gives little
room for people to feel alienated or excluded – or humiliated.
The inter faith dialogue that is happening every week is exceptionally important.
Muslims will need to expect that thoughtful, critical analysis
is a function of a healthy liberal democracy. The consequence
of accepting this proposition is that there may be some that
criticise Islam – just like they do of Christianity or other
religions.
To receive understanding and tolerance, you need to extend it
to others. You can’t call for tolerance and be anti-Semitic.
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The other point worth bearing in mind is that not all Muslims
dislike the United States. While recent US foreign policy may have
caused great concern for people here and abroad, I still believe the
US can be a positive force, as occurred in my parents’ homeland, as
occurred with the US pushing to include Turkey in the EU.
The US has a far better track record on democracy and human
rights than a lot of other countries in the world. Let’s face it, if it
wasn’t for their intervention in Bosnia, we would never have had the
Dayton Peace Accords. How many other Srebrenica’s would have
occurred without the US standing up and telling Europe “enough is
enough”?
The good news is – most Muslims accept these points. The
problem is that doesn’t quite make news like a cleric arguing the
September 11 never happened, or that sending Muslims to university
is bad. Some media commentators invest huge belief in the notion
that religious leaders will miraculously transform the opinion of their
followers with a few sermons. Personally, I think Imams should heed
the Prime Minister’s calls to stamp out any sympathies that might
exist for those people carrying out murder in the name of religion.
Having said that, I think the Prime Minister could do more to
denounce fear mongering and vilification of Muslims. To keep saying
that people from all faiths, loyal to this country and its dreams, have
a place and should be embraced. To say it’s not right for Muslim
women to have to wipe someone else’s spit off their attire. And
the Prime Minister should say loud and clear that fear campaigns
against Muslims in this country are un-Australian – especially those
conducted during election campaigns. And if I could be so bold to
suggest that any address to the nation that talks about improving
security in Australia could be strengthened by an including reference
to these points.
From a wider perspective other pointers can be found on what
should be done. You need look no further than the incisive work
released recently by Anthony Bubalo and Greg Fealy of the Lowy
Institute here in Sydney. One of the things that stood out was their
advice:
• To think about education and the war of ideas in broad terms
– to fight the ideas that underpin terrorism. Adapting a
Blairite proposition for current times, I think it’s important we
are “Tough on terrorism – but also tough on the causes of
Terrorism”.

Conclusion
As I said at the start there were a number of reasons why I decided
it was important to speak today. I mentioned the thoughts I dealt with
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the day after the election. But one more incident stands out – it’s one
of the reasons I’m here today.
The day after the election my family came over to run through
the events of the last 24 hours. As they were leaving my dad said, “I’m
sorry about the result.” I thanked him but then he clarified: “No, I
mean, I am sorry if who we are stopped you from winning.” I told him
straight away never to drop his face in shame for who he is. I don’t
and I never will. Elections come and go. There are winners. There are
losers. Life moves on.
In the meantime, you hope that regardless of political opinion we
can recognise the value of people from all walks of life who do good
in the place they call home. Law abiding citizens, who work hard,
bringing up their children in a loving environment, silent but solid
members of their communities. They should never feel that have to
apologise for who they are, where they come from or the fact they
believe in God. In this day and age, faith in the face of cynicism is to
be admired.
I could have made one of two choices after 9 October 2004. I
could have been resentful, nurtured humiliation, retreated into a
simple “black/white” view of Muslim relations in Australia. But I
chose a better way. The way that recognises that Australia is a great
country. A country that provides opportunity for self-improvement. A
country whose people are recognised as warm, friendly. A place where
if you’re loyal to your country, and want to do good things for it, your
efforts and commitment will be welcomed. And they are.
I strongly believe that understanding can shine a powerful light
into dark corners. Right into those places where intolerance and fear
drives people to do things that – in better, calmer times – they know
cause nothing but pain and hurt. I’m standing up for tolerance and
understanding. I’m standing up because I can see I better future. And
that future does not hinge upon whether or not we elect Muslims to
Australian parliaments.
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Mark Vaile

The Hon Mark Vaile MP is Deputy Prime Minister, Leader
of the Nationals and Minister for Trade. On Monday 24
October 2005, in an address to The Sydney Institute, Mark
Vaile argued that agriculture is the most distorted area
of world trade, keeping millions of the world in poverty.
Laying much of the blame on the protectionist attitude of the
European Union, Mark Vaile pointed out: “In the European
Union, farmers receive a third of their income from government subsidies. Beef and veal producers get more than 70
per cent of their income from subsidies. A typical cow in the
European Union receives a government subsidy of US$2.20
a day. The cow earns more than 1.2 billion of the world’s
poorest people.”
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LIBERALISING WORLD
TRADE: AID AND DEBT
RELIEF ARE NOT ENOUGH
TO END WORLD POVERTY
Mark Vaile
There was a time when Victoria had a 45 per cent tariff on wigs
imported from New South Wales. Its tariff on a ton of wheat was
three pounds, five shillings and four pence, at a time when wheat cost
between five and six pounds a ton. There were customs posts up and
down the Murray River. Many people busied themselves as customs
inspectors, smugglers – or both at the same time. These tariffs were
all swept away by federation.
You would be laughed at today if you argued that Victoria needed
to protect its strategic wig industry from its competitors in Sydney.
You would be mocked if you claimed that Victoria should subsidise
its wheat growers and impose high tariffs to protect its unique way of
farming. But I heard similar arguments in Geneva last week.
I went there to meet my counterparts from the United States, the
European Union, India and Brazil. I hoped that we would get closer
to an agreement on how to cut farm protection, which is a crucial part
of the Doha Round of multilateral trade negotiations. These negotiations are now on the brink of collapse, because the European Union
is refusing to make a meaningful offer on reducing its barriers to
imported farm products. The stakes could not be higher. The failure
of the Round would have disastrous consequences:
• It would be a lost opportunity for agricultural reform in the
United States. The current Farm Bill, which is harmful and
trade-distorting, would be renewed for another five years;
• It would cost us the chance to raise millions people out of
poverty; and
• It would erode support for the multilateral trading system as a
whole.
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Fifty years of world trade negotiations
Doha is the ninth round of negotiations since the current world
trade system was established in the 1940s, fi rst through the General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade and now through the World Trade
Organisation. The system was created to undo the damage caused
by the mad protectionism of the 1930s and to make sure it would not
happen again. The eight previous Rounds have delivered immense
benefits. Between 1950 and 2000, the total value of world trade multiplied 22 times. The average tariff imposed by developed countries on
industrial products decreased from more than 40 per cent in 1947 to
less than 5 per cent after the Uruguay Round, which ended in 1994.
The GATT and the WTO have not just delivered tariff reductions. They have established common, global rules for handling trade
disputes. The rules ensure that countries like Australia have the ability
to challenge the protectionist measures of the major nations on equal
terms. The negotiations under the Doha Round are unique in their
breadth, complexity and ambition. The fi rst seven Rounds, from the
1940s to the 1970s, focused mainly on industrial tariffs. The Uruguay
Round, from 1986 to 1994, was much broader: it included agriculture,
textiles and clothing, as well as services and intellectual property.
But in key areas such as agriculture and services, liberalisation in the
Uruguay Round was limited.
Doha seeks to build on the framework created by the Uruguay
Round. It aims to go much further on liberalisation, including
through greater market access. The Round is also complicated by
the expansion of the WTO from the 123 parties who concluded the
Uruguay Round to its current 148 members.

The problem of agriculture
The most important outstanding issue in world trade is agriculture. It is the most distorted part of world trade, and those distortions
are keeping millions of people in poverty. Agricultural trade is characterised by very high tariffs. The tariff for beef in the EU is 85 per
cent; the tariff on sugar is more than 180 per cent. Primary producers
in the world’s developed countries receive about US$280 billion a
year in government support. In the European Union, farmers receive
a third of their income from government subsidies. Beef and veal
producers get more than 70 per cent of their income from subsidies.1
A typical cow in the European Union receives a government subsidy
of US$2.20 a day. The cow earns more than 1.2 billion of the world’s
poorest people.
The World Bank has said that real reform could increase the
world price of dairy and sugar by 20 to 40 per cent, and the world
price of rice by at least 33 per cent. Developing countries would be the

THE SYDNEY PAPERS SUMMER 2006

103

beneficiaries, because of their comparative advantage in agriculture.
One estimate is that real reform would lift an additional 140 million
people out of poverty.2 We’re not talking about relative poverty here
or Henderson poverty lines. We’re talking about absolute poverty,
about people who earn less than those European cows. The increased
income would enable them to feed their children better and give them
a basic education. It would allow them to look up from their mattocks
with hope for the fi rst time in their lives.
In his book, In Defense of Global Capitalism, Johan Norberg
describes the effect of the trade reforms that have already occurred on
one Indian village. He says:
When globalisation knocks at the door of Bhagant, an elderly agricultural worker and “untouchable” in the Indian village of Saijani, it leads
to houses being built of bricks instead of mud, to people getting shoes
on their feet and clean clothes – not rags – on their backs. Outdoors, the
streets now have drains, and the fragrance of tilled earth has replaced
the stench of refuse. Thirty years ago Bhagant didn’t know he was living
in India. Today he watches world news on television.3

We have the chance to deliver these results for another 140 million
people, and do even more by increasing aid and relieving Third World
debt at the same time. That’s why the Australian government aims
to double our overseas aid to about A$4 billion a year by 2010. The
increase in aid will be conditional on the recipient countries strengthening their governance arrangements and reducing corruption. It’s
an important measure, but it is small compared to the benefits of
multilateral trade reform. The official aid received by poor countries
from the developed world is less than half the cost imposed on those
countries by the developed world’s trade barriers.
Australian primary producers would also benefit from trade
reform. It would mean more commercial opportunities in lucrative,
high value-added markets which are currently either fully or partially
closed – like the European market for dairy products or the Japanese
market for rice. It would mean higher sales, because we would be able
to compete without the handicap of high tariffs. And it would mean
better returns, because world prices would not be artificially lowered
by the subsidised dumping of surplus product which was not economically produced in the fi rst place.
ABARE has estimated that trade reform would increase the
average farm income of grain growers by $26,500 a year; it would
increase the average income of dairy farmers by $17,700 a year.4 We’ve
heard many noble sentiments from world leaders about reforming
trade. But now it’s time for detailed proposals. The United States has
put forward a plan to cut its agricultural subsidies by 60 per cent. It
goes well beyond any previous US offer. It would significantly change
America’s farm subsidies and constrain its future spending. It would
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also cut tariffs by 50 to 90 per cent and set a 75 per cent ceiling on
tariffs in developed countries. It’s an important step forward, although
it could go further.
In contract, the European Union has put forward a disappointing
offer. It has offered to cut tariffs by 20 to 50 per cent. A tariff cut of 20
to 50 per cent is just not enough, because of what is called the “water”
in the tariffs. The water is the difference between the maximum tariff
that you are allowed to impose and the tariff level at which additional
imports would start to flow. The EU’s tariffs on farm products are so
high that it would need to make huge cuts before imports would be
even remotely competitive. Our assessment is that the cuts would need
to be between 60 and 95 per cent for key traded products. The EU has
said it will develop a new offer by Thursday this week. It will need to
come up with a proposal that will lead to a substantial improvement in
market access.

Australia’s role in the Round
Australia has been at the forefront of the efforts to build an
ambitious outcome to the Round. It is our highest trade priority,
ahead of the free trade agreements that we have been negotiating.
Australia and the other free trading nations in the Cairns Group have
kept the focus on agriculture.
Australia is working to get results through a group called the
Five Interested Parties – the group I met in Geneva last week and
the week before last. We have been meeting regularly over the last
eighteen months in an attempt to establish a consensus on agriculture.
Australia is also an active member of the Fluela Group, a steering
group of economies that is working out how we can get the Round to a
successful conclusion.
On the whole, Australia’s role in the Doha Round is comparable
to our efforts in the Uruguay Round, which saw the emergence of the
Cairns Group. In particular, our role in FIPs is comparable to our role
in what was called the G3, which consisted of the European Union,
Australia and the United States.

The outcomes we need
In all of these groups, we have been arguing for three outcomes
on agriculture. We are looking for an agreement that will reduce
domestic support for agriculture, with the highest subsidisers, such as
the European Union, Japan and the United States making the biggest
cuts. These cuts will need to be very large to produce a meaningful
outcome.
The Australian government supports the US proposal to dramatically reduce farm subsidies as an important step in the right direction.
Under the US proposal, it would cut its own subsidies that are most
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distorting by 60 per cent; the EU would have to cut its most-distorting
subsidies by 83 per cent. Australia also wants to see action on what
are called “blue box” subsidies. Blue box subsidies are payments to
farmers that are designed to be less trade-distorting than traditional
subsidies linked to the amount they produce. Australia is arguing for
additional disciplines on blue box subsidies in the negotiations.
We are looking for commitments on tariff reductions that will
lead to real market access for Australian farmers, such as beef, dairy
and sugar exporters. The United States, the EU and the core group
of interested developing countries have all put forward proposals on
market access. Only the US proposal would cut tariffs enough to
result in new commercial opportunities for all agricultural exports.
The outcome on market access will depend critically on how we
treat what are called sensitive products, in addition to the depth of
the tariff cut. We agreed last year to provide some flexibility in market
access for sensitive products, but only if genuine market opening is
achieved. For a limited number of sensitive products, the level of the
tariff cuts will be lower than for other products. For all these tariff
lines, however, genuine market access must be provided by expanding
tariff rate quotas.
The Australian government considers that the only fair way to
expand these quotas is by a percentage of the product’s consumption
in the importing country. We believe the increase should vary between
7.5 per cent for products with the lowest existing tariffs, to 10.5 per
cent for products with the highest tariffs. These increases would
provide real opportunities for Australian exporters.
We need to lock in the current conditional agreement to eliminate
export subsidies and parallel export support measures by establishing
an agreed deadline for it to be achieved. In Australia’s view, it should
be three years from the end of the negotiations. It is a reality of the
negotiations that we will only be able to make progress on other
areas, such as non-agricultural tariffs and services, if we achieve the
necessary breakthroughs in agriculture.
We would like to see an agreement on a formula for further
reductions in industrial tariffs. It would create new opportunities for
Australian exporters. For example:
• seafood tariffs, which are covered under the industrial part
of the negotiations, could be significantly reduced from their
current levels of over 10 per cent in Europe and Japan.
• the tariffs faced by our chemicals and plastics exporters could
be reduced by a third, from their current level of up to 6.5 percent in Europe.
In services, we are seeking commitments that will help Australian
banks and insurance companies establish themselves in overseas
markets as wholly-owned subsidiaries, joint ventures or branches. We
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are also seeking agreements on transportation, cargo handling, storage
and warehousing that will result in better market access for our goods
and make them more competitive internationally.

Conclusion
There are now only 50 days before the start of the Hong Kong
ministerial meeting of the World Trade Organisation. The Round is
now stalled. The responsibility lies squarely with the European Union
and particularly France, one of the world’s wealthiest countries. They
need to understand that they are threatening the future of global trade
and cheating millions of the world’s poor out of new hope.
It’s not enough for them to provide aid and debt relief when the
benefits of liberalising trade are so much greater. The DirectorGeneral of the World Trade Organisation has warned that it may
be necessary to postpone the Hong Kong ministerial meeting if the
European Union does not put forward a better proposal on market
access.
I don’t believe the meeting should be postponed, even if the EU
does not put forward a better proposal. I believe that the European
Union and France would need to account for their actions before the
parliament of world opinion. They should feel the full force of the
world’s disappointment at the way they would have destroyed the
hopes of millions of people.
The Australian government will work tirelessly over the next fi fty
days and beyond to reach an agreement that will not only benefit
Australian farmers, but will give the poor a chance to grow and
prosper by their own efforts.
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ISRAEL AND GAZA:
DISENGAGEMENT,
THE IMPLICATIONS
Eran Lerman
Let me start, in my fi rst ever speaking engagement in Australia,
by expressing an abiding sense of gratitude for the role played by
Australians and New Zealanders in the battles in our own region
which determined the course of its history; and specifically, their
contribution for the victory that kept Rommel away from the gates, at
a time when my mother, at 14, was writing her will in full expectation
of an impending German assault. Australians certainly left a dashing
impression upon Israelis of my parents’ generation.
On to the business at hand. The outcome of the recent Disengagement process holds great hopes for the resilience and staying power
of Israel as a democratic society, able to contain and channel even
the deepest and most bitter divisions. Still, the pain and anger which
attended it were real and understandable. It is easy to see why the
“Orange” camp, large and diverse, found it difficult to understand
why Israel should leave Gaza - and why now? Yet if the very same
question is asked from the perspective of Israel’s future, the case for
Sharon’s policy is strong. It all depends on whether this is approached
from this side of the “river of time” - or from the other side. That is
to say, looking at the essence of what would guard Israel, for years to
come, as a Jewish and Democratic country.
There was, indeed, no compelling reason, in the present situation
which can be claimed to have “pushed” Israel out of Gaza and
northern Samaria:
• The Settlers themselves, despite some 6,000 mortar shells,
hundreds of Qassam rockets, and men, women and children
from among them murdered or wounded on the roads, were
more than willing to hang on - indeed they demanded the right
to do so, and had to be forcibly removed.
• The IDF and the Israeli Intelligence community have done
well in recent years in containing terrorism and destroying
its infrastructure - and they are certainly not beaten in this
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battle. Moreover, their performance during the act itself attests
to their capabilities, professionalism and discipline.
• The economy has already overcome the losses resulting from
the confl ict (and from the NASDAC collapse in 2000, which
further slowed Israel’s roaring high-tech sector). The Israeli
economy is now growing at nearly 5 per cent a year, faster than
most OECD economies.
• Israeli society has shown a remarkable degree of resilience;
indeed, it may be said that the real deterrent against suicide
bombers turned out to be not the message that they will die
(they know that) but the reality that they will die for nothing:
the impact of their act will be undone within hours or days.
• The Palestinians, despite the good intentions of Mahmud
Abbas, gave Israel very little, so far, that might justify such a
painful and far-reaching act.
• Disengagement was not something Israel was obliged to do
under US pressure. On the contrary, the present plan was fi rst
hatched in Israel and then sold - with some difficulty - to the
Bush Administration (it is another matter, of course, to weigh
what would have been the consequences of reversing course at
the last minute).
And so, why? The best way to understand what drove Sharon is
to read his (all too few) key speeches in which he spoke of the type of
state Israel wished to be. These ruled out, by implication, the “One
State” options offered by the far left or the far right:
1) A non-Jewish but “democratic” state - the so-called “Single
State Solution”, presumably modelled on the transformation of South Africa;
2) A “Transfer” state, based on massive expulsion of Arabs;
3) An “Apartheid” state, based on disenfranchising them.
Once these more fanciful options, left and right, are dismissed,
Israeli options are re-focused on the crucial decision, taken long ago
by Ben Gurion, to accept the inevitability of partition. It comes in two
essential variants:
• The “Geneva Accords” version, based on acceptance of the
Arab interpretation of “International Legitimacy” and their
reading of UN Security Council Resolution 242 of November
1967 – i.e. total withdrawal to the 1967 lines. This is unlikely
to happen, for practical reasons - if this is the commotion
caused by relocating 8,500, what will happen when the next
steps come, involving five or twenty times as many? But,
also, because most Israelis resent the implied acceptance of the
Arab “narrative” about the wars of 1948 and 1967.
• A compromise Agreement with the Palestinian leadership – a
hopeful vision, but still uncertain as to whether it may happen
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in the relevant time frame, (when even a conciliatory man
like Abu Mazen hangs on to the “party line” on issues such as
the so-called “Right of Return”).
And so, by elimination, the Israeli mainstream has come to the
option of unilateral action - and in all likelihood, under the same
logic, future Israeli leaders will come to the same conclusion about
parts of the West Bank, even if they fi rst try to gain some traction on
the “Road Map” option. Taking the carving knife in his own hands
was not a happy choice for Sharon; leaving it to others he does not
trust is even less so.
As to the timing, it is notable that Sharon began to prepare the
Israeli people for the possibility that “we shall not always be where
we are now” immediately after the fall of Saddam’s regime, as the full
scope of the American “project” in the Middle East came into focus.
Clearly, he is guided by the knowledge that his close association with
President Bush, and with the latter’s vision of change in the Middle
East, and believes that these new realities justify taking action at this
time rather than waiting indefi nitely for a better moment.
... But what happens the day after?
A great degree of uncertainty, in fact an apparent lack of coherence,
surrounds Israeli policies in the next phase. In formal terms, both
Israel and the Palestinian leadership are expected to return to the
negotiating table: fi rst to complete Stage I of the Road Map (which
requires consolidation of Palestinian security, dismantling the terror
infrastructure, and from Israel, a freeze on settlement expansion); and
then to proceed to Stage II - creating a Palestinian State, albeit with
“provisional” borders.
Clearly, this is a goal which the Bush Administration would like to
accomplish within the next few years; but Abbas - as far as it can be
ascertained from his statements - is not quite interested in this “halfway station” before the permanent status negotiations.
The Palestinians fear that the interim will become permanent,
and Israel’s borders will be set. On the other hand, an over-ambitious
Palestinian position will leave Israel in command of the “moral high
ground”, and no further withdrawals would be demanded for some
time. Sharon has certainly exhausted much of his political clout in
the present struggle - and faces the real possibility that Stage II would
require him, under the general American requirement of Palestinian
“contiguity”, to evacuate some 40,000 more Jews - five times as many
as are scheduled to be removed in the present plan, still without
an “end of confl ict”. Such reservations are understandable, but
dangerous.
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Whatever its reasoning, this leap over into Stage III could easily
backfi re, and expose the profound differences with the Palestinians
over basic premises, as well as with the US, over the specific contours
of the provisional and permanent borders. Thus, sooner or later, the
option of further unilateral action is bound to impose itself on the
Israeli agenda.

Israel’s new international stature
Storm clouds may be gathering over the not-too-distant horizon;
but for the time being, one of the remarkable aspects of the situation is
the sense that Israel certainly is no longer an isolated, “pariah” state.
Given the role played by the UN so far, it was gratifying for Israelis to
see and hear Annan take the stand in Yad va-Shem in Jerusalem and
recognize that Israel and the UN were both born from the ashes of the
same catastrophe.
Clearly, the most satisfying situation prevails in Eastern Europe,
where sympathy with Israel is coloured by history and serves as a
powerful response to larger challenges. The news from Western
Europe is less uniform, but there, too, the new trends and the Disengagement Plan have generated a new atmosphere. Much the same
is true about elements of the Arab world, who now seek channels of
dialogue even before a major breakthrough with the Palestinians.
Meanwhile, the Istanbul Cooperation Initiative may soon enable
the NATO-Israel dialogue to evolve without the constraints of coordination with other regional players; and the positive outcome of
the visit by NATO Secretary General Jaap de Hoop Scheffer, which
would lead this year to Israeli participation in NATO exercises as well
as the key naval interdiction operation in the Mediterranean, “Active
Endeavor”.
Side by side with other aspects of Israel’s broadening horizonssuch as the EU’s “European Neighborhood Policy” and the Barcelona
process; and other important developments, such as the strategic
dialogue with India - this new and almost revolutionary development
(while not quite likely to lead to full membership in the foreseeable
future) could broaden the base of Israeli security strategy beyond the
present dependence on the “special relationship” with the United
States.
All this, of course, has now come to depend upon Israel’s image as
a capable state; and this in turn had come to depend on the effective
implementation of the Disengagement plan. This was not the reason
the latter was launched; but it is today one more reason to look back
with a reasonable degree of satisfaction upon this painful period and
its outcome.
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it “member states are unlikely to let reform go too far. While
they all say they want an end to political fiefdoms in the
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THE UNITED NATIONS:
CAN IT WORK?
Alison Broinowski
Recently I happened to hear, on the ABC, a student from Moreton
Bay College’s Amnesty Group earnestly urging her audience to “pray
for those who prosecute us”. Perhaps she was thinking of the thousands
of companies and individuals who had just been implicated in Paul
Volcker’s report on the Oil for Food program.1 They may well feel
persecuted, and be praying too, but I’m not sure that many of them
will be prosecuted in their own countries.
Five investigations into Oil for Food were under way as former US
diplomat Jim Wilkinson and I were writing our book about the United
Nations.2 Now we have the results, particularly in the report of the
Independent Inquiry Committee, set up by the UN and chaired by
former US Federal Reserve chairman Paul Volcker. We weren’t wrong.
The program provides both an indictment of the UN and an explanation of its failings. That is why I have chosen to talk about it as a
topical example of what’s good and bad, what works and what doesn’t,
in the global organisation, and what it suggests about the UN’s future.

What is Oil for Food about?
The UN Security Council, as you will no doubt remember,
imposed sanctions on Iraq after Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in
1990. In 1995 the Oil for Food program, variously reported to have
been worth between $US64 and $US100 billion,3 was set up by the
UN Security Council to alleviate the effects of those sanctions on
Iraqi civilians by allowing the government of Iraq to import food,
medicine, and relief supplies and to export oil to pay for them. It ran
from 1996 to 2003, and was the largest such program ever undertaken by the UN. The UN established an escrow account to receive
proceeds from the oil sales and pay for food imports. The Iraqi
authorities were allowed to pick recipients of oil sales vouchers and to
select contractors to supply and deliver the humanitarian goods. So
far so good.
Outside the program, however, Saddam Hussein and his officials
illegally sold oil worth $10.99 billion to US allies Turkey and Jordan,
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and to Egypt and Syria. For nearly four years the Security Council,
preoccupied with fi nding the weapons Iraq was assumed to be
developing, in spite of its supervisory responsibility for sanctions,
did nothing, while oil was bartered, piped out of Iraq overland, and,
watched by the US navy, smuggled out by sea.
Inside the program, meanwhile, individuals and corporate
entities used their vouchers to buy Iraqi oil at a discount and to onsell it to oil traders at a profit. That wasn’t illegal, but many of them
paid surcharges to the Iraqi regime on the sale of vouchers. Other
individuals and companies were legally selected to provide food and
medicines, but many of them paid kickbacks to Iraqi officials on these
purchases. The names of 270 individuals and entities involved in such
payments were published in January 2004 by an Iraqi newspaper. This
set off the hunt for more among the 4758 companies in the program
that might have profited illegally. Volcker counted 2265 companies
in 66 countries that paid kickbacks on aid contracts and 148 entities
in 40 countries that paid surcharges for oil sales. Saddam Hussein
profited both from surcharges and kickbacks. Volcker reported that
between 1996 and 2003, Saddam Hussein made $1.8 billion in illicit
profits.
At fi rst, Saddam Hussein concentrated his influence-buying efforts
on the US, but later turned to countries he considered more likely to
oppose the sanctions. Established trading companies manipulated the
program, and shell companies fronting for others moved into the Iraq
oil export business. Beneficiaries of the system included politicians
and companies in several countries that were members of the Security
Council.
Surcharges on oil sales were demanded by Iraqi officials in
growing amounts. In late 2000 when some of Iraq’s regular customers
objected to this, oil sales slowed, and in 2001 the US and UK
intervened to stop the surcharges. Then “less orthodox” oil traders
moved in, dominating the market through intermediaries in several
countries. On-sellers of oil signed standard disclaimers that they had
not paid surcharges, even though the payments were widely known to
be obligatory. Among those named by Volcker were BayOil (Bahamas
registered, but based in Houston), Glencore (Switzerland), Trafigura
(Switzerland), Vitol (Netherlands/Switzerland), and Taurus (New
Zealand/Switzerland).
Kickbacks were found by Volcker to be a widespread practice.
Amounts paid by suppliers contracted to the Baghdad government
grew rapidly, taking the form of transportation charges and administration fees for imported relief supplies. Some goods were reported
to be overpriced, and of inferior quality. It is alleged that some food
imported under the program never reached the Iraqi people but was
re-exported at a profit. Even as standards of health and nutrition went
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down in Iraq, the defi nition of “foodstuffs” was stretched to include
cigarettes, beer, wine, vodka, and whisky, which passed through
Jordanian customs in huge quantities in 2000.4
Companies criticised by Volcker for their involvement include:
Daimler Chrysler; Daewoo International; Anglo-Swedish pharmaceutical company Astra Zeneca; and Volvo Construction Equipment,
whose Swedish parent says it doesn’t consider making payments
to Iraq through an agent as bribery. Banque Nationale de Paris
(BNP-Paribas) which managed the funds, is reported also to have
represented traders, disguised clients and shell companies in its
reports to the UN, and failed to investigate improper payments.
Russian energy companies, three Siemens subsidiaries in France,
Turkey, and the Middle East, and Weir Group (an engineering
company in Scotland) were listed.
Several American companies on Volcker’s list were already under
investigation in the US. They include Texaco (part of Chevron),
BayOil, Midway Trading, Coastal Corporation, and NuCoastal
Corporation. Coastal’s founder and NuCoastal’s owner, octogenarian
Texas oilman Oscar S.Wyatt, was indicted in late October 2005 on
charges of paying several millions in kickbacks to secure rights to
sell Iraqi oil. Both he and Bayoil USA have pleaded not guilty. Marc
Rich, a Swiss national and former US-resident, is alleged to have been
involved with BNP-Paribas and with Claude Kaspereit, a French businessman who received oil allocations. He was indicted for tax evasion
and illegal oil trading with Iran but, as you may recall, was pardoned
by President Clinton on his last day in office, after Rich’s wife donated
$1 million to the Democratic Party. He is now a fugitive.
Prosecutions and investigations have also begun in the UK,
France, Switzerland, and Australia. But Transparency International,
which traces corruption around the world, doubts that many countries
will prosecute their nationals. Responses from individuals, companies,
and governments to Volcker’s fi ndings range from absolute denial
by most to full admittance by a few. Some, like AWB (formerly the
Australian Wheat Board), have taken the line “If we paid it we didn’t
know we did”. Others have disputed the validity of evidence gathered
in Iraq. Still others claim the protection “commercial in confidence”,
whatever that means.

What did the UN do?
On at least 70 occasions during the Oil for Food program, UN
officials found irregularities in pricing of relief supplies. They reported
them to the 661 Committee of the Security Council (named after the
resolution that imposed sanctions in 1990), that was responsible for
deciding on some 36 000 contracts. No action was taken.
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Any of the 15 members of the 661 Committee could block any
proposal, and several did, some seeking to prevent scrutiny of Iraq’s
behaviour and investigations of oil smuggling, and others trying to
block shipments they suspected of being for military as well as civilian
use.
Even as evidence of surcharges and kickbacks emerged, the UN
official heading the Office of the Iraq Program, Benon Sevan, refused
to acknowledge any problems, and instead blamed the 661 Committee
for not doing its job properly. In turn, the Committee accused
the Secretariat of withholding information from it. The Secretary
General, Kofi Annan (who succeeded Boutros Boutros-Ghali in
1996, and inherited the Oil for Food program) took the narrow view
that the Secretariat was not obliged to report to the Security Council
violations of the Council’s own program by its own members, and that
what happened outside the program was not the UN’s concern. Shashi
Tharoor, UN communications chief, said the UN managed the
program strictly within its mandate, and so had no way of knowing
about transactions outside the program.
Several UN agencies opportunistically picked up large amounts
for administering various aspects of the program, and in some cases
failed to deliver the goods and services they were contracted for.
Volcker recommended that $50 million be paid back to Iraq by the
nine agencies involved. He blamed the UN Secretariat, the Security
Council, and UN contractors for grievously failing in their responsibilities. Volcker called for more “disciplined management” and
improved auditing and staffi ng practices in the UN and also in its
traditionally autocratic agencies.
The Volcker Report is only the latest of many to have recommended strengthening the administrative capacity, fi nancial oversight,
and personnel management practices of the UN. The SecretaryGeneral has moved quickly to implement Volcker’s recommendations
in some of these areas. But member states are unlikely to let reform go
too far. While they all say they want an end to political fiefdoms in the
Secretariat, they don’t want to forfeit their own positions of influence
in the UN system. Americans, for example, are always appointed to
head the World Bank and UNICEF, and ironically, also to the Secretariat post of Under Secretary General for Management. Europeans
always head the IMF, and Japanese the Asian Development Bank.
Other countries, naturally, try to increase their influence in similar
ways.
The US has called for an independent oversight board with
powers to audit UN expenditure. But the UN General Assembly,
which controls the budget, can be expected determinedly to hang on
to this, the only formal power it has. The UN is all about trade-offs.
As a former UN senior official remarked in January 2005, the UN has
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a duty to be accountable to its staff, to national legislatures, to civic
groups, and to the general public, and in return, member states should
be accountable to the UN.5 But the response to the Oil for Food
episode was typical. As usual, the Secretary General accepted some of
the blame, while the Secretariat, the Security Council, and member
states ducked responsibility. Nations rarely blame themselves.

What did the member states do?
They blamed the UN, of course. Even the Saddam Hussein
regime, the recipient of the Oil for Food program, blamed the UN. In
2003 Iraq failed to prevent the UN’s lightly-defended headquarters
in Baghdad being attacked, and the Secretary General’s chief representative was among 22 UN staff who were killed. But when two FAO
officials were murdered, an Iraqi court dismissed the charges, saying
“the United Nations, whose commitment should be the alleviation
of hardships in the world, was culpable of the sufferings of the Iraqi
people”.6
In the US, conservative Congressmen who have no love for the
UN were eager to accuse the Russians and French of being on the
take while opposing the Iraq invasion in the Security Council. But
Americans who criticised venal foreigners didn’t often mention the
American companies and individuals who also sinned. They did not,
for example, pick up Volcker’s assertion that US-based companies
purchased and fi nanced much of the oil that was contracted to
Russian companies.7 Instead, they concentrated on the senior Kremlin
officials named by Volcker, and the one third of oil exports that went
to Russia under the program ($19 billion).
Much of the media in the US is habitually and vociferously antiUN, accusing the organisation of threatening American sovereignty
and wasting its money on countries and causes that oppose the
US. In the mid-west the press accused Kofi Annan of avoiding his
responsibility “for this mess”,8 and some commentators likened him
to the devil incarnate. In a forthcoming book Joe Klein, author of
Primary Colours, even accuses him of masterminding an international
conspiracy against the US.
Almost alone in accepting some blame for profiting from
Oil for Food, Jean-Bernard Merimée, a former French Ambassador in Canberra and at the UN, and later special adviser to the
Secretary-General, acknowledged his involvement. Canadian Deputy
Secretary-General Louise Fréchette has since resigned, apparently for
failure of oversight. Not so a former French Minister of the Interior
and his diplomatic advisor, who were also allegedly implicated. All the
others accused of being “political beneficiaries” – including British
MP George Galloway, Italian politician Roberto Formigoni, Indian
External Affairs Minister Natwar Singh, and the Rev. Jean-Marie
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Benjamin, a Swiss former Vatican official – denied the accusations,
the latter piously saying he had no idea where a $90 000 deposit in his
Vatican bank account came from.
Inside the UN Secretariat, individuals investigated by Volcker
included Alexander Yakovlev, Joseph Stephanides, and senior official
Benon Sevan, who have all left the UN. Sevan still denies culpability
for receiving $147,000 over four years, saying it was a gift from an
aunt, conveniently deceased. Much was made in the media of the fact
that Cotecna Inspection Services, a Swiss company contracted by
the UN in 1998, had until then employed Kojo Annan, the Secretary
General’s son, and had since paid him to do nothing. Although
Volcker found no evidence of the Secretary-General’s personal wrongdoing, the damage to Kofi Annan’s reputation was lasting. This was
no accident, given the US administration’s determination to punish
him for saying the invasion of Iraq contravened the UN Charter, and
its desire to select a more amenable successor in 2006.

The UN and its future
The Secretary General has said that the UN will never again take
on a program like Oil for Food. That will be both good and bad for
the organisation.
If the UN cannot exercise enough control of its own officials
and processes properly to administer large amounts of money
and quantities of relief supplies, then it will fail in one of its most
important functions and damage its reputation. If the organisation
and its agencies continue to be so desperate for funds that they charge
more than they should and fight with each other to administer such
programs as Oil for Food, then the prospects for two thirds of the
world’s people who need help will be much worse. If the UN Secretary
General and the Secretariat can be intimidated by powerful member
states, then the world body will become even more beleaguered,
divided, and defensive, thus fulfi lling the prophecy of its opponents.
If, on the other hand, most member states continue to use the
UN as a forum for the pursuit of their national interests, not of
global good, then they will take the international community back
to tooth-and-claw contests over power and resources. If rich and
powerful member states selectively turn their backs on international
conventions, then they will kneecap the only global organisation
that can achieve consensus on dealing with global problems. If poor
and powerless member states insist that they are exempt from
selected international requirements, then they will sink into their
own quicksand and deter others from trying to drag them out. If
member states, rich and poor alike, refuse properly to investigate their
nationals’ involvement in Oil for Food and worse malfeasance, and
to prosecute them while tarring-and-feathering the UN for their own
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failings, and continuing to make the UN a scapegoat for everything,
then they will set an unprecedented low in world affairs that will drag
everyone down.
In our book, Jim Wilkinson and I admit that the UN, like any
human creation, is far from perfect. We discuss its many imperfections. But if the principles of the Charter, apart from largely ignoring
women and the environment, were re-written today to establish a new
world body, they would have to be much the same. Member states
would almost certainly not permit such a new organisation to be any
more democratic than the one we have. It has twice taken a world war
to generate sufficient international resolve for the League of Nations
and the UN. So we can see no alternative to what we call the third
try: the slow process of making the UN work, work better, and work
for more of the world’s people. To do this requires acceptance that
beyond local, provincial, and national government, a fourth level of
“government” is needed, to deal with issues that affect the world. If
that is so, it should be properly resourced, staffed, and administered,
instead of always operating in fear of its life.
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To acknowledge the thirtieth anniversary of the dismissal
of the Whitlam Government by the Governor General Sir
John Kerr, The Sydney Institute held a seminar on Tuesday
8 November 2005. Sir David Smith, Official Secretary
to Governors General from 1973-1990 and author of The
governor-general, the monarchy, the republic and the dismissal
joined NSW Solicitor General Michael Sexton, author of The
Great Clash – The Short Life and Sudden Death of the Whitlam
Government and Dr Ann Curthoys, Professor of History, ANU,
to discuss what happened as they saw it then and thirty years
later. A fourth view was offered by Dr Ian Hancock, freelance
historian, Honorary Visiting Fellow at the ANU and member of
Advisory Council, National Archives of Australia.
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THE WHITLAM
GOVERNMENT, THE
DISMISSAL AND ALL THAT
Ian Hancock
Towards the end of 1972 I had reached the conclusion that anyone
who claimed to be a good citizen, and who was of voting age, had
a duty to ensure that Billy McMahon ceased to be Prime Minister
of Australia. He had become an embarrassment. I cast my vote
accordingly – in a seat where it did not matter what I did – and, like
thousands of others in Canberra, got caught up in the excitement of
the early months of the new Labor government.
It never bothered me that the government failed to meet the
high standards set by the assorted revolutionaries who had inhabited
student associations, or that it disappointed some older socialists,
feminists, environmentalists and Aboriginal activists. On the other
hand, it was slightly concerning that the laudable pursuit of an independent foreign policy was accompanied by a slashed defence budget.
Although Lionel Murphy’s raid on ASIO was in many ways laughable
– conjuring up those cartoon images of Mr Gladstone invading Egypt
in 1882 while waving an umbrella – it did raise the question of whether
anyone would entrust Canberra with vital security information. That
said, and given the reservations which might be expected of someone
of conservative inclinations, and who was sceptical about the efficacy
of extensive and enthusiastic social engineering, a general shake-up
was probably overdue and, at fi rst, seemed none too menacing.
By mid 1975, however, I had reached the dismal conclusion that,
while McMahon remained, to my mind, Australia’s worst Prime
Minister, he now had some decent competition. I was very much influenced at the time by Gough Whitlam’s failure to manage the economy,
his Cabinet and himself. That view was strengthened over the last two
years when I worked with the National Archives in preparing for the
release of the Cabinet records for 1973 and 1974. While a few critics
had complained that the government did too little, too late, these
documents seemed to bear out the more common complaint that too
much was attempted, too soon.
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When Whitlam boasted in November 1973 that his government
had made a record number of Cabinet decisions he omitted to mention
how the whole system had already become clogged. It is true that
the initial approach was essentially Fabian; that is, the government
established enquiries to identify and investigate problems (nearly 100
of them), these enquiries reported, and the government responded by
enacting or proposing legislation. Yet the period between investigation
and implementation was often a matter of months. Less haste, and a
greater concentration on allocating funds that could actually be spent,
and spent efficiently, would have provided better government.
If the Cabinet records confi rmed earlier conclusions, my confidence in the Principal Defendant plummeted as I listened in the last
two years at the media launch of these records to Gough Whitlam’s
self-laudatory commentaries, and observed him glossing over awkward
episodes, abdicating personal responsibility, diverting attention to
peripheral and trivial issues, and indulging in feline denigration. It
was especially disturbing to discover that his published writings on
the issue for which he has been most heavily criticised – his government’s handling of the economy – involved some blatant and serious
misrepresentation, a practice which extended to his account of the
beginnings of the “loans affair”.
To be fair, the Whitlam Government was a little unlucky. If Labor
had not been undermined by the hard Left in Victoria, it would have
won the 1969 Federal election and come to power in more propitious circumstances. But it took office at the end of the long post-war
economic boom, and after one ill-conceived Coalition budget (1971-2)
had promoted a recession and another (1972-3) had accelerated the
rate of inflation. By 1974 Australia was in the grip of “stagflation”,
of a simultaneous rise in prices, wages and unemployment, and this
unfamiliar territory would have tested any government.
By this time, however, bad luck was no defence, although Labor’s
response was at least understandable. A government, committed to a
wide-ranging and costly reform program and holding long-cherished
ideals of full employment, was bound to baulk at Treasury’s solution:
to fight inflation fi rst by restraining expenditure, and to tolerate shortterm unemployment in order to prevent its long-term duration. Yet,
if to baulk was understandable, it was surely irresponsible to indulge
in a spending spree. In 1973-4 the reformists spent our money with
missionary zeal and little inhibition. Cabinet was simply not prepared
to heed Treasury lectures about the need for restraint. Besides, a
number of these headstrong and impatient prima donnas, each of
whom was certain that he embodied true Labor principles, fancied
themselves as economic gurus. In these circumstances it would have
been a challenge to sort out priorities and maintain order, and to
persuade the unruly to have an eye and an ear for what was politically
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possible and economically responsible. My reading of the Cabinet
records suggests that Gough Whitlam had neither the stomach nor
the inclination to be other than a disengaged figure or a loyal follower
when the pack overwhelmed him.
His own account neglected to mention that he was the last true
believer of the Treasury line. At most, he admitted the following:
“Without a doubt, the greatest mistake my government made was in
uncritically accepting advice for a credit squeeze from Treasury and
the Reserve Bank in September 1973. The credit squeeze was begun
too late; it was too severe; it lasted too long.” The implication is clear
enough: the advice, not the acceptance of it, was the real problem.
Nevertheless, it was the Prime Minister who, in September 1973,
asked Bill Hayden, the Acting Treasurer, to give Cabinet a “pretty
fair jolt” about the deleterious effects of inflation. By then, the rate
of inflation had risen to 10 per cent from the 4.5 per cent inherited
in December 1972. This increase predated the hike in oil prices at
the end of 1973 which followed the Yom Kippur War in the Middle
East. Indeed, the Hayden submission to Cabinet identified the source
of the problem as domestic not foreign, pointed out that the main
victims were members of Labor’s own constituency, and said that the
solution lay in part in restraining government expenditure. Declaring
the current inflation rate to be “untenable”, the submission gave the
government a clear choice: either prune now or risk even greater cuts
in its programs in the future.
But the builders of tomorrow had programs to fi nance. At most,
the government would pare back the funding which the Coalition
had devised for its own constituencies. The effect was minimal and,
by June 1974, the rate of inflation had reached 14.4 per cent. By now,
the problem was one of cost rather than demand pressures, a direct
result of the wages explosion which the government had encouraged.
In response, Treasury proposed a “short, sharp shock” to prevent
the inflation rate reaching 20 per cent in 1975. When Frank Crean
proved to be a weak advocate, Whitlam took over as Treasury’s spear
carrier. But he was rolled by his senior ministers, led by Jim Cairns,
Clyde Cameron and Bill Hayden, the latter of whom argued that
Caucus would not tolerate a rate of unemployment above two per
cent which would be the inevitable effect of Treasury’s approach of
“fight inflation fi rst”. The Prime Minister, who had argued Treasury’s
brief and had lost, now turned on the Department for not offering
alternative advice. In effect, he wanted the public service to help the
government damage the economy more effectively.
Treasury’s defeat had two outcomes. First, whereas the Department wanted to hold the increase in budget outlays from 1973-4 to
27 per cent, Cabinet accepted a figure of nearly 33 per cent, which
itself blew out further as the fi nancial year progressed. Once again,
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in eschewing restraint, the government approved increases in areas
where the human resources and infrastructure simply did not exist to
spend the money efficiently, if at all. Supposedly corrective measures,
taken later in 1974, merely reinforced the conviction that the government really had no idea of what to do. It was now floundering between
options, mistakenly thinking that J. F. Cairns, who replaced the
hapless Crean as Treasurer, was some sort of economic maestro who
could sustain any one position for more than a fortnight. When Bill
Hayden introduced his ill-fated 1975-6 budget, he offered a succinct
criticism of a madcap past: “We are no longer operating in that simple
Keynesian world in which some reduction in unemployment could,
apparently, always be purchased at the cost of some more inflation.
Today, it is inflation itself which is the central policy problem. More
inflation simply leads to more unemployment.” After two years of
denying the obvious, and denouncing the messenger as well as the
message, the government now made a virtue of embracing some
self-discipline. As Don Chipp might have remarked, the hypocrisy,
following upon such irresponsibility, was breathtaking.
The second outcome of Treasury’s defeat was its marginalization
during the early phases of the “loans affair”. Distrusted and brought
into the picture only in the fi nal stages, Treasury’s protestations and
warnings were ignored or overruled. For months, it had dealt with or
observed carpet-baggers of many nationalities who blew in and out
of the country offering huge loans on generous terms from unnamed
sources. Treasury had seen enough of these characters to know that,
when it came to the crunch, the purveyors of “funny money” never
delivered. Yet, on 13-14 December 1974 four ministers – Whitlam,
Cairns, Rex Connor (Minerals and Energy) and Lionel Murphy
(Attorney-General) – agreed to use one of these carpet baggers,
Tirath Khemlani, to borrow $4bn “for temporary purposes” to pay
for what one senior minister would describe as Rex Connor’s “ridiculous” dreams. Connor and, later, the Governor-General, signed the
Executive Council minute giving effect to the decision. There was
nothing criminal or corrupt about it, although the attempt to by-pass
Parliament and the Loan Council was at least disturbing, and it is
unlikely that the High Court would have bought the argument that a
twenty-year loan could be described as one for “temporary purposes”.
This whole exercise raises the question of just how Australia was
being governed. And here it is valuable to compare the Whitlam
version with the available official records. Perhaps he was just
forgetful, but Whitlam claimed in The Truth of the Matter that,
“at every stage of the negotiations, the most senior officials of the
Australian Government were actively involved”. Further, he wrote
that prior to the loan becoming public knowledge “there had never
been such close scrutiny of a loan proposal in Australia’s history as
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was given by officials to this one”. It is clear from the documents that
Treasury was deliberately excluded until five days before the Executive
Council Minute was signed, and was brought into the discussions only
after an official in the Attorney-General’s Department had briefed
Treasury officers. As for “close scrutiny”, let alone for exercising
fi nancial sense, why did it take just 36 hours for Treasury to discover
that Khemlani had conned the government into believing what he
could never deliver? How could there have been “close scrutiny” when
the lender had not been identified, when the lender appeared to be
relying upon virtually unknown commission agents, when the lender
was supposedly accepting a rate of interest below current market
value, and when the commission to be paid to Khemlani was more
than double the normal percentage? If these questions could remain
open after “close scrutiny”, then the scrutineers should have been
fi red for incompetence.
Treasury had grasped an important truth at the end of 1974, and
one which his colleagues had neither the courage, nor the time, nor
the wit to recognise: Rex Connor was both devious and dangerous. He
flouted a subsequent Executive Council decision in late December and
kept up his contact with Khemlani. Worse, still, he armed him with a
letter and a copy of the original Executive Council Minute enabling
him to use the Australian government’s authority to hawk his name
and business around the fi nancial circles of Europe and the Middle
East. No government should risk its country’s fi nancial standing in
such a fashion. The alarming implication of these documents was that
we were being led by a Prime Minister whose preoccupation was to go
overseas for six weeks, by a Treasurer who had to be protected from
himself, by an Attorney-General who could indulge in such specious
reasoning, and by a Minister for Minerals and Energy who was out of
control and a law unto himself.
Leaving aside arguments about the Senate’s obstructionism,
recalcitrant states and Treasury’s loyalty, there are, I suppose, two
grounds for defending these actions of December 1974. Whitlam
employed one of them by fl ick passing attention to the grandness of
the Connor dream. Another could be that this government was rightly
given to grandeur. Why worry about tiresome matters – inflation,
unemployment, and the details of overseas loans – when there are
worlds to conquer and a society to renovate? Still, it is no bad thing
for a government to deliver good government, if only because good
government might also be good politics. When Gough Whitlam said
to Sir Frederick Wheeler, the Treasury Secretary, during the loan
discussions – “Fred, you are on the skids” – Wheeler responded with
the comment, “Prime Minister, I simply seek to inform you of facts,
your ignorance of which, will bring you down.”
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WHERE WERE YOU ON
11 NOVEMBER 1975?
Ann Curthoys
A thirtieth anniversary is an interesting moment. It is, I would
suggest, the moment when an event truly passes from the present into
the past. Of course, it has been doing that all along, slipping into the
past, but there seems to be something about 30 years that makes it
an especially significant marker. It is, for example, in many countries
including our own, the length of time that government archives
are routinely kept out of public view; thirtieth anniversaries, as Ian
Hancock will know, is when government archives are mostly thrown
open for all to see. It is perhaps, the length of a generation, the time
at which in our own lives we feel we have to put old difficulties and
enemies aside and come to terms with the past. It is short enough
to be useful to oral historians – people can still remember what
happened – and long enough ago for all of us to admit to changes in
our thinking, long enough, that is, to gain the benefit of hindsight.
So, I want to approach this occasion with my historian’s hat
fi rmly on. I am not, and do not pretend to be, any kind of expert on
the detail of these events. I have written professionally much more
about the 1960s than the 1970s, though I do have an interest as both a
participant and a historian in the women’s movement of the 1970s and
also in the development of an Australian historiography attentive to
questions of colonisation and Aboriginal experience.
I am here, I think, as one of the contributors to the MUP book,
Where were you on 11 November 1975?, edited by Sybil Nolan, which
I understand is being released today. It’s a very interesting collection
of essays, for it brings together 30 people of very different political
persuasions and professions and ages, all responding to the call to
recount where they were then, and to reflect on what the event means
to them now. In the process, we get something of a snapshot of
Australian society, or at least of its intellectually, politically, or professionally more prominent citizens.
One of the themes in the book is the disbelief many felt on
hearing that Whitlam had been sacked. Indeed, this is the theme
of my own contribution, but it also informs the reminiscences of
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people as diverse as Frank Moorhouse, Michael Gawenda, Pamela
Bone, Marg O’Donnell and many others. I want to reflect further
on this disbelief. Some accounts now see it as a fairly unremarkable
and not all that important an event, pointing out quite correctly that
Australian democracy went on. This is clearly a matter for interpretation and question of emphasis, but the point I want to dwell on here
is that many people did not see it this way at the time. They saw it as
shocking, and indeed unbelievable.
This is how I tell it in the book:
I first heard that the Governor General, John Kerr, had dismissed the
Prime Minister, Gough Whitlam, in the early evening of 11 November
1975. A friend, Michael Stocker, an American philosopher then at
Macquarie University (who later returned to the US) rang to check that
we knew. Michael loved to joke, and I simply didn’t believe him. “Sure,
Michael”. Some hours later, after eating, and putting our eleven month
old son to bed, we put on the television news, and found out Michael had
actually been telling the truth.
Why didn’t we know till so late in the day, and why didn’t we believe
the news when we finally heard it? The answer to the first question is easy
– we, that is to say my husband John and I, along with our baby son Ned,
had been on a picnic in the Brindabellas. Our fellow picnickers included
Professor Bob Gollan, a fellow historian at ANU, and his wife Anne, and
another historian, Heather Radi, from the University of Sydney. It was
a Tuesday, and although I don’t remember the details probably Bob was
hosting Heather’s visit to Canberra, showing his characteristic hospitality.
The teaching semester had just finished, so no lectures that day. None of
us apparently thought it odd to have a picnic on a Tuesday (these days, I
can’t imagine doing such a thing, taking a weekday off even for some interdepartmental hospitality, so much has Australian academic culture changed
since then). I remember the picnic well, sitting beside a river, green grass,
clear blue skies, excellent conversation, and tending to an active seemingly
always wide-awake baby, who could crawl but not as yet walk.
At the time, John and I were sharing childcare responsibilities – he
would care for Ned in the morning while I worked at the National Library
as a research assistant helping compile a guide to historical records by and
about Australian women (more on this later), and I looked after Ned in the
afternoon while John worked on his PhD. We had only been in Canberra
for nine months. I was still deeply involved in the Women’s Liberation
movement, though with a small baby and the move to Canberra this
involvement had become much less direct and active than it had been a few
years earlier. So this day, we had both taken our half day off, and joined
in this small historians’ picnic. We learned later that the media had all
afternoon been trying to reach Bob, as a well-known labour historian and
Labor party supporter, for comment. Clearly Bob, too, had no idea anything
like this would happen.
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And why didn’t we at first believe the news? That is harder to answer,
and harder to recall. The previous weeks and months had been weeks
of crisis, of the Fraser-led opposition refusing to pass Supply, so that the
Government was in danger of running out of the funds essential to govern.
The stand-off had been going on for some time, and I think we must have
believed that the Opposition at some point would back down. After all, in
our view, the Whitlam Government was properly elected; and we doubted
the validity of the Senate’s refusal of supply – certainly its political morality,
and probably its constitutionality as well. I don’t remember much speculation
before the event about the Governor General’s likely actions; if there had
been some, we clearly had not thought it a serious possibility.
But there it was, it had happened. Once disbelief gave way to acknowledgement that Whitlam really had been sacked, my primary reaction was
shock and outrage. I was, however, a mild rather than an avid supporter
of the Labor government. As an opponent of Australia’s participation in
the war in Vietnam in the second half of the 1960s, and an active women’s
liberationist in the early 1970s, I had in fact not been a particular supporter
of Whitlam before his election. My politics were then far to the left of his,
and I hadn’t forgotten his weak stance on Vietnam during the most difficult
years from 1965 to 1971. I didn’t see him as supporting feminist aims either;
indeed, we did not expect any Australian government of any hue to do
much to support women’s rights. So I and many of my friends were mightily
surprised by the Whitlam Government’s radicalism in the months following
its first election. Conscription ended, the government supported Equal Pay
in the Arbitration Commission, and a new deal was announced on a wide
range of issues. We were pleased, as were many others, and some notable
expatriates, sensing an environment more sympathetic to the arts and intellectual life, began to come home.
Yet we can’t have cared so very much about who was in power, for
only five months after Whitlam’s election my husband and I went on our
long-planned overseas trip, first travelling through Asia and then living in
London, as so many people did back then. Thus we left a reforming Labor
government at home to live under a struggling Conservative one in Britain;
while there we experienced the sense of crisis surrounding the three day
working week, a measure to conserve power in the context of a coal miners
strike. We heard abut the Australian election of 1974 through newspapers in
Australia House, and snippets sent by friends. On our return to Australia
at the end of June 1974, we found the Whitlam government lurching from
one crisis to another – the Loans Affair, the Junie Morosi affair, inflation,
and rapidly rising unemployment. On the feminist front, though, we found
it making unprecedented commitments to government funding of child care.
Furthermore, the UN had declared 1975 International Women’s Year, and
the Australian government had allocated a significant sum for its observance. Indeed, it was an IWY government grant to historian Kay Daniels for
the production of a guide to records by and about women, that was providing
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me and several others with an income when the Dismissal occurred. (The
eventual publication, Women in Australia: A Guide to Records (1977) was
extremely successful in encouraging and supporting the growth of women’s
history in Australia, and remains a useful guide even today.)
Yet if the Whitlam Government seemed to have delivered well on some
issues – ending conscription, supporting equal pay, expanding the provision
of childcare – it was by no means perfect in my estimation. A major flaw
was its policy on East Timor, and I remember attending a demonstration in
1975 on the issue, organised by James Dunn and held outside Parliament
House. Yet the demonstration was poorly attended, and it was clear that the
Indonesian annexation of East Timor issue did not concern Australians the
way the war in Vietnam had, not least because the issues of conscription and
Australian military involvement had not arisen.
On balance, though, I infinitely preferred the Labor Party to Malcolm
Fraser and the Liberals. The dismissal itself, and the subsequent election, left
many of us feeling disaffected. Having grown up knowing only conservative
governments until the age of 27, there was for me a sense of going backwards,
and of returning to a dull inhospitable normality. Governments, it seemed to
me, were nearly always hostile, conservative, and expressing the worst rather
than the best in Australian society. The real changes in society happened
elsewhere – in new ways of living and thinking, in local communities, in
the trade unions and especially in the new social movements. So, it was
important, I thought, not to be dejected, and to keep focused on the things
that mattered – family, friends, work, ideas, and extra-parliamentary
politics.
As it turned out, the Fraser Government did not prove as hostile to
feminist concerns as many of us feared; child care programs, women’s
advisers, funding for women’s refuges, and many other policies important
to feminists were continued. Indeed, during the Fraser era feminists proved
themselves very adept at introducing their reforms less through legislation
than through direct lobbying and bureaucratic innovation and reform, an
ability they slowly lost during the Hawke and Keating years. Yet something
important had gone as well – the sense of government led reform and change.
My thinking about the Dismissal has changed a good deal over
time, as new contexts help shape our thinking about the past. Had I
been asked to give this talk in 1985, I would have seen the Dismissal
as having harmed the Liberals and Nationals more than their
opponents. With the Hawke Government fi rmly in power, and with
at least some program for change, it seemed that Labor had in some
ways been vindicated and their opponents permanently damaged in
their claims as true democrats. The Liberals failure to wait a mere
eighteen months till the next election seemed to have cost them very
dearly. Ten years ago I would again have seen Labor as having gained
more than it lost, for it was still in power, and the Dismissal would
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have seemed a significant step in moves towards a republic and associated constitutional change.
Now, with the idea of a republic on the back burner for a while,
though I do not think forever, and the conservatives at least as
well entrenched as they had been during my adolescence and early
adulthood, the Dismissal looks rather different again. In retrospect, it
marked rather than caused the end of an era. The period 1965 to 1975
was a period of immense change on many fronts – Aboriginal rights
and governance, women’s rights and responsibilities, the continuing
growth of university education, the beginnings of the development
of policies of multiculturalism, economic growth and diversification,
a changing youth culture, and the rise of middle class radicalism.
The role of the Whitlam Government in these changes, especially for
women, was important, and the manner of the government’s ending
is in retrospect much less so. Some of these changes continued under
the Fraser and Hawke governments; not only the policies on women,
I’ve already mentioned, but also notably policies on multiculturalism
and Aboriginal recognition and governance.
In retrospect, the Dismissal leads us to reflect again on the
proper role of the parliamentary Opposition. If the Opposition then
went too far, in unnecessarily and in my view destructively using
its Senate majority to prevent the elected government completing
its term, today’s Opposition it seems to me is not going far enough.
It is not providing a sufficient source of critique and opposition on
critical matters that will affect this society for years to come, from the
treatment of refugees and asylum seekers, to the protection of worker’s
rights in the workplace, to the protection of civil liberties and freedom
of public debate. I would like Kim Beazley to look a little more closely
at Malcolm Fraser’s period as leader of the Opposition, and fi nd a new
balance between his own spinelessness and Fraser’s destructiveness
and impatience.
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THE WHITLAM
GOVERNMENT IN RETROSPECT:
THIRTY YEARS ON
Michael Sexton
The Great Crash begins with two days exactly a year apart. The
second in time is 13 December 1975 – election day when the Whitlam
Government suffered the most crushing defeat of any government
since Federation. Twelve months earlier, on 13 December 1974,
a meeting of the Executive Council had taken place in the Lodge
in Canberra. It was made up of Prime Minister Gough Whitlam;
Treasurer Jim Cairns; Minister for Minerals and Energy Rex Connor;
and Attorney General Lionel Murphy. It authorised the borrowing of
$US4 billion from overseas sources. The minute was signed in Sydney
the following day by the Governor General, Sir John Kerr.
There was, of course, a close connection between the events of
these two days. The Loans Affair proved immensely damaging to the
government as the facts surrounding it gradually became public over
the course of 1975. It was the Opposition’s chief justification for their
decision to block the budget in October of that year in an attempt to
force an early election. But, in many ways, the meeting typified the
internal problems of administration that plagued the government
throughout its period of office.
The loan proposal was not illegal but it was never thought out
and had no rational basis. The clandestine way in which the negotiations for the money – which never existed anyway – were conducted
gave the whole exercise an aura of scandal when it was fi nally made
public. The basic documents that were necessary for the meeting had
only been drafted a few hours earlier in the evening and were still the
subject of discussion and dispute amongst the public servants who
were also present at the Lodge. It was no coincidence that the meeting
was comprised of the four most powerful personalities in the government who were at the centre of its most dramatic and damaging crises
over its time in office.
None of this, however, excuses the conduct of the Opposition over
this period. Its election loss in 1972 – after 23 years in office – seems
to have unhinged some of its major figures. It used the fact that the
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government did not have a majority in the Senate not only to block the
budget in October 1975 but to reject or delay indefi nitely numerous
pieces of government legislation from the very outset of the government’s term.
It is a striking fact that 93 Bills were rejected by the Senate over
the almost three years of the two Whitlam administrations. In the
previous 75 years of the Senate’s history, it had rejected outright a total
of 68 Bills. In over 50 other pieces of legislation the Opposition forced
amendments that removed or significantly changed key provisions
of those Bills. Still other Bills were referred to a standing or select
committee of the Senate where they were buried for long periods. In
a sense, therefore, the Opposition was prepared to take over the usual
functions of an administration but without any requirement to assume
responsibility for the success or failure of the government’s policies.
One of the most vivid examples of this opposition for its own sake
was the ferocious campaign against the introduction of Medibank.
This was no more than a system of universal health insurance
designed to provide complete cover to patients against the cost of
standard ward hospital treatment and a constant level of cover against
medical expenses. This is still essentially the existing scheme for
funding of health care in Australia. It was not, of course, a comprehensive program in any way similar to the British National Health
Scheme. The Bills to establish Medibank were defeated three times
in the Senate before being passed into law by the joint sitting of both
houses held in August 1974 following the election in April of that
year. It was, however, necessary to negotiate agreements with all State
governments concerning the hospital side of Medibank since all public
hospitals were run by State governments. The four non-Labor State
governments resisted the introduction of the new system at every
step of the negotiations until fi nally the fi nancial and electoral consequences forced them to sign up. The hysteria of the campaign now
seems extraordinary. In mid 1973 the Australian Medical Association described Medibank as “a cleverly devised plan for the ultimate
nationalisation of all medical hospital services and a fi rst major step to
achieve socialisation of the Australian community”.
To this constant pattern of obstruction there must be added the
threat of the budget being blocked in the Senate every six months
when the Appropriation Bills were considered in April or October.
This threat was fi rst raised in October 1973 when the government was
less than a year old. In April 1974 the supply bills were blocked but
Whitlam called an election for both houses. This tactic then remained
in the forefront of the Opposition’s agenda until it was used again in
October 1975.
All of this meant that the Whitlam administration was never
going to be a period of stable government. It is true that it contrib-
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uted significantly to the turmoil that seemed to constantly surround
the government and of which the Loans Affair was only the most
dramatic example. But it is important to remember that the government did face unprecedented external pressures that combined with
these internal weaknesses to produce the fi nal explosion of November
1975.
One of the most striking stories of the years that followed 1975 is
the fate of the five chief characters who participated in the Executive
Council meeting of 13 December 1974 that authorised the Khemlani
loan negotiations. The greatest fall was that of its titular head – Sir
John Kerr. During the remainder of his time as Governor General he
was unable to appear in public without uproar and abuse. He appeared
drunk on national television when presenting the Melbourne Cup in
November 1977. Shortly afterwards, he resigned as Governor General
without completing his full term. In early 1978 he was appointed
Australian ambassador to UNESCO in Paris but, after a storm of
public criticism, resigned from that position a few weeks later without
ever setting off for Paris. When he died in 1991, there was no public
funeral for fear of demonstrations, although an official memorial
service took place later. Kerr paid a high price for his decision to
dismiss the government, whatever the merits of that decision.
Jim Cairns stayed in parliament until the 1977 election but,
even before leaving, spent most of his time promoting alternative
lifestyle movements. In 1985 there was an inquiry into a federal
government grant to a cooperative housing project in the ACT that
had been supported by Cairns, followed by litigation on the part of
the Commonwealth to recover these funds. At about the same time
a counter-culture settlement south of Canberra, on land owned by
Cairns, collapsed after an outbreak of violence between some of the
settlors, again followed by actions in the courts. Cairns died in 2003
at the age of 89. Until the end, he could be found sitting at a small
table at the South Melbourne markets on Saturday morning with
copies of his books for sale – a lonely figure amongst the crowds of
shoppers.
Lionel Murphy spent more than a decade on the High Court after
his appointment in early 1975. But, from 1984 onwards, he was always
embattled, facing a series of criminal prosecutions and parliamentary
enquiries. The criminal charges alleged attempts to influence a magistrate and a judge in an effort to help a friend of Murphy’s who was
facing a criminal trial. Murphy was convicted on one of these charges
but, after this verdict was quashed on appeal, acquitted at the re-trial.
The three parliamentary enquiries considered various allegations of
misconduct but the last one was never completed when it became clear
in 1986 that Murphy had only a short time to live. Even at this time,
he was still at the centre of controversy. He had stood down from the
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court during the criminal proceedings and his decision to sit on one
last case was strongly opposed by some of the other members of the
High Court.
Rex Connor remained in the parliament as a backbencher but died
in 1977 without taking any further part in national affairs.
Gough Whitlam may seem an exception to these sad sagas. He
remains a Labor icon – still more popular than any other post-war
leader of the party – as well as being one of the best-known figures
in Australian history. But Whitlam’s reputation as Prime Minister is
much more mixed. He was probably the best Leader of the Opposition
ever seen at the federal level. But the result of the 1975 election speaks
for itself on the question of his reputation as Prime Minister with the
electorate. Soon after the election, this reputation was further diminished by another story of foreign money. In January 1976 it emerged
that, during the election campaign, Whitlam had been part of an
attempt to obtain a large donation to Labor’s advertising budget from
the Iraqi government. No money ever appeared but, when the negotiations became public, it seemed difficult to imagine that Whitlam
could survive as leader. He did survive but at the 1977 election Labor
was crushed by almost the same margin as in 1975. He then resigned
from the leadership and from the parliament.
In addition to these bleak individual dramas, the Executive
Council meeting of 13 December 1974 continued to haunt Whitlam,
Cairns, Connor and Murphy for some years after the dismissal of the
government in one of the strangest cases in Australian legal history.
A Sydney lawyer commenced a private criminal prosecution in late
1975 against these four participants in the meeting on the basis that
they had conspired to deceive the Governor General and to carry
out an unlawful act – the contravention of the fi nancial agreement
between the States and the Commonwealth concerning the borrowing
of money by governments. The four defendants made various legal
challenges to the prosecution in an effort to have it dismissed but the
NSW Court of Appeal refused to do so and ordered that the hearing
continue. The defendants did not have to be present for all these legal
arguments but they needed to be represented by lawyers and to confer
constantly with their legal advisors.
There was, however, considerable unease inside the Fraser government about the case. Some ministers did not like the idea of former
ministers being prosecuted for what they had done in government.
Those senior public servants who had been involved in the Loans
Affair, although in many cases advising against it, still did not want
their memos and briefi ng notes made public in court proceedings.
Fraser was persuaded that the case should be killed off. This could
be done by the Commonwealth taking over the prosecution and
then not proceeding with it. But he could not get the agreement of
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his Attorney General, Bob Ellicott, who took the traditional view
that only the Attorney General could decide whether or not a prosecution should proceed. Ellicott said that he wanted statements from
the public servants who had knowledge of the Loans Affair. The
confrontation came to a head in mid 1977 when the Cabinet decided
to pay the defendants’ legal bills. Ellicott resigned – a late and fi nal
victim of the Loans Affair. The case continued and even reached the
High Court the following year for an argument about the secrecy of
Cabinet documents and other internal records concerning the loan
negotiations. It was not until early 1979 that the proceedings were
fi nally dismissed for lack of evidence. Ellicott returned to the Fraser
ministry, although not as Attorney General, but he had lost Fraser’s
confidence. When Barwick retired as Chief Justice in 1981, Ellicott
seemed the obvious candidate to succeed him but he was passed over.
His obsession with the Loans Affair had proved an expensive one.
As for Malcolm Fraser – the third protagonist along with Whitlam
and Kerr in the fi nal confrontation in November 1975 – he, of course,
became Prime Minister as a result of his actions. He won again in
1977 by almost the same margin as in 1975 but, after that, his government began to falter. It survived narrowly in 1980 but was comfortably
defeated in 1983. In some ways, Fraser never quite threw off the taint
of how he came to office, although it could hardly be suggested
that this was a significant factor in his ultimate loss. But there was
certainly a feeling on his own side of politics that he had never taken
advantage of the majorities that he had after the 1975 and 1977
elections to introduce real changes to the Australian economy. One of
the unanswered questions from this period is whether his government
would have been different if it had come to power in a different and
less controversial way.
Labor’s position after the 1977 election was the worst in the
party’s history after two huge defeats of the same magnitude. At the
1980 election, however, Labor polled 49.6 per cent of the two party
preferred vote and came close to what would have been an extraordinary victory. Much of the credit for this result must go to Bill Hayden
who had taken over the leadership from Whitlam. He was one of
the few ministers to emerge from the Whitlam government with his
reputation intact. It was also true that the elections of 1975 and 1977
had been very much a reaction by the electorate to the Whitlam years.
In May 1976, only a few months after the 1975 election, Labor, led
by Neville Wran, ousted the incumbent LCP government in NSW,
demonstrating that the party retained its underlying electoral base.
Nevertheless Hayden had been very important in the federal revival
by developing policies that were seen by the electorate as fi nancially
responsible. He also built up a strong front bench that included Paul
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Keating, Peter Walsh, Neal Blewett and John Button. He lost the leadership to Bob Hawke on the eve of the 1983 election.
From the outset, Hawke and his senior ministers were determined to bear no resemblance to the Whitlam government. This
group believed strongly that the Whitlam administration had been
self indulgent and ill disciplined. It was, of course, easier for the
new government to focus on these questions of internal organisation
because it did not face some of the external pressures of its predecessor. The Senate was a very different body, with the rise in the
number of minor parties, most particularly the Australian Democrats,
ensuring that neither of the major parties would be likely to have a
majority. This meant that the government had to negotiate with some
of these groups in order to pass major legislation but it also meant
that there was no danger of a budget being blocked in a way that
had occurred in 1974 and 1975. In any event, no Governor General
would have been anxious to act as Kerr did after seeing what had
happened to him in the following years. The capacity of the States to
undermine the new administration, even if they had wanted to, was
effectively nullified by the fact that the two largest states – NSW and
Victoria – were now held by Labor. In the case of business and professional groups, which had caused so many difficulties for the Whitlam
government, these were brought into the policy-making process by
means of summit conferences and advisory councils. There they
joined politicians, union officials and representatives of local government and community groups. In a way that still continues in Canberra
today, interest groups, whether conservation bodies or media proprietors, had constant access to bureaucrats and ministers. Many of these
groups naturally had a very strong fi nancial agenda, but the Hawke
government was surprised and relieved to fi nd that even the greatest
captains of industry were anxious to be appointed to government
boards and inquiries and so were often prepared to moderate their
public criticism of government decisions.
The most significant change introduced over the Hawke-Keating
period was the deregulation of the Australian fi nancial system,
marked initially by the floating of the dollar. The two areas where the
government did not follow through on its own agenda were taxation
and industrial relations. Labour market reform presented particular
difficulties because so many of the party’s processes were controlled
by unions. In the case of the tax system, Keating had proposed
the introduction of a broad-based consumption tax at the 1985 tax
summit but Hawke retreated in the face of opposition from business,
unions and welfare groups. There were, however, major changes to
tariff policy that were designed to cut the average effective rate of
assistance to manufacturing from approximately 20 per cent in the
late 1980s to 5 per cent by the late 1990s.
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On the broad economic front, the government exercised tight
control, in marked contrast to the Whitlam period, over expenditures by individual departments and agencies. This was done chiefly
through an expenditure review committee of Cabinet that set the
overall budget priorities and programs. The budget moved from
deficit to surplus but one feature of the late 1980s and early 1990s
were interests rates at unprecedented levels, peaking at over 20% for
some loans. It was still possible for John Howard to run effectively
against Labor’s record on interest rates move than a decade later in
the 2004 election, so strong was the community’s memory of this
period.
By the time that Keating replaced Hawke as Prime Minister at
the end of 1991 the electorate was ready for a change, chiefly because
of a period of recession and dramatically high interest rates. The
change was delayed, however, by John Hewson who, as Opposition
Leader, lost an election in March 1993 that was almost unlosable. It
was perhaps the most incompetent performance by a major politician
in Australian political history. When the electoral dam fi nally burst
in 1996, it swept out a large number of Labor members and left John
Howard with a comfortable majority as Prime Minister. The big
change introduced in the new government’s early years was the introduction of the GST. This produced significantly increased revenue for
the federal government which was, however, essentially distributed in
its entirety to the States and Territories.
But Howard and his government soon discovered that other
changes to the tax system were much more difficult to implement.
More than half the government’s non-GST revenue came from individual income tax. The level of income tax could only be significantly
reduced by a substantial reduction in federal expenditure. But there
is little flexibility in the federal budget. Welfare payments account
for over 40 per cent of budget spending; health and education over
25 per cent; and defence more than 7 per cent. These items make up
three quarters of the budget even before the cost of administering
the various federal departments and agencies. It is true that quite a
number of these bodies – like the Departments of Education, Environment and Transport – could be abolished on the basis that these
are essentially State functions and this duplication is unnecessary. It
is also true, however, that no Commonwealth government, including
the Howard administration, would now contemplate a significant
reduction in the federal public service. In any event, such a reduction
would not really alter the dynamics of the national budget.
The result of these fi nancial constraints is that the Howard
government has largely continued the domestic policies of the HawkeKeating years. Nor have there been any sharp changes of direction in
foreign policy. And this is what has presented Labor with a dilemma at
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each election over this period. There is a real question of what kind of
dramatic alternative – at least in terms of economic policy – is credibly
available. Labor has certainly struggled at recent elections to come up
with policies that are anything more than minor variations on existing
government programs. Once difficulty, of course, for the Opposition
at the federal level is that the operation of those institutions that most
affect people in their daily lives – schools, hospitals, road systems – are
not federal responsibilities at all but are administered by State governments.
Howard has also cleverly exploited the difference between public
opinion and popular sentiment on a number of political issues. It is
true that public opinion, in the sense of much of the quality press and
the most frequently quoted business, church and university leaders,
share a general approach that includes the following views:
• hostility to the role of the United States in international affairs,
most particularly in relation to its support of Israel in the
Middle East
• opposition to the government’s policies on border protection,
especially the detention of illegal immigrants (which was origi
nally introduced by the Hawke government)
• suspicion of law enforcement bodies, whether involved in
anti-terrorist activities or more traditional crime prevention
and prosecution.
In terms of popular sentiment, however, these views are much
less common in the general community. Because most of those who
comprise public opinion in recent years have also been very strong
opponents of the Howard government, it has been easy for the
general community to confuse these views and those of the Labor
Party. There are, of course, some members of the Labor Party who
hold these opinions, but it has certainly suited the government to
encourage the damaging suggestion that they are the real views of the
Opposition, whatever its official position might be on some of these
questions. In NSW Bob Carr was careful to make the distinction
between public opinion and popular sentiment so that the electorate
was in no doubt as to what his own views were on these kinds of
issues.
What Labor – and also the Howard government – needs to do is
think about the big issues that will confront all Australian governments over the next twenty years and develop some detailed options
– they do not have to be single dogmatic solutions – for dealing with
these problems. Inevitably this would provoke considerable public
discussion and there would be many people who disagree with some
or all of the options suggested. But this does not mean that they would
not have some respect for this kind of approach. There are a range of
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issues that need to be taken up but they would certainly include the
following:
• simplification of the tax system which has become impossibly
complicated. One possible but dramatic option is a flat rate of
taxation combined with offsetting benefits.
• containing the sharply rising costs of health for an ageing
population, although this would probably require reducing the
existing role of doctors and pharmacists. both of whom are
extremely powerful interest groups.
• the right level of immigration for a country that has labour
shortages in some sectors but a number of large cities, most
particularly Sydney, where even the existing population has
produced acute problems of air pollution, water shortages,
traffic congestion and urban crime.
• improved provision of child care for working women, most
particularly for children under the age of two where the cost of
care has limited its availability.
• the adequacy of existing superannuation arrangements for
a population that is living longer and retiring earlier. An
associated problem is that the legislation governing superannuation requires drastic surgery, given that at last count it
numbered almost 28,000 pages.
• the use of alternative energy sources – but most particularly
nuclear power – once it is accepted that the reserves of coal
and oil are fi nite and have significant environmental consequences, especially in the form of petrol emissions.
• the form of government to be adopted if the British monarch
is discarded as head of state. This is hardly something, of
course, that effects people in their day to day lives but it ought
to be the subject of a proper public debate, even if that proved
impossible on the last occasion.
The importance of long-term thinking may yet be the most useful
legacy of the Whitlam period. This was what happened on the Labor
side in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The government that came to
office in December 1972 never had the time – or, it must be said, the
capacity – to make use of the results of that work in opposition. There
were some exceptions, of which Medibank was the most significant.
But even those members of the electorate who did not vote for Labor
in 1972 knew that it had a vision for the future and that it was asking
for the chance to put it into practice. Thirty years on, and after almost
a decade in opposition, Labor needs to spark the same belief in the
Australian people.
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THE WHITLAM
GOVERNMENT, THE
DISMISSAL AND ALL THAT
David Smith
On 24 November 1975, in the Festival Hall, Melbourne, Gough
Whitlam opened the Labor Opposition’s election campaign for the
double dissolution election that was to be held on 13 December
1975. His theme was that his removal from office was the end of
parliamentary democracy as we knew it, because an elected government in full command of a majority in the House of Representatives
had been brought down by the Senate’s attack on its budget. What
utter humbug. This was the same Leader of the Opposition who had
attempted to do the very same thing to the Gorton Government in
1970, to the Holt Government in 1967, and whose party had attempted
to do the same to Menzies governments 168 times since 1950. That
which had been a legitimate parliamentary tactic for 25 years while it
was used by Whitlam and his party against their political opponents a
total of 170 times, suddenly became the end of democracy as we knew
it, as soon as the tables were turned and his political opponents used
the very same legitimate parliamentary tactic on him.
This was not the fi rst time that Whitlam had railed against the
Fraser-led Opposition for using the Senate in order to bring down his
Government. On 28 October 1975, while he was still Prime Minister,
Whitlam told the House of Representatives that the Senate was in
breach of constitutional conventions relating to the passage of appropriation bills, supply bills and money bills. Apparently these must have
been new constitutional conventions that had suddenly crept into our
Constitution after 1970.
This was a most curious stance for him to adopt in the Parliament, for only four days earlier, on 20 October 1975, in a television
interview, Whitlam had admitted that the Senate does have power
over money bills. He went on to say that he believed the Constitution
was wrong to allow the Senate power to reject money bills, and that he
was determined to end this power for all time. Of course, he had no
intention of putting a constitutional amendment to that effect to the
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people, as required by section 128 of the Constitution. He was simply
going to “tough it out” and hope that the Senate would cave in.
Only four weeks earlier, on 30 September 1975, the High Court
had handed down its judgement in Victoria v the Commonwealth. Four
of the judges expressed opinions which supported the view that,
except for the constitutional limitation to initiate or amend a money
bill, the Senate was equal with the House of Representatives as a part
of the Parliament, and could reject any proposed law, even one which
it could not amend. The judges who expressed these opinions were
Sir Garfield Barwick, the then Chief Justice, Sir Harry Gibbs and Sir
Anthony Mason, who each, in turn, became Chief Justice; and Sir
Ninian Stephen, who later became Governor-General.
The High Court was merely confi rming what the founding fathers
had intended when they were drafting the Constitution. Except for
the limitation in relation to money bills, the founding fathers intended
the Senate to be equal with the House of Representatives as part of
the Parliament. It is, after all, the second most powerful upper house
in the world, after the United States Senate, and the Australian Labor
Party, in opposition, had a track record of trying to use that power to
force Coalition Governments with majorities in the House of Representatives to early elections.
That didn’t stop Whitlam, on 19 October 1975, from issuing a
press statement in which he referred to the Opposition’s actions in the
Senate as an abuse of power and a violation of every constitutional and
democratic principle. That was consistent with what he had told the
House of Representatives on 16 October 1975 when he claimed that
the convention had been clearly established that the Senate, which
has no power to initiate or amend money bills, shall not block or reject
them either.
Well, so much for Whitlam’s huffi ng and puffi ng in 1975. Let us
go back to 1967 and 1970 to see what Whitlam, and his leader of the
government in the Senate, Senator Lionel Murphy, had to say about
such matters when they were in Opposition.
On 12 May 1967 Senator Lionel Murphy, then Leader of the
Labor Opposition in the Senate, had this to say in the Senate:
The Opposition opposes this Bill. There is no tradition, as has been
suggested, that the Senate will not use its constitutional powers,
whenever it considers it necessary or desirable to do so, in the public
interest. There are no limitations on the Senate in the use of its constitutional powers except the limits self imposed by discretion and reason.
There is no tradition in the Australian Labor Party that we will not
oppose in the Senate any tax or money Bill, or what might be described
as a fi nancial measure. Our tradition is to fight, whenever and wherever
we can, to carry out the principles and policies for which we stand. We
are not circumscribed by any notions which arose elsewhere in connection with other institutions. …We in the Senate are democratically
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elected by the people of the States. If we consider it to be in the public
interest that a measure be rejected, who gives us the right to refrain from
doing so under some pretended notion that the Senate cannot reject a
tax or money Bill?

On 12 June 1970 the then Leader of the Opposition, Gough
Whitlam, had this to say in the House of Representatives:
The Prime Minister’s assertion that the rejection of this measure does
not affect the Commonwealth has no substance in logic or fact. ... The
Labor Party believes that the crisis which would be caused by such a
rejection should lead to a long term solution. Any Government which
is defeated by the Parliament on a major taxation Bill should resign. ...
This Bill will be defeated in another place. The Government should then
resign.

On 18 June 1970 Senator Murphy had this to say in the Senate:
For what we conceive to be simple but adequate reasons, the Opposition
will oppose these measures. In doing this the Opposition is pursuing a
tradition which is well established, but in view of some doubt recently
cast on it in this chamber, perhaps I should restate the position. The
Senate is entitled and expected to exercise resolutely but with discretion
its power to refuse its concurrence to any fi nancial measure, including a
tax bill. There are no limitations on the Senate in the use of its constitutional powers, except the limitations imposed by discretion and reason.
The Australian Labor Party has acted consistently in accordance with
the tradition that we will oppose in the Senate any tax or money Bill or
other fi nancial measure whenever necessary to carry out our principles
and policies. The Opposition has done this over the years, and in order
to illustrate the tradition which has been established, with the concurrence of honourable senators I shall incorporate in Hansard at the end
of my speech a list of the measures of an economic or fi nancial nature,
including taxation and appropriation Bills, which have been opposed by
this Opposition in whole or in part by a vote in the Senate since 1950.

At the end of his speech Senator Murphy tabled a list of 169
occasions when Labor Oppositions had attempted to oppose money
bills in the Senate for the sole purpose of forcing the government of
the day to face the people at an early election.
Two months later, on 25 August 1970, the Labor Opposition
launched its 170th attempt since 1950. On that occasion, Whitlam had
this to say in the House of Representatives:
Let me make it clear at the outset that our opposition to this budget is no
mere formality. We intend to press our opposition by all available means
on all related measures in both Houses. If the motion is defeated, we will
vote against the Bills here and in the Senate. Our purpose is to destroy
this Budget and to destroy the government which has sponsored it.

As Jack Kane, one-time federal secretary of the Democratic Labor
Party and former DLP Senator for New South Wales, wrote in 1988:
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There is no difference whatsoever between what Whitlam proposed in
August 1970 and what Malcolm Fraser did in November 1975, except
that Whitlam failed. ... Senator Murphy, for Whitlam, sought the
votes of the DLP senators, unsuccessfully. That is the only reason why
Whitlam did not defeat the 1970 budget in the Senate and thus fulfi l his
declared aim to destroy the Gorton government.

So when Whitlam referred to the Opposition’s actions in the
Senate as an abuse of power, and as a violation of every constitutional
and democratic principle, he must have been referring to very new
constitutional and democratic principles, for the very same actions
were legitimate and principled when he was doing them to his
opponents in 1967 and 1970 when he was Leader of the Opposition.
No-one has suggested how many precedents over how many years are
required to establish a political principle or a constitutional convention, but 170 precedents over 25 years must come very close.
When Whitlam demanded Rex Connor’s resignation as Minister
for Minerals and Energy on 14 October 1975, that became the “reprehensible circumstance” that Fraser was looking for. Connor’s sacking
is also the big unanswered question of those days.
There were four meetings of the Federal Executive Council that
constituted the Loans affair. The fi rst meeting on 13 December 1974
authorised a borrowing of $4 billion through a Pakistani money dealer,
Tirath Khemlani, who claimed he could raise the money from Arab
oil interests in the Middle East. The loan was to be for what AttorneyGeneral Lionel Murphy was pleased to advise were temporary
purposes. On 7 January 1975 the Executive Council revoked this
authority. On 28 January 1975 the Executive Council authorised a
borrowing of $2 billion, and on 20 May 1975 this authority, too, was
revoked. The reason for this second revocation was that the Treasurer,
Dr Jim Cairns, was about to go overseas to negotiate a foreign loan
through regular sources in the United States, and these negotiations
would have been compromised by the existence of an authorisation to
seek funds from the Middle East at the same time.
When details of the loan-borrowing attempts became public
knowledge, Whitlam told the House of Representatives that he
had been advised that there had been no further negotiations with
Khemlani after the revocation of the Executive Council authority on
20 May. But then Khemlani arrived in Australia and told a reporter of
his telephone conversations with Connor after 20 May and continuing
into June. Whitlam demanded Connor’s resignation for having misled
him and thus causing him to mislead Parliament.
On 2 December 1975 the journalist Alan Reid gave a television
interview in which he clamed that, on 20 October, Frank Stewart,
in his capacity as Vice-President of the Executive Council, had
telephoned the Governor-General. The interview with Reid was
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conducted by Michael Shildberger, who began the interview with the
following introduction:
According to Alan Reid, the former Minister for Tourism and Recreation, Frank Stewart, was disturbed by the circumstances surrounding
Mr. Whitlam’s dismissal of former Minerals and Energy Minister, Rex
Connor. Alan Reid says that in his position as Vice-President of the
Executive Council Mr. Stewart phoned the Governor-General, Sir
John Kerr, on October 20, six days after Mr. Connor resigned from the
Ministry. Mr. Stewart told the Governor-General that in his view Mr.
Connor was entitled to believe that Mr. Whitlam had given him approval
to continue seeking petro-dollars from overseas immediately following
the May 20 Executive Council meeting during which Mr. Connor’s
authority had officially been revoked.

The unanswered question is: did Connor deceive Whitlam and
cause Whitlam to mislead Parliament, or did Whitlam deceive the
Parliament and sacrifice Connor, while relying on Connor’s loyalty to
the Party to go quietly? The answer will be found in Frank Stewart’s
papers held in the National Library in Canberra, and in my book Head
of State which will be launched tomorrow night by former GovernorGeneral Bill Hayden.
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Kate Grenville

Kate Grenville is one of Australia’s most acclaimed writers,
internationally recognised and a winner of the Orange Prize
for Fiction – Britain’s most valuable literary prize. In her
most recent novel, The Secret River, she has tapped into her
own history as much as that of early Australia and produced
a work that has been acclaimed by critics. The book, taken
from a story of a Grenville ancestor, takes modern Australians
into the barely documented world of settlement beyond Port
Jackson. Kate Grenville spoke for The Sydney Institute on
Tuesday 15 November 2005
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SECRET RIVER –
SECRET HISTORY
Kate Grenville
Many thanks to Gerard and Anne for asking me to address The
Sydney Institute. It’s very appropriate that we’re meeting in the
Mitchell Library, because it was here that The Secret River began, in
the drama of discovery among the archives.
The book started innocently enough, as nothing more than a
search into my family’s past. My mother had told me stories about
the fi rst of our family to come to Australia - my great-great-great
grandfather was a lighterman on the Thames, pinched a load of
timber and was transported for the term of his natural life. Within six
years of arriving here, he’d become a free man and “taken up land”
on the banks of the Hawkesbury River. He went on to make buckets
of money, built a fi ne stone house, and called himself “the King of the
River”.
Once I started looking, it was surprisingly easy to fi nd out quite a
bit about his early life in London and his crime. Old Bailey trials were
taken down in shorthand, and transcripts are online now. I learned
– to my relief – that his crime had been nothing worse than ordinary
theft of the “fell of the back of the truck” sort.
From apprenticeship, baptismal and other records, I was able to
reconstruct his London life and walk the very streets and wharves
where he’d been. There was an extraordinary sense of history coming
to life under my very feet, and suddenly he was a man with a family, a
society, a world of neighbours, in-laws, friends and enemies. Standing
in the street in Bermondsey, south London, where he’d lived, I was
profoundly glad that he hadn’t been a very good thief. If he’d got away
with his crime, I realised I’d have been born into this world of mean
narrow streets shadowed by breweries and tanneries.
The picture of his life in Australia was much sketchier. I could fi nd
plenty of information about his business wheelings and dealings, but
not much else. The landscape where he lived was the most powerful
element of his Australian life – the country around Wiseman’s Ferry
is still wild. It’s easy to imagine what it must have been like to be a
settler there in 1815.
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Wiseman himself was interesting enough to a descendent, but
not compelling material for a novel. The idea that there might be a
larger story to tell came upon me gradually. The landscape itself had
a lot to do with it. The bush around Wiseman’s Ferry is full of relics
of Aboriginal habitation – trees still bearing scars showing where
shields and canoes were prised out of the bark, grooves in creek-beds
where stone axes were ground to a sharp edge, and of course the many
rock engravings of animal and human figures. Walking around this
country, I realised that it might be empty now, but at one time it had
been intensively used and inhabited. What I naively thought of as
“wilderness” had, in effect, once been the living-rooms and diningrooms, the workshops and churches, of the Darug and Darkinjung
people.
From that idea it was a small step to imagine how it must have
been to sail up that river and step ashore on land that you were
claiming as your own. All around, the forest and cliffs would have
watched you. That feeling, so common in the bush, that there’s
someone just out of sight, invisible when you turn to look, would not
have been an illusion in Wiseman’s day, but reality. And there was a
possibility that that person, just out of sight beyond the trees, would
have been aiming a spear at you.
Suddenly that bland phrase in the family story - “he took up
land” - started to split open. I began to see that it was not so much
that Wiseman “took up” land, as that he simply “took” it. What had
happened there, on that point of land by the river? What had it been
like, that very fi rst day, as the Aboriginal people came out of the bush
towards the Wiseman family? Had it been friendly (as of course I
hoped) or mutually distrustful, even violent?
I was afi re to know – but my search was a frustrating one.
There was no information - none that I could fi nd, anyway - about
Wiseman’s relationship with the Darug people around him: nothing,
not even a passing reference. This could mean that nothing happened:
either that the Darug had gone from that part of the river by the time
he “took up” land there, or that he found a way to co-exist with them.
Or it could mean that things happened – but things that it was in
no-one’s interest to write down.
As I scoured the records, it became clear that I would never
know for sure. There was certainly violence on the Hawkesbury at
around that time. In 1815 it got so bad that Governor Macquarie
declared martial war and gave settlers permission to fi re on Aboriginal
people more or less at will. Whether Wiseman was involved, though,
remained unknown.
But as my research took me far beyond my family story, into the
larger story of black/white relations in early Australia, and as the
project became a novel, the real man - my ancestor - faded from view.

THE SYDNEY PAPERS SUMMER 2006

151

He was replaced by a fictional construction called William Thornhill,
and telling his story became an obsession for the next few years.
Like my ancestor, William Thornhill began his life beside the
Thames, was sent here as a convict, and prospered. Beyond that any
resemblance ends. As the writing progressed, my fictional construct
Thornhill took form as a man of strong feelings, quick to anger: a
hard man, but one with a fierce love for his wife and children. His
wife stepped out of the shadows of the past and introduced herself,
too: Sal, a woman whose life had been turned upside down when her
husband had been sent to the end of the world and she had followed
him. A spoiled only child, she had become a strong woman out of
the necessity of her life. She was shrewd, passionate and honourable
- eaten away with homesickness, but slowly coming to understand the
new place.
These two people, along with six children and a crowd of minor
characters, took up habitation within me as well as on the banks of
the Hawkesbury. The story I wanted to tell was of people thrown into
a situation unlike anything they’d had to face before, and for which
nothing in their experience could have equipped them.
They were confronted by choices that must have seemed impossible. The Thornhills, like most of the other freed convicts, couldn’t
go back to their life of grinding poverty in London. Who in their right
mind would choose that, when staying in Australia meant wealth and
a place in the new society? But in staying here they were on land that
belonged to other people – people who were willing to fight and kill
for it. There was no getting away from that fact: the choice they had
to make was how they dealt with it.
Reading letters, journals, newspapers, official documents and
histories of the time, it was clear that settlers responded to that choice
in very different ways. Many found ways to co-exist peaceably with
the Aboriginal people. Others regarded them as not quite human,
and shot them for sport. Between these extremes were most settlers:
ordinary people like the Thornhills, wanting nothing more than to get
on with making a life for themselves.
The pressures that might push a person towards one response or
another was the heart of the story I wanted to tell. Fear, compassion,
government policy, peer pressure, miscommunication, self-interest
– all these went into the mix.
I did an enormous amount of research. This book isn’t history,
but it’s solidly based on history. Most of the events in the book have a
basis in the documentary record. They didn’t necessarily take place on
the Hawkesbury, or at the time Wiseman lived there, but some version
of them did really happen. Some of the dialogue is even taken directly
from the written sources.
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But I didn’t want to write a historical novel of the deadeningly
information-packed didactic kind. I wanted this to be a historical
novel that would feel to the reader as if it were unfolding in real time,
in the present of the reading experience. I wanted readers to be able
to smell and touch and taste the life of those characters. To do that,
I had to feel what it was like to be at the bottom of the English class
system with no hope of ever rising. I had to imagine what it was like
to be illiterate. I needed to know what the texture of daily life was
like – what did those fi rst settlers eat? The books told me they ate salt
pork, hominy and pease – but what did those things taste like? What
was a bark hut actually like to live in? What happens – not in general,
but specifically, moment-to-moment - when a spear or a musket ball
enters a human body?
To answer these questions I made and ate “hominy” and “pease”
(neither exactly gourmet fare, I can assure you), tried sleeping in the
bush near Wiseman’s Ferry at night without a mosquito net (impossible) and quizzed my GP friends about penetrating injuries (not for
the faint-hearted).
It became important to speak to descendents of the Darug people,
if I could. I approached them diffidently, unsure of how they would
feel about the story I was telling. They were generous with their
time and knowledge and encouraged me to continue. They were
informative about many things I hadn’t found in the written record
– for instance the importance of the “daisy-yam”, a staple part of the
Aboriginal diet, but removed by the settlers and replaced with corn.
Above all, I wanted to know the individuals, to get into their heads
and their hearts. In all their variety of personalities, they must have
been like people I knew and like myself - not heroes and not devils,
but just human beings, stumbling from one small decision to the next
and in so doing, without really planning it, creating the shape of their
lives. As I wrote, I kept coming back to the central question: what
would I have done in their place?
It’s not always comfortable to ask that question, because none of
us can be sure of the answer. But my writing of the book was driven
by a feeling that there’s unfi nished business in our history – it’s
probably why the “history wars” go on making headlines and why
family research is booming. There’s no going back and replaying the
hand that history dealt us, but we can go back and tease the story out
so we can feel what it was like to live through it. Doing that helps to
understand the past, and understanding the past is essential to any
attempt to disentangle the puzzles of the present.
In writing this fiction, I didn’t have a message to push or an axe
to grind. I wasn’t interested in judging any of these characters, only in
getting inside their lives. I hoped to create an experience for a reader
in which they could understand what that moment of our past was
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really like. The great power of fiction is that it’s not an argument: it’s
a world. Inhabit it for a while and you’re likely to come out a little
changed.

BRITAIN, EUROPE AND AMERICA: AFTER THE COLD WAR
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Chris Patten

Chris Patten, Not Quite the Diplomat (Allen Lane 2005) is an
autobiographical account of Chris Patten’s life as a diplomat
and global player. Chris Patten, now Lord Patten of Barnes,
was the last Governor of Hong Kong, later becoming
Europe’s Commissioner for External Relations. Commenting
to a BBC reporter in 2003, Chris Patten mused: “Arriving
in Hong Kong, more than anything else in my life, affected
my views - both my views on political life and my views on
leadership, not to sound too grand about it. But I don’t think
I was noticed arriving so much as I was noticed leaving.”
Lord Patten of Barnes addressed The Sydney Institute on
Wednesday 16 November 2005
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BRITAIN, EUROPE AND
AMERICA: AFTER THE COLD WAR
Chris Patten
The last British Home Secretary, whose post carries responsibility
for the prison service as well as the police service, decided shortly
after being given the job by Tony Blair that he would like to visit one
of Her Majesty’s prisons. While he was there, he said to the Governor
he’d address the assembled convicts. He wanted to give them a pep
talk on reform. As he went down to the canteen to address them, he
wondered how he should begin his remarks. “Gentlemen” sounded
a bit too civil. “Comrades” sounded a bit too like old Labour. In the
event, he began his remarks to the assembled convicts by saying, “I’m
pleased to see so many of you here today.” Obviously I’m delighted to
see so many of you here today. And if any of you are on parole then
you’ve got until about 7.30pm.
I was born in 1944 just before D-Day and the D-Day landings.
My wife was born a bit later that year, shortly after her father had
been killed in the Battle of the Falaise Gap. He was a great Cambridge
athlete in the generation after Chariots of Fire. He ran in the 1936
Olympics, was beaten in the high hurdles by Jesse Owen. My wife and
I grew up in the years of the Cold War. We grew up through a century
when for us in Europe, after an abysmal fi rst half, things in the second
half got better year by year. It was a world that was made safe and
pretty prosperous, above all because of the leadership exercised by the
United States after the Second World War.
After the First World War, President Wilson had tried to put in
place a series of arrangements which would turn Europe away from
the sort of nineteenth century nationalism which had caused so many
disasters in and after 1914-18. His efforts at the Versailles Treaty
negotiations are brilliantly described in the recent history by Margaret
Macmillan on the Versailles Treaty. Wilson failed largely because of
antipathy in the United States to any idea of foreign entanglements, a
view which had obtained in the United States since the foundation of
the Union.
So Europe during the 1920s and 1930s went back to the habits
of nineteenth century nationalism, habits which resulted in dog-eat-
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dog protectionism, in confl ict, gas chambers, the gulag and then a
Second World War in 1939-45. Once again, America had to come
to Europe’s assistance, as did the Australians and those we used to
describe as “the Dominions”. After the Second World War, American
leadership was determined it shouldn’t have to send a third generation
of young Americans to bail Europe out again. Under the leadership
of Roosevelt, Truman and General Marshall, one of the truly great
figures of the last century, and Dean Acheson and others, America
put in place an infrastructure of global leadership which has served
us all remarkably well in the years ever since. America took the lead
in creating the United Nations, the Bretton Woods Institutions, the
World Bank, the IMF and the prototype of the World Trade Organisation. America pressed for acceptance of the international rule of
law, for example through the creation of what has recently become
the International Criminal Court which today, alas, America does not
recognise. And it was Eleanor Roosevelt who, of course, began the
campaign for the UN Declaration of Human Rights.
General Marshall, describing what America was trying to achieve,
said a number of things which I discovered three or four years ago
when Colin Powell asked me to deliver a Memorial Lecture in Washington State where General Marshall had his last field command
before he was summoned to Washington DC. Marshall said that, in
those years after the war, American policy wasn’t directed against
any country or doctrine but against poverty, desperation and chaos.
He said, wisely, that democratic principles don’t flourish on empty
stomachs. This was a General talking, one of the most successful
Generals of the twentieth century. He said it was a tragic misunderstanding that a security policy is a war policy.
In the United States, there was a bi-partisan approach to global
leadership. Truman’s successor, President Eisenhower, opined that no
nation’s security and wellbeing can be lastingly achieved without an
effective cooperation with America’s fellow citizens around the world.
And it was partly because of that philosophy, in 1956 when Britain
and France invaded an Arab country, the last imperial throw, that the
United States intervened at the United Nations and by threatening
to pull the plug on the British economy aborted the whole enterprise.
America was concerned about the effect on opinion in the Arab world.
So America in 1956 worked through the UN to stop the invasion of an
Arab country. As President Chirac might put it: Autre temps, autre
moeurs.
That system of global governance worked extraordinarily well.
But there were problems, partly because we took a rather Manicheean
view of world affairs. If you were on our side, even if you were doing
some pretty doubtful things, you were okay. If you were on the other
side, then things were rather different. That occasionally got us into
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trouble. It occasionally got us into trouble as well when we drew the
wrong lessons from the Munich negotiations in 1938 and when these
metaphors replaced the use of our cerebral faculties in determining
foreign policy. All that partly explains Vietnam.
But overall, it was a remarkably successful way of trying to ensure
that the world was safe and free and prosperous. For America, it was
astonishingly successful. Working as America did, the world’s only
superpower, through the UN, working through international cooperation, America legitimised its power, America protected itself from the
world’s envy and the world’s fear. At the height of the British Empire,
Edmund Burke, the greatest of all British political philosophers said,
when the colonies in America were still part of our Empire, “I dread,
above all, to be dreaded.” And America wasn’t dreaded. American soft
power was in many respects more important than precision-guided
munitions.
It was an approach to world government that worked for America
and it was an approach to world government that worked for the rest
of us. By the end of the twentieth century, as President Clinton used
to point out, most people in the world were living under democracies. During the second half of that century, world output increased
six-fold. One of the American creations after the Second World War
was the European Union. People very often assume that NATO was
what America focused on and the Common Market, which became
the European Union, was very much a European creation. It is almost
literally the case that it was the other way around. Europeans wanted
America to stay behind after the Second World War. The price for
America doing so was the economic and political integration of
Europe with France and Germany lashed together at the heart of the
enterprise in an historic act of reconciliation very different from the
lack of such reconciliation in Asia between Japan and China.
Since then, we’ve seen in Europe a remarkable, indeed a unique,
exercise in sovereignty sharing without creating a super-state. In
many respects the enterprise is rather ramshackle. We still have
problems, mainly of macro-economic management in individual
member states like France, resulting, as we’ve seen in the last few
weeks, in the consequences of economic policies which produce 10 per
cent unemployment for citizens as a whole, 20 per cent unemployment
for teenagers leaving school and 40 per cent unemployment if the
teenager is called Ishmael rather than Pierre.
But it’s remarkable how much has been achieved: a single market;
a single trade policy; a single environment policy; and not a single
foreign policy but efforts to do things in common. The most successful
effort has been the offer of enlargement of the European Union to our
neighbours, although it can’t go on forever. Our policy towards our
neighbours can’t always be to offer them membership to the European
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Union otherwise where do we stop before we get to North Korea? But,
so far, the offer of membership of the European Union has consolidated democracy for example in Spain, in Portugal, and in Greece
after they escaped Fascist authoritarianism in the 1960s. This consolidated democracy in the countries of central and eastern Europe after
the dismemberment and collapse of Russia’s European empire. We
still have to complete the process. We still have to take in the Balkans
where Europe failed abysmally in the early 1990s. It has been doing
rather better since. We still, in my judgement, have to take in Ukraine.
And despite the difficulties with public opinion we have to understand
the strategic consequences and the consequences for our relationship
with the whole Islamic world if we fail to deliver on our promises to
take in Turkey, provided that Turkey completes the process of political
and economic reform on which it’s embarked.
So the argument I want to put to you is this. The system that
was created by America after the Second World War was extremely
successful. It works for the rest of us because there is hardly anything
we want to achieve which we can manage without America and
American leadership. But it is almost equally the case that there is
hardly anything that America can achieve without partners. And the
point about partners, as Winston Churchill once remarked, is they do
tend to develop opinions of their own. I think it is very curious that a
system which has worked so marvellously well has been under intellectual and political assault in the United States in the last few years,
particularly from the neo-Conservatives and the assertive nationalists.
As soon as the word “neo” is attached to a noun, you know what it
really means is “not”. Neo-intellectuals rarely open a book. NeoLiberals are profoundly illiberal and neo-Conservatives are certainly
not conservative. After all, here is a stable order which has done
America and the rest of us proud, and the neo-Conservatives want to
overthrow it. The arguments continue and will continue in the United
States and beyond.
We’re lucky that we’ve had a superpower for so many years
without territorial ambitions. We’re lucky that we haven’t had a
superpower which has acted in the traditional, imperial way. America,
on the whole, imports people not exports them. America doesn’t seek
to train an imperial, governing class. America, as the historian Neil
Ferguson says, “doesn’t do diarrhoea”. So it’s not a traditional, superpower or imperial power. And I do hope that the rest of us, by making
clear that we wish to be partners, partners with opinions of our own
but partners of the United States, not rivals of the United States,
can encourage the United States to return to that more traditional
approach which I mentioned a moment or two ago. If you are looking
at things in European terms, it seems to me that the right approach
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to our relationship with America is about midway geographically
between Paris and London.
America and Europe, the trans-Atlantic community and, if I can
abuse geography a bit, I’d like to include Australia in that, no longer
has everything its own way. For 50 years we’ve been used to being
able to determine and lead the global agenda and others have followed
on behind. But as we start a new century we have to face up to the fact
that that is no longer a possibility. We’re seeing the rise of Asia and, in
particular, the rise of China and India. India is the greatest, certainly
the largest, democracy in the world. China, where we’ve seen in the
last few years the practice, as it were, of market Leninism, has been
the largest economy in the world for 18 out of the last 20 centuries.
I was intrigued the other day, when Secretary Rumsfeld said that he
hoped the rest of us could encourage China to join the civilised world.
A certain lack of historical grip there I think.
When you look at the work of the great economic historian Angus
Madisson, it’s interesting to recall that from 1500 to 1820, India
and China represented over 50 per cent of the world’s wealth. That
declined from 1820 with the industrial revolution, with the terrible
turbulence in China and India in the fi rst half of the last century to
about 7 per cent or 8 per cent by 1950. It had grown again to about
18 per cent by the end of the twentieth century and it’s reckoned that
by 2020 it’ll be about 30 per cent once again. China has become very
rapidly the workshop of the world. Walmart is now a bigger trading
partner of China than either Russia or, I say in these surroundings
with humility, Australia. China will be, by the end of this decade, the
world largest exporter and the world’s largest importer.
China faces considerable problems in the years ahead: misgovernment, corruption, lack of regulation, a huge overhang of bad debts
with the politicisation of credit, and the requirement, at some stage,
to make those political adjustments which will be necessary in order
to accommodate economic and social change. China can’t play by
different rules to the rest of humanity in that respect. Nevertheless,
it’s difficult not to be optimistic about China. It is unwise to regard
what is happening in China as bad for the rest of us. As far as India
is concerned, since the reforms launched by Manmohan Singh in
the early 1990s, India has started to grow rapidly and is now growing
about 7.5 percent a year. It would probably do even better were it not
for the fact that the Congress Party is dependent for its parliamentary
majority on the Communist Party, and the Communist Party in India,
unlike the Communist Party in China, still believes in Communism.
Should we regard what’s happening in India and in China and in
particular in China as a threat? It seems to me to be a perfectly absurd
proposition to argue that we’d all be better off if China was poor and
unstable rather than increasingly well-off and stable. Why should we
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think that for a fi fth of humanity to be impoverished is good for the
rest of us? In the China of Mao, 40 years ago, 38 million people died
in a Mao-made famine. Why should we think that the China of Mao
would be better for us? Thirty years ago China was tearing itself apart
in the Cultural Revolution. Why do we think that that sort of China
would be better for the rest of us than the China which is prosperous?
China never will be as prosperous as you and I are, because even
though it’s going to a big economic power, in terms of wealth per
capita it will never match Europe, Australia, America. It will get old
before it gets that rich. But, nevertheless, I fi nd it extraordinary to
think that we should all be worried by or anxious at China’s success.
I can’t think of any big problem that we face as an international
community that we can successfully tackle without engaging China
and India in the process of fi nding the solution and implementing
the solution. It’s true of economic issues, it’s true of trade issues.
Europe and America have given some very bad signals in the last
year, very bad signals with the way we’ve reacted to the predicted
and predictable consequences of the end of the multifibre agreement.
We’ve known for years that the end of that bit of developed country
protectionism would result in a surge in Chinese exports of shirts,
trousers, bras and so on. Over the last ten years, the price of clothing
and shoes in the United States has fallen by 30 per cent - not a bad
deal for consumers. So what we predicted happened this year and
the immediate response of America and Europe was to try to prevent
Chinese exports coming into our markets.
If we want China and India to join a rules-based economic system
then we have to make it clear that the rules apply to us as well as to
them. We’re not going to carry very much conviction, if whenever the
rules don’t suit us in Europe and America we try to change them.
If we want to deal with problems of nuclear proliferation, we
have to deal with India and China and work with them. It’s not just
essential to work with China in order to secure a successful outcome
on the Korean peninsula. We need to work with China and India
in order to deal successfully with Iran, a country from which both
countries import a considerable amount of their energy. China gets
11 per cent of its oil from Iran. If we want, of course, to deal with
environmental issues we will have to work with China and India. If
we want to try to ensure that there is a more sensible approach to the
expansion of the market for commodities, energy and oil then we have
to work with China and India. In my view it was completely crazy
for the American Congress to block the sale of Unocal the small,
American energy company, to the Chinese. If we want them to be
part of the system and to play by the rules that the rest of us play by,
then the system has to be open to them as well. And we have to work
with China and India if we’re to get them to share our own view of
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the damage done by failed and failing states, like Zimbabwe, BurmaMyanmar, Sudan. The real threats in today’s world don’t come as they
did in the nineteenth or twentieth centuries from conquering states.
They come from failed and failing states. And they pose just as much
a problem for China and India as they do for the rest of us.
One of the main themes in my book is that it’s vital, if we’re to
further international cooperation in the way that is required in this
century, to work with China and India. It’s not a question of inviting
them to come and join us once we’ve made the decisions, we have to
involve them in the decision-making process as well. I’ll leave you
with one thought. Historians often, looking back on history, assign
centuries to particular nation-states. Some people, although not the
French, very often say that the nineteenth century was the British
century. With the decline of Britain, not least because of two World
Wars and the end of the British Empire, people largely associate the
twentieth century with America and American power. Now some ask,
who’s going to dominate the twenty-fi rst century? Are we going to see
a struggle between China and America?
I happen to think that that’s become a very old-fashioned way of
looking at history. What the next century should be about is a battle of
ideas not a battle between nation-states. And if, as I think will happen,
America returns to a more traditional way of doing international
business, and if Europe behaves as a sensible partner, rather than as
a sort of super-sniper, I hope that this century will be dominated not
by China or India or America or Europe or Australia but by the ideas
which free societies, and in particular America, have symbolised for
the rest of us: open markets, civil society, the rule of law, pluralism.
Those are I hope the ideas that will make this century a rather more
cheerful one than the last. But all that is in our own hands and I hope
you won’t think me too much of a Pollyanna for thinking we really can
make things rather better.
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Susanna de Vries

Historian and author Susanna de Vries retells heroic stories
in her new work Great Pioneer Women of The Outback (HarperCollins). The outback was certainly no place for a lady. Yet,
many women without previous knowledge of hardship rose
to the challenge of an unfamiliar lifestyle creating homes,
farming and nursing their families and neighbours through
sickness. The book is based on the diaries of ten pioneering
women, two of whom cared for Aboriginal children who
begged to be adopted by them. Susanna de Vries addressed
The Sydney Institute on Tuesday 22 November 2005.
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PIONEER WOMEN AND
THE STOLEN GENERATION
Susanna De Vries
Nine out of ten outback women in my study, Great Pioneer Women
of the Outback, did not realise what dangers, difficulties and deprivations they would face in outback Australia. Their fi rst problem was
getting there. Some went by sea like the unfortunate Emma Withnell,
who was shipwrecked near Roebourne, along with all the cattle and
sheep they had brought with them that drowned. Other pioneer
women undertook a bone-shaking journey by horse and buggy which
could take many weeks.
Many women expected to live in a comfortable wooden homestead
with wide verandahs. What they got was very different – a horrible
hovel or a tin shed. In the most basic of living conditions they faced
relentless hear and dust, isolation, poisonous snakes, fl ies that drove
them mad, no medical facilities, Aborigines attacking the homesteads
and endless back-breaking physical work.
The outback was no place for a lady is a phrase that has become
trite and clichéd. But what did the phrase really mean? I soon discovered it concerned the highly unpleasant sanitary arrangements at a
time when there were no portable loos or Portakabins. Victorian ladies
in crinolines and long sweeping shirts were too polite to mention in
their letters or journals that the real reason the outback was unsuitable for ladies was the fact that stockmen and shepherds urinated
anywhere and everywhere. Even worse was the fact that other calls
of nature were resolved by digging a large smelly latrine pit or trench
surrounded by a few bits of sacking. Sometimes the latrine pit was
provided with a plank across it, far from easy to use in a long skirt
or crinoline: several unfortunates fell in the pit and some died from
infection by faeces. There was no door, the latrine pit was usually
surrounded by sacking and the station manager’s wives were expected
to share this public convenience with stockmen. This was one reason
that station cooks were usually male.
Lack of medical services or shops was another problem. There
was no refrigeration or freezers. Stores and all work clothing for the
stockmen had to be ordered from an agent hundreds of miles away.
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They arrived by bullock, dray or camel. Most station managers’
wives were expected run the station store. Myrtle White and Atlanta
Bradshaw recorded how a camel train bringing stores arrived once
every six months. Woe betide any pioneer woman who left something
off the shopping list. Atlanta Bradshaw, marooned out at Alice Springs
and the only European woman there, had a family of young children.
Three of the children were born in the outback without the help of a
doctor or midwife. Atlanta rode six hours by horse and buggy to the
Hermannsberg Mission so the pastor’s wife could deliver her baby.
Although Atlanta had never done any nursing, she soon found that, as
part of her husband’s job description, she was required to nurse sick
gold miners and telegraph operators as well as her own children. She
also cared for a young part-Aboriginal girl called Amelia Kunoth, who
grew to love Atlanta very much and begged to accompany her when
fi nally Atlanta and her family of seven children returned to Adelaide.
Amelia’s daughter would become Rosalie Kunoth, Aboriginal activist
and star of the silent fi lm Jedda and she gave me some help with her
mother’s story. She was always very fond of the Bradshaws.
Housework was endless. There were no labour saving devices
in the kitchen, camp ovens made of iron or there were only wood
burning stoves that had no temperature controls. Firewood had to
be chopped before cooking could start. To fi nd the ten most exciting
stories of pioneer women I read almost a hundred journals and collections of letters searching for those that represented the triumph of the
human spirit. And those women needed a strong spirit. There was
no Valium or counselling for them if their husbands or children died.
Most overcame depression through hard work or in some engrossing
hobby - as Georgiana Molloy did by taking up botanical studies of
West Australian plants. Others were not so lucky and could not cope;
one fi lled her pockets with stones and jumped in the dam. But those
who survived created an outback spirit which means that foreigners
see us as a nation of tough, inventive, resourceful people.
Those who have read We of the Never Never or seen the fi lm will
remember how in 1902 a clever and highly literate Melbourne teacher
named Jeannie Taylor married Aeneas Gunn and sailed north to
Darwin. She was amazed to fi nd that station hands at Elsey Station
did their level best to dissuade her from accompanying her husband.
Aeneas Gunn was a classical scholar turned explorer of the Northern
Territory who had to return to Melbourne because he had caught
malaria. There he met Jeannie. When fi nally they reached Katherine,
after a hazardous journey where Jeannie had to cross a flooded
river on a wire, they found the Station manager’s house had been
wrecked by cyclone. The reason the station hands sought to prevent
Jeannie’s arrival is omitted from We of the Never Never but when I went
searching for the real story behind Jeannie Gunn’s book I discovered
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that several stockmen were living with and had children by Aboriginal
women and feared the new manager’s wife would object to these
arrangements.
The Federation era was an extremely prudish one and had Jeannie
told the full truth her book would never have been published. She
had to leave out a vital part of the story, namely that the “little black
princess”, the undernourished girl she named “Little Bett Bett” and
cared for devotedly was neither black nor full blood Aboriginal. BettBett’s real name was Dolly Cummings and she was the daughter of a
Scottish telegraph linesman called Lewis Cummings. Her mother was
Katie Wooloomool, from the Yangman tribe.
Jeannie had found Dolly dripping wet and half starved after she
had narrowly escaped being raped and captured by a rival tribe. Dolly
spoke a little English and her photograph taken by Jeannie clearly
shows that her nasal septum was pierced by a bone, indicating she
had reached puberty. She told Jeannie she was to marry a man she
did not like very much, Billy Muck, the rainmaker of the Yangman
tribe who was two decades older than herself. It was Aboriginal
tradition for every baby girl to be betrothed to a man who was at least
20 or 30 years older than herself. Jeannie felt sorry for Dolly and took
her home with her to feed her up and make her some clothes. Dolly
asked if she could stay longer and Jeannie, mindful of tribal lore, was
careful to obtain the consent of Dolly’s grandfather Old Google Eye,
so that Dolly could live in the homestead with the Gunns and come
and go between the homestead and the Aboriginal fringe camp as she
pleased. Dolly’s mother was rarely at the camp and seemed uninterested in her daughter’s welfare. Dolly’s Scottish father had long ago
deserted mother and child. Jeannie gave Dolly lessons in reading and
a set of clothes and Dolly grew to love Jeannie. Their relationship
might have developed further but after 14 months at the Elsey, Aeneas
Gunn died of malaria dysentery.
Jeannie was so devastated and depressed that her unmarried sister
Carrie had to come north and take Jeannie back to live at home with
their widowed father in Melbourne. The telegraph company accepted
responsibility for Dolly and sent her to live with a white family in
Darwin, something not recalled in We of the Never Never.
As a teenage girl Dolly, photographed in the book in a white
dress, came to visit Jeannie in Melbourne. Jeannie was about to set
sail to Europe on an 18 month trip when Dolly begged Jeannie to
adopt her. Her father objected so this was impossible. On her return
to Australia Jeannie found Dolly a job in the Darwin hospital. By now
Dolly had grown into an attractive well presented hard-working young
woman. She met William Bonson, a young Englishman who worked
in Vestey’s meat works in Darwin. They fell in love and were married,
built a house and had six children; Dolly and Jeannie continued to

166

PIONEER WOMEN AND THE STOLEN GENERATION

correspond each Christmas. But as little Bett-Bett became famous all
over Australia, no one knew her true identity.
Dolly and her family survived the Darwin cyclone but her house
was ruined. When the cyclone was over, Dolly was evacuated south
and visited Jeannie. Her life and Jeannie’s intervention in it was a
heart warming success story. No stolen child story here. Her sons
became well known footballers; her grandson Matthew Bonson
studied hard, took a law degree and has become a member of the
Northern Territory Parliament.
The saddest story in the book is that of Georgiana Molloy who
sailed 10,000 miles to the new colony on the Swan River which was
nothing but a scam to take money off the new settlers in return for
harsh sandy land unsuitable for agriculture. Georgiana and her
husband, Captain Jack Molloy, camped on the banks of the Swan
River and watched their crops die in the sandy soil. Fearing they
might die of starvation the Molloys and the Bussell family chartered
another ship and sailed south to Albany to start pioneering there.
Georgiana’s fi rst baby was born in a tent on the beach: Albany was
not much better so they moved away to the Vasse River and built
another house. Georgiana had a beautiful little boy who one morning
wandered away unnoticed and broke his neck falling down a well.
Suffering grief and despair, and with no relatives or friends to console
her, Georgiana overcame her black depression by taking up botany
and sending back to London crates of dried flowers and seed heads
and notes on their habitats and medicinal uses which were of great
use to botanists at Kew Gardens and Chatsworth House. But this
was an era when women were thought not clever enough for scientific research so the male botanists published her research without
acknowledging her contributions. Only one plant out of all those
whose seeds she classified and sent back, the Boronia Molloyia, was
named after Georgiana Molloy.
Georgiana bore six children in the outback and died a slow and
painful death when she became the victim of medical incompetence
from a uterine infection known as “childbed fever” when she was only
37. It seems that, like the infamous Dr Death of Bundaberg, Georgiana’s doctor never washed his hands before operating.
Myrtle White, a South Australian pioneer was a very tough
lady indeed and led a hard life as a station manager’s wife, farming
beef cattle in sandhill country where there was no graded road
giving access to Broken Hill or Adelaide. In a desperate bid to save
her baby’s life when he had a high fever, Myrtle and her husband
valiantly attempted to drive an old Ford car across the sandhills that
surrounded Noonameena Station, a place so isolated that only a camel
train reached it every six months and a mail truck once a month. In
the days before antibiotics Myrtle was convinced her baby would die,
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the nearest doctor was hundreds of miles away. The difficulties of
getting her little boy to hospital and the terrible story of how he nearly
died would inspire the Reverend John Flynn to found the Flying
Doctor Service.
They set off in an old Ford car for Broken Hill. When the car
became bogged down stockmen dragged it out with their horses only
to have it bog down an hour later when there was no one to help them.
Then, unexpectedly, the monthly mail truck appeared on the skyline
and took the feverish little boy to hospital at Broken Hill where his life
was saved. Drought was another destroyer of outback lives, then and
now. Both Myrtle White and pioneer Katie Parker from northern New
South Wales were almost bankrupted in a seven year drought. Both
lost their homes, their husbands became depressed and suffered heart
attacks shortly after.
Last, but not least, comes Evelyn Maunsell, who like myself was
a city girl, born and raised in London. Evelyn’s father, Frank Evans
was a successful man, an Alderman of the City of London. Evie Evans
grew up in a comfortable home staffed by servants. She had four
brothers, two of whom emigrated to work as jackaroos in New South
Wales. Evie wanted to see her brothers and yearned for adventure.
In 1911 she accepted an unpaid job as a companion to a widowed
lady taking a world cruise on which the ship called for two weeks in
Sydney.
Invited to a house party to meet Phoebe Maunsell, the girl to
whom her eldest brother Rupert had just got engaged, Evelyn met tall
blond, handsome Charlie Maunsell, Phoebe’s brother, who was about
to take up a new job as a station master on isolated Mount Mulgrave
Station on Cape York. Charlie and Evie spent a blissful week together
and fell in love but he had to depart north and she was meant to
continue with her world cruise. Charlie was convinced that Evie was
the only girl in the world for him. Evie’s brother told her how Charlie,
who had supported his mother and sisters after his father died, was
such an exceptional man he would make an excellent husband. The
upshot was that Charlie proposed and Evie accepted him with absolutely no idea what outback life was like.
There were no proper roads in North Queensland. Evie sailed
north. They married in Cairns where some of the wedding guests
speculated that “the English girl would never stick it out in the bush”.
For their honeymoon, Evie and Charlie made an uncomfortable
journey of 400 miles through scrub and rainforest to reach Mount
Mulgrave Station but found no lovely wooden homestead. The house
of the manager was nothing but a tin shed with a concrete floor and
an unlined roof with squeaking fruit bats and a carpet snake in the
unlined roof of the bedroom.
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Evie was determined to stick it out. She adapted to outback life
well, learned to bake her own bread, make her own soap and candles
and ran the station store. A far worse danger than the snakes and
malarial mosquitoes was the hostility of the local Aborigines. The
previous owner, Paddy Callaghan, by then dead after a shooting
accident, had been a brutal man who had raped many Aboriginal
girls. The local Yir Yiront tribe were plotting revenge but Charlie
and Evie did not know this. When Charlie was away mustering, some
of the tribe invaded the homestead brandishing glass-tipped spears
intent on raping and killing Evie. Fortunately, old Maggie, a Yir
Yiront woman who worked in the house, had grown very fond of Evie
and saved her by hiding her under the bed. The Yir Yiront stabbed
through the quilted bed cover but did not fi nd Evie, they slashed her
clothes and then departed for the station store where they stole sugar
and other sweet things and departed, laden down with whatever they
could carry.
“The Big Wet came and invaded our house with red-back spiders,
scorpions and poisonous snakes,” Evie told her mother in a letter.
She was excited by the fact she was expecting her fi rst child but after
Charlie departed for the second season of mustering Evie succumbed
to malaria. She had dosed herself with quinine without knowing that
it contained toxins which caused her to miscarry. Unable to staunch
the bleeding and convinced she was about to die, she was aware that
under Aboriginal law old Maggie and her husband could not bury her
body but would have to leave it for Charlie to grieve over. She knew
the blazing heat would soon decompose her corpse and, not wanting
Charlie to have to face the horror, Evie had just enough strength to
whisper “S’pose I die, dig a hole and put me in it.”
Faithful old Maggie and her husband Albert were determined
Evelyn would not die; they nursed her round the clock until Charlie
returned. Evie, by then, needed to consult a gynaecologist at Cairns
Base hospital. But the Big Wet made the bush tracks impassable for
the buggy to reach Mungana Railhead to catch a train to Cairns.
There was nothing for it but to make the nightmare six day journey
on horseback to Mungana. Charlie rode close beside his wife. In the
tropical rainforest they were plagued by leaches and more mosquitoes.
Several times on that nightmare journey Evelyn nearly fainted and
Charlie held her tight for support. Evie recovered; Charlie took a
job as a manager on the vast Wrotham [pronounced Roothem] Park
Station. Albert and old Maggie insisted on accompanying them there
and later to the Atherton Tableland where they set up their own dairy
farm.
Finally, Evelyn gave birth to a healthy boy, Ron Maunsell, who
would join the Air Force in World War II, and later became a senator.
I am grateful to Ron Maunsell who now lives in Cairns who gave me
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his family photographs and details about his mother which I used
in the book. After Charlie’s death, Evelyn retired to Brisbane where
she became a tireless worker for the Country Women’s Association.
She died aged 89, a capable, resourceful outback woman of whom all
Australians can be proud.
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Paul Schnabel

Dr Paul Schnabel has been General Director of the Social
and Cultural Planning Office of the Netherlands, the social
science research unit and social policy advisory agency of
the Dutch government, since 1998. He is also a professor at
Utrecht University and a columnist for several Dutch daily
newspapers. On a visit to Australia, as guest of the Royal
Netherlands embassy in Canberra, Dr Schnabel addressed
The Sydney Institute on Wednesday 24 November, 2005. The
paper which follows is an edited transcript of Dr Schnabel’s
address.
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ISLAM AND THE
NETHERLANDS: WHAT IS
HAPPENING BEHIND THE DYKES?
Paul Schnabel
Let me start about 30 years ago, around 1975. Imagine that there’s
a young boy, about 15 years old. Ahmed is his name. He has come
from Morocco to the Netherlands with his mother, his brother and
his sisters. His father has already been working in the Netherlands as
a guest worker for about 5-7 years. He did the same before in France,
then moved to the Netherlands. He was working in a factory. One
November afternoon, Ahmed and his parents, his reunited family,
are going shopping because it’s winter and you need warm clothes.
They buy new clothes, new coats and so forth, and there is still some
money left so his father takes Ahmed and the family to a restaurant.
It’s a really good Dutch restaurant, 30 years ago, with nice fittings,
where everything is very cosy and comfortable. There are Dutch
waiters, as there were in those days who are not too friendly most of
the time. The family orders coffees and pastries. Then, as Ahmed told
me because this is a real story which actually happened, as the Dutch
waiter came with the coffee and the cakes, Ahmed said, “Yes, this is
going to be my future; this is the land I want to be in, this is going
to be my life. I want to become a part of this society; this is where I
belong.”
And that’s what he did. Ahmed is now the Alderman of the City
of Amsterdam, one of the Burgermasters of the City. He’s a friend of
mine and I asked him a few years ago at a dinner party, “Ahmed what
makes you tick; why did you fit so well into this society? You were 15
when you came here and you didn’t speak one word of Dutch.” He
speaks fluent Dutch now. He studied in the Netherlands, starting
from a very difficult position as a 15 year-old. Today, he is expected to
become a minister in one of the future cabinets.
This illustrates how migration should work, from a positive identification with the immigrant’s new country, by wanting to be a part of
the country of choice. That’s the way many people settled who came
from the Netherlands to Australia or Canada in the 1950s. There
was a positive intention to become part of this new society. However,
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the problem is that in this sense, Ahmed is an exception in the Netherlands today. There have not been so many people that came into
the Netherlands from Morocco or Turkey with that sort of positive
intention to become a real part of Dutch society. That is a profound
difference.
These immigrants came out of need. They were people in
desperate situations, living in areas where there was no future at all.
They came from very poor peasant families, where there were too
many children and the land was inadequate for them to work for a
living. They had hardly any money, especially in Morocco where there
was an unfriendly government, not only conservative but rather cruel,
trying to push these impoverished people out to places where they
could earn money to send back to Morocco.
So Ahmed’s is a position that is an exception right now in the
Netherlands. Now when I have dinner with Ahmed we are surrounded
by body guards. He is a Dutch-Moroccan man, a public figure and he
is threatened by his fellow countrymen. Film maker Theo van Gogh
was killed by Mohammed Bouyeri, also a second generation Moroccan
man, 30 years old and well educated but who had not succeeded in
Dutch society. He had become a fundamentalist and in the end a
terrorist. He murdered Theo van Gogh in a ritual way, shooting him
fi rst from his bike and then killing him with a knife, cutting his throat
and then putting the knife in van Gogh’s belly with a note attached
saying that the next victims would be the Mayor of Amsterdam, Job
Cohen, the Alderman of Amsterdam, Ahmed Aboutaleb, Ms Ayaan
Hirsi, a Dutch parliamentarian and Somalian refugee from the 1990s
among others. Some of the people making the threats had parents
from the same village as the parents of Ahmed Aboutaleb.
It is a very sad story – on the one hand great success, of social
mobility and feeling a part of the new society; on the other hand
hatred from your own people. If you look at young Moroccans on
Dutch television these days, they do not see Ahmed as their role
model for the future. Many of them think he is a traitor who went
too far from his roots and is too distanced from the people of his
own creed, the people of his own country, people of his own sword
you could say. Ahmed once said to me: “They look at me in the train
because they see that I’m a foreigner. But if we sit together in the train
and they have to point out who is the Moroccan, they will not point
to me.” In fact, were I on the train with Ahmed, it is more likely they
would point me out as a Moroccan as I am small and dark with a
beard while and he is tall and looks more like a Dutchman than I do
since I have an Indonesian mother.
I tell you this story because it is an example of what a person can
achieve with hard work and the guts to do it, trying as hard as he can
to be successful in society. It also illustrates a certain predicament for

THE SYDNEY PAPERS SUMMER 2006

173

many of his countrymen who are not so successful. It is certainly more
than just an anecdote; it illustrates that the dream of a multicultural
society can also end up as a nightmare. For a long time, I think people
in the Netherlands were a bit naïve about the idea, thinking it would
be so much more colourful and pleasant to have so many people from
different countries, from different backgrounds, living in our country;
that it would be a strong blending of the best elements of all cultures
so that we could live happily ever after. In some ways it happened, just
like it happened here, with so much choice in foods, so much more
choice in music, and there is more colour in the streets and so on, with
different types of fashions. All this makes a really ideal multicultural
society pleasant.
But now we also see the other side. There are people who do
not integrate. Hundreds of thousands of people from Turkey and
Morocco have lived in the Netherlands for 30 and 40 years and still
do not speak the Dutch language. These people are out of work and
will never fi nd a job again. We see people who have had an education
in the Netherlands and with the name “Mohammed” have a more
difficult task in getting jobs. We experimented with all kinds of journalists. We sent the same letter of application to employers using on
one an Arabic name and on the next a Dutch name. The one with the
name Mohammad would get a reply, “Unfortunately we do not have
a position available for you.” While the regular Dutch name, such
as Jan, would get the response, “It would be nice to have a talk with
you.” Such things make me very worried about what it happening
in Dutch society and how the acceptance of multicultural ideas is
different from what it used to be.
We are more aware now of what can change and what can happen.
Before I give you some details of what is going on in Dutch society
and how waves of immigrants have come to us and how many there
are and what they are doing and what their position is, I wish to
make clear what I have learned in the past week in Australia. It’s very
difficult for you to understand, being part of a immigrant society like
Australia and having an official migration policy, what the Dutch
experience might be. Yours is a different experience from ours. For a
long time ours was an emigrant society but for the past 40-50 years we
have not sent people away and we have become an immigration society
in our own right. But, unlike you, we did not have an immigration
policy. That means we were not selective in our immigration intake.
People just came in as refugees, and as guest workers on a contract
basis. People came before their family members like Ahmed and his
mother and sisters did. Chain migration became an ugly phrase. It
had connotations of people linked in a chain holding on to people who
were already in the country.
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People from our former colonies are still moving in. If you look at
the Dutch Carribean island of Curacao this is especially so. This adds
to the people from Suriname, who have their independence. But one
third of the Surinamese people say: “No, we are still Dutch, we have
Dutch passports, no. Let’s go.” In just one year after their independence, more than one third of the Surinamese population went to the
Netherlands and settled in Amsterdam. People are surprised and
appalled by how they managed to do this, more than 150,000 people
coming to us in one year. Now there are more than 300,000 Surinamese in the Netherlands, and in Surinam itself about 4-500,000.
But they are integrated now and have mostly done well. It is the people
from Curacao we still have problems with.
You need to understand that our immigration policies and policies
towards migrants are in fact related policies. When people arrive, you
then have to decide what you are going to do with them. Are you going
to help them to fi nd a place in your society which is very different
from what they have known? And we have no migration policy which
gives people places according to their competencies and qualifications,
and most of the time they do not have the competencies and qualifications for a modern society which is a problem in itself.
Most of the guest workers from Turkey and Morocco have never
been to school. They come from Morocco as peasants, without any
education, speaking a language that has never been written so they
can only mix with their own. They are not able to be counted – and
there’s thousands of them in the cities. There’s a few little brochures
in Arabic that explain Dutch society and what they’re entitled to and
so on. They are also sent out insurance information but they don’t
understand it. They can’t read in the fi rst place and, in the second
place, they can’t read Arabic because they don’t speak it. Arabic is the
holy language of the Koran and everything they know of the Koran
they have had to learn by heart, in mosques, but not by reading the
Koran.
It’s only a tiny minority of these people who can do this. Ninetyfive per cent of the Moroccan and Turkish immigrants of this
generation have never been to any school. They then have to take their
children to a Dutch school. A Dutch school expects you to involve
yourself with your children, to read to them or help them with their
homework. These people suffer a lot of shame in those situations
because they are not able to do this. And it is hard for them to understand what is expected from them. That makes them ashamed that
they are not able to live to the standards expected in their new society.
Another thing that is very different from Australian society is
that, especially in Europe, it is very difficult to keep people out.
Within the European Union there are hardly any borders any more.
If you sit on a train in Madrid you can travel to the Netherlands or to
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Germany without anyone asking you for a passport. If you go by plane
it’s different. If you go by car or by train, no problem; you can travel
anywhere. So, for instance, now many Moroccans are desperately
trying to get into Spain to fi nd work there. Some of them succeed and
if they don’t have any luck in Spain they can go further into Europe
where nobody will stop them. They can travel around – we have
open borders. So our country, a small country, has open borders to
Belgium, to France, to Germany, everybody can come in.
The problem is how to get them out. That’s why we have a
Minister for Integration and Immigration whose fi rst task is to get
people out. She tries hard and it’s very difficult because fi rst she has
to fi nd the people. Some of them are illegal in our country. It’s very
difficult to live illegally in a welfare state. You are entitled to nothing.
If you cannot show that you are legal, you won’t fi nd a house or
healthcare or education, nothing at all. Most illegal migrants in the
Netherlands live with their families who are legal. So they can fi nd
shelter with family members already there. But what we see, in many
cases, is that they are exploited by the family. It is a tragic situation
where they are not helped by their family members, only exploited to
do hard work for few bucks, sometimes to face prosecution for drug
trafficking. This is not what you want in a modern society.
As a welfare state, it is so important to make a difference between
people who are legally there and those illegally there. We are also
different from a country like Italy. Italy, every two years, has probably
300,000-400,000 people who are illegal being declared legal. They
can travel around Europe. On their papers, they are entitled to social
security, to healthcare, to education, to getting a house and things like
that. So there is a very big reluctance in the Netherlands, to say that
someone who is illegal in our country will be legalised. There is a lot
of pressure in society to do this but the government doesn’t want it
and it has its reasons not to go that far.
Now some facts. I want to talk to you about the different groups
who have come through the Netherlands. The fi rst came, and some
of them ended up in Australia as well, when Dutch Indonesians were
expelled from Indonesia by Sukarno in the 1950s. A few hundred
thousand Indonesians came to the Netherlands. They were not wanted
by the government who did not expect them to come to Holland. But
it’s not a problem now. They are completely assimilated into Dutch
society and their children are part of the society.
The second group who came didn’t create a problem because they
went back – they were guest workers from the northern part of Italy,
Spain and Portugal and Greece. They came to us, at the end of the
1950s and the early 1960s, for simple jobs in factories and industries
and that worked out very well. They had contract labour and after a
few years they went back to their home countries to start businesses
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there or build houses, whatever. They did this fantastically in northern
European countries because their own countries did much better
economically after the 1950s and in the early 1960s than before.
We still had those industrial jobs in those days, in shipyards,
textiles, factories and we brought in new groups of people who did
cheap labour, simple labour, which we didn’t want to do ourselves.
At this point, we took in people from Turkey and Morocco. This also
happened in Belgium, France and Germany. Germany now has more
than three million people from Turkey. You will fi nd Moroccans especially in the Netherlands, and in Belgium.
While the Turks have had their own problems integrating into
Western society, as a group there have not been too many problems
with them, not from the fi rst generation and not from the second
generation. With the Moroccans it’s been different. In France there
has been rioting, and North African immigrants from Tunisia, Algeria
and Morocco have caused many problems. In the Netherlands, it has
been especially the second generation of young males of Moroccan
descent who have been active in crime, had high drop-out rates in
schools and difficulty in fi nding and keeping jobs. This makes their
position quite difficult in Dutch society which also has a tendency to
generalise such problems over all the other groups who tend to stick to
themselves.
I’ve already mentioned the people from Surinam, practically
all of them coming to the Netherlands in 1973 and 1974, one year
before Surinam was settled into independence. They stayed in the
Netherlands. Contact with Surinam was very difficult and expensive,
because there’s a monopoly of one or two airlines. Many have never
gone back. This has also made it more important for them to integrate
into Dutch society. The Surinamese are now mainly integrated and
though not completely, and this integration has gone very well. Many
of the Surinamese were Negroes from West Africa. When the slave
trade was over, they brought in a lot of people from India so there was
also a great Hindu group brought there as contract labourers more
than a hundred years ago. Surinam is a very mixed society. There are
people from West Africa, from India, from China, from Java who were
also brought in as contract labourers. You’ve got five or six different
races living together.
We have something left of our colonial past in the Caribbean,
which is still part of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. It neighbours
Guyana on one side and French Guiana on the other side. Venezuela
is on the north coast. It is made up of islands including Aruba and
Curacao, and there are some very tiny islands further north which
are also part of the kingdom, though there are only a very few people
living there. Aruba is an interesting island. It has special status, and
it is doing very well with different kinds of people living there. It is a
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major holiday resort for American. Once we had a deputation from
Aruba coming over to ask us how we dealt with ethnic minorities
because Aruba’s hotel industry completely relies on people from other,
poorer islands in the Caribbean. Now 40,000–100,000 people in
Aruba are ethnic minorities themselves.
Curacao is a different story; it is in a terrible economic state.
It used to be the place where oil was refi ned and distributed to the
world. But now the oil refi nery business is practically over and there
is no other ascending economy. Tourism is not very good with many
of the young generation without jobs and they have started to come
to the Netherlands. Again, young males are the problem – young men
with no family, no education; they don’t speak the language because
in Curacao they speak their own language, even though Dutch is
the official language. They come to the Netherlands hoping to fi nd
paradise. Many of them end up in crime. They have a cultural wisdom
that you should, as they put it, “shine”, that you should be sharply
dressed, have a beautiful car, be spending money. But you cannot do
that with low paid jobs and so they have to fi nd other ways of earning
their living. It is a very difficult situation for them. These are the two
major groups, young male Moroccans and young males from the
Caribbean, where Dutch society, as a whole, is feeling a burden.
After the Surinamese chain-migration set in. Guest workers from
Turkey and Morocco brought in their families and now we have an
unexpected development. Second generation young Moroccans and
young Turks are marrying others from their own countries because
their parents have extended families. From these families, marriage
partners are brought to the Netherlands. Until a few years ago, when
it became more difficult, about 70-80 per cent of second generation
Turks and Moroccans, born, raised and educated in the Netherlands,
were marrying newly brought-in partners from their countries of
origin. And only five per cent married with the Dutch. The rest were
Turkish or Moroccan partners who were already in the Netherlands.
Still, 60 per cent of the marriages this year of young Moroccans and
Turks will be with partners coming in especially from the countries of
origin.
So the whole procedure of immigration and integration has to
start again. As you can imagine, you have one partner who is partly
or mainly Dutch and the other partner has the same problems as the
parents have: does not speak the language, is badly educated and
needs a job. It is a very difficult situation. New laws make it much
more difficult to bring in a marriage partner from the countries
outside the European Union and that has also become a nuisance to
other Dutch people because of course the law does not make a difference between Dutch Moroccans and the Dutch population in general.
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So if you want to marry a Thai woman or man, it is very difficult
because the same law applies.
This chain migration goes on and on. We have 40 per cent more
Moroccans now in our country than in 1995. So in ten years it will
be 40 per cent more. With the Caribbeans, it’s even faster. They
came in another way. At the end of the 1980s till the end of the
1990s, enormous numbers of refugees and asylum seekers came in
numbers of up to 50,000-60,000 a year until the middle 1990s. For
a small country like the Netherlands this was an incredible amount
of refugees to accommodate, from all kinds of countries. Ayaan Hirsi
Ali, our famous politician, is from Somalia. We had refugees from
many, many countries including Somalia, Afghanistan, Iraq, and
Iran. Now the intake is down to around 10,000 a year and it is more
comparable with the numbers you have here in Australia. In those
days, we had tents along the highways just to accommodate those
people temporarily.
The Dutch bureaucracy was geared to keep in place our original
position, that only political refugees are allowed to get into the
country. Economic asylum seekers are not allowed. So the state had
to initiate a whole process to seek out who is a political refugee and
who is an economic refugee. Most of the time, the economic refugee
is better educated, sometimes has money but is not allowed in by
law. The people who are likely weak and poor and sick or victims of
torture, they are allowed to stay. This difficult situation gives rise to
those feelings of tension and those problems you may have heard or
read about.
In 2001-2002, a Dutch populist politician named Pim Fortuyn
told the Dutch people they had to stop the immigration situation, as
it was, because the country was losing its own identity, that 30-35 per
cent of the population was of foreign origin and that this was not the
way Holland and the Netherlands should be going. He was successful.
It was not politically correct to say this but it was exactly what people
wanted to hear. Pim Fotuyn went on to establish a political party
based on this sentiment. Then he was assassinated in mid 2002,
although it was not his immigration remarks that were the reason he
was killed. Sometimes now you read in the papers that he was killed
by a fundamentalist Muslim or something like that, but in fact he was
killed by an animal-rights activist because he made certain statements
like “the best place to have an animal is around your neck”.
The difficulty is that, on the one hand, there is a need to integrate
and, on the other hand, we see the rise of fundamentalist tendencies
all over the Islamic world plus the terrorist threat. At the moment,
you see it everywhere, not only in our country. Most Muslims in the
Netherlands are, of course, peaceful citizens who would like to live
their lives as quietly as possible and as citizens in their own right, to
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bring up their children at home and give them a better future. But
among their children you see a rising tendency to follow fundamentalist teachings – not the majority but it’s a powerful minority. And it’s
among them that some individuals and small groups might be lured
by the terrorist tendencies that are now present everywhere in the
Muslim world.
In the large group of supporters of fundamentalist Islam, of the
group which worries us most, we don’t know actually how many there
are or if their threats are realistic but it creates a very tense feeling in
Dutch society. In Dutch political life, for instance, we never used to
have a need for politicians to have bodyguards. Now, it is very difficult
to enter the House or Parliament because of all the security, like at
an airport you are searched for everything every time. We are not
used to this; it is not part of our society’s tradition. Also, our military
involvement in Iraq, our involvement in Afghanistan brings us to the
attention of international terrorists and sometimes we expect that they
will use local groups or local cells to threaten our society. This has not
actually happened yet, but the threats are there and that makes people
very aware and a little bit paranoid about the situation.
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Elsina Wainwright

Dr Elsina Wainwright, Program Director with the Australian
Strategic Policy Institute, is an expert on Australia’s relations
with the Solomon Islands. By July 2003, Solomon Islands
was close to being a failed state and, at the request of Solomon
Islands Prime Minister Sir Allen Kemakeza, Australia agreed to
lead a mission to undertake the restoration of order in Solomon
Islands. The mission has continued – police-led, consensual,
multinational and with regional support, UN-endorsed and for
the long term. To give a brief overview of how the mission is
progressing, Dr Wainwright addressed The Sydney Institute
on Tuesday 29 November 2005.
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AUSTRALIA’S SOLOMON
ISLAND COMMITMENT: HOW
IS IT PROGRESSING?
Elsina Wainwright
It has been over 28 months since the Australian-led Regional
Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI) deployed at the
request of the Solomon Islands Government and with the support
of the vast majority of Solomon Islanders. Much has changed in
Solomon Islands since then. So how is the mission faring? What are
the challenges that lie ahead, and what lessons might be learned?

RAMSI’s arrival
Over 2,000 police, military and development experts from
Australia, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, Tonga and Fiji1 arrived
in Solomon Islands on 24 July 2003 to fi nd a state in crisis: armed
criminal gangs held sway, the government was paralysed, and the
economy had collapsed.
The mission’s key objectives were to restore security, to assist
with economic revival and governance, and to help rebuild Solomon
Islands’ institutions. RAMSI was to be a state building operation with
several phases and multiple elements, and a number of Australian
agencies were to be involved. Mission personnel were to be placed in
line positions and advisory roles in Solomon Islands agencies, and a
civilian Special Coordinator was to oversee the operation.
The restoration of law and order was assessed as the most urgent
task, and it was a task deemed more appropriately led by police than
the military. The sizeable military presence was to provide the police
with protection and logistical support.

RAMSI’s progress
The intervention in Solomon Islands has recorded a number of
important achievements. It took only weeks for RAMSI to restore law
and order and for Solomon Islanders to start to feel secure again. The
sense of security has for the most part endured; almost 3,700 weapons
have been recovered and over 6,300 arrests have been made.
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Mission personnel expeditiously put in place a workable budget,
managed down government debt, and removed ghosts from the
payroll. They also helped to improve revenue collection; as a result,
the Solomon Islands Government experienced a 40 per cent increase
in revenue in 2004.
RAMSI’s second phase, in 2004, continued the focus on law and
justice, and also involved economic revival measures and the beginnings of institutional reform. Reform of the Royal Solomon Islands
Police (RSIP) has been a particular emphasis: approximately 25 per
cent of the force has been removed (around 400 officers) and 88
of those officers (including two deputy commissioners) have been
arrested and charged with corruption, murder or serious criminality.
In addition 150 new recruits have been brought into the force in five
training courses.
The mission has also been providing significant support to the
prisons and judicial systems, which have had to absorb the large
number of post-RAMSI arrests and prosecutions. Australia has
assisted in the construction of facilities, and about 35 legal experts are
serving in roles such as magistrates and prosecutors.
Around 20 RAMSI personnel have been working with the
Solomon Islands Ministry of Finance. Their work has included
assisting with an economic reform program to encourage the growth
of investment and the private sector. In the last few weeks, the Foreign
Investment Bill, an important regulatory reform initiative, has been
passed through Solomon Islands parliament. The mission is also
working to strengthen the machinery of government, such as Cabinet
processes, the public service, parliament, and electoral systems. This
involves efforts to improve accountability and transparency in government, and to build up institutions such as the Ombudsman and the
Auditor General.
Phase three of the operation has been under way this year, with
RAMSI providing assistance under the Law and Justice, Economic
Reform, and Machinery of Government pillars. The mission is
currently comprised of around 150 civilians (with personnel in the
Cabinet Office as well as in the Departments of Finance, Justice,
Health, Public Service, Lands and Police) along with 345 members
of the Participating Police Force (PPF) and around 70 military
personnel.
Phase three has involved a greater emphasis on development and
capacity building, as well as continuing efforts at reform. The RSIP,
for example, is now doing more of the operational work, while the PPF
is focusing on training, mentoring and supporting the RSIP, advising
on RSIP investigations, and targeting corruption.
The PPF-RSIP Joint Corruption Targeting Task Force has had
some notable results, with the arrests of a number of senior politicians
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and bureaucrats, including the former Police Minister and the former
Health Minister. The ethnic tension-related trials are also under way:
they are proving to be cathartic for the Solomon Islands’ population.
But the operation has experienced setbacks as well. As the sniper
shooting of Australian Protective Service officer Adam Dunning in
December last year showed, some security issues remain.2 Criticism
of the mission has come from some quarters, and legal challenges
have been brought against it. There has also been recent unrest in
Rove prison: the backlog of court cases has meant a long lead time for
some trials, and those facing mandatory life sentences if convicted for
murder have little to lose by fomenting trouble.
The Pacific Islands Forum dispatched an Eminent Persons Group
(EPG) in May this year to review RAMSI. Their resulting report
broadly endorsed the mission, while offering a number of recommendations for RAMSI and the Solomon Islands Government, and
suggestions as to how the PIF and the Forum Secretariat could assist.
A number of the recommendations for RAMSI are being implemented.
The EPG Report drew attention to criticism that RAMSI is
Australian-led and significantly Australian-staffed, and recommended
an increase in Pacific Island representation in the PPF and the civilian
contingent of RAMSI.3 However, the Report noted that such criticisms, particularly when made with regard to the PPF, “do insufficient
credit to the contribution made by the Pacific Island Countries, many
of them with few resources to spare.”4 Other Pacific Island states have
skills shortages themselves, and it has been hard for the mission to
fi nd personnel with the relevant expertise.
RAMSI still enjoys great community support in Solomon Islands:
a recent survey by a local NGO found that 90 per cent did not want
it to withdraw quickly.5 Some of the sniping clearly comes from those
affected by RAMSI’s investigations and scrutiny of public fi nances.
For example the then Police Minister, who complained of a split
between the PPF and the RSIP, was subsequently arrested on charges
of corruption. Nevertheless, it does seem as if the “honeymoon”
period is over, and there is a lot of hard work in front of the operation.

Challenges facing the mission
State building operations are highly fraught and complex undertakings. Around the world they have either found it hard to restore
security - for example, in Iraq and Haiti - or have encountered difficulties with sustainable reconstruction efforts once security has been
restored - such as in Bosnia and East Timor.
RAMSI has thus far been one of the more successful state
building enterprises worldwide. The mission has clearly benefited
from a supportive and relatively small population. Still, it managed to
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restore security remarkably rapidly, stabilise the budget, and help the
country again record positive economic growth. Now it is pursuing
the difficult tasks of rebuilding institutions, combating corruption,
reforming the economy, and making all of its efforts sustainable.
Many challenges still lie ahead.
• Managing expectations and showing results - RAMSI is in
part in danger of becoming a victim of its own success. Law and order
was restored so rapidly and there was such a pronounced sense early
on that things had changed, that Solomon Islanders now have high
expectations as to what else RAMSI can and should do. Managing
these expectations will be an ongoing challenge. And while RAMSI
remains popular, any statebuilding operation stands or falls on its
capacity to keep improving the lives of the local people. The mission
must therefore continue to show results.
• Targeting the “big fi sh” - When RAMSI arrived, Solomon
Islanders clamoured for the mission to target the “big fish”—senior
figures Solomon Islanders believed to be involved in corrupt activity
and in fostering ethnic tensions. Since then, the local community has
responded favourably to the number of high profi le arrests that have
occurred, while also wanting further investigations into other “big
fish” to continue. Investigations and prosecutions have been a delicate
business. Their reach has extended to the political level, and some of
the people implicated in corrupt activity are among those who invited
RAMSI in to Solomon Islands. This continues to present obvious
difficulties, and has to be managed with great care.
Collecting evidence and resurrecting Solomon Islands’ near
moribund law and justice system has been no small task for RAMSI,
and the mission will face a real test once the corruption cases start to
come to court. Corruption investigations require Solomon Islanders
to provide evidence against some of the “big men” in society, which,
in turn, requires people to feel comfortable that RAMSI is there for
the duration. And satisfying the evidentiary onus in complicated
fraud and corruption prosecutions might prove harder for RAMSI
than in the assault and murder prosecutions which more characterise
the cases against militants that are currently being heard. Solomon
Islanders expect successful prosecutions; this will be an interesting
challenge for the mission.
• Relations with the host government - RAMSI remains in the
country at the Solomon Islands Government’s continued invitation.
The mission is therefore based on a minimal derogation of Solomon
Islands’ sovereignty. It was certainly easier for the mission to gain
its mandate by engaging with the Solomon Islands elites, some of
whom have been implicated in the extortion of public funds. But it
has endowed the operation with a fragile foundation. While RAMSI
currently enjoys a reasonably good relationship with the Solomon
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Islands Government, and the parliament as a whole currently supports
the mission, a realignment of political forces in Honiara could see that
support diminish.
And a political realignment will likely take place at the national
elections in March/April. This is the fi rst time since RAMSI’s deployment that Solomon Islanders will have a direct say in the future
trajectory of their entire country. Maintaining the momentum for
reform has proved difficult as members of parliament prepare for the
election.
A 50 per cent turnover of MPs at elections is quite common in
Melanesia, and as many as 85 per cent of incumbents were voted out
in elections in Solomon Islands’ Western Province this year. Whatever
the outcome - and some predict a more than 50 per cent turnover
- RAMSI will face a new political landscape, one in which support for
it cannot be assumed. An influx of new MPs would also have implications for the machinery of government and parliamentary processes.
The mission is aware that to lessen the risk from changing political
alignments, it needs to continue to cultivate two tiers of support:
the political level, but also the grass roots level. A new parliament
in Honiara is less likely to move against RAMSI if to do so would
incur considerable popular opposition. That is why public affairs has
become a key component of the mission: the aim is to inform Solomon
Islanders as to what RAMSI is doing and what is not within its brief,
as well as to counter misinformation.
• Solomon Islands’ economic prospects - RAMSI’s restoration
of security, stabilisation of fi nances, and assistance with economic
reform have helped Solomon Islands to have the fastest growing
economy (at 5.5 per cent) of the Pacific Island states in 2004, and the
country looks set to experience 5 per cent growth in 2005 and 2006.6
But three cautionary observations need to be made. First, a lot of this
growth has been driven by logging at unsustainable levels: by 2015,
at current rates, the forests will be gone.7 Second, Solomon Islands’
population growth rate is 2.9 per cent - among the highest in the world
- and it is hard for the economic growth rate to exceed it. Over 50 per
cent of the Solomon Islands’ population is under 20, and there is an
insufficient number of jobs. And third, according to the International
Monetary Fund, Solomon Islands’ real per capita GDP is the lowest of
all the island states in the Pacific, and the country would need annual
growth of 4.5 per cent for around 27 years before it regained its per
capita GDP from pre confl ict days in the mid-1990s.8
Solomon Islands is a resource-rich economy, with forests, fish,
cocoa, and copra among its chief exports. With the requisite structural reform, there is certainly potential for further economic growth.
But there has been some resistance to such reform at the political and
bureaucratic levels in Solomon Islands. This stems in part from a lack
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of appreciation of the scale of the challenges facing the economy, in
part from vested interests, and perhaps in part from a genuine resentment of RAMSI’s assistance and the remedies it is proffering.
Ultimately, as with some other Pacific Island states, there is a
question has to how viable the Solomon Islands’ economy can be.
RAMSI could achieve all of its objectives for reform and institution
building, and this might still not be enough to make Solomon Islands’
economy a going concern in the long term.
• Ongoing ethnic tensions and security concerns - There
remains a considerable amount of suspicion and resentment between
the people of Guadalcanal and Malaita. For many years, young
Malaitan men have left their populous, under-developed island in
search of opportunities elsewhere - and many have settled on Guadalcanal. This of course was one of the root causes of the tensions which
destabilised the country from 1998-2003.
Ensuring neither side perceives unfair treatment requires continuous attention from RAMSI. This includes the location of provincial
development projects as well as the handling of investigations and
prosecutions.
Of course, the ultimate resolution of ethnic tensions is not within
RAMSI’s remit. The causes of such tensions are among a number of
issues that must be addressed by the Solomon Islands Government
and people for peace to be long lasting. If they are not addressed effectively, the country risks relapsing into instability after the operation’s
withdrawal.
And though there have not been many incidents in the last several
months, residual security issues need to be constantly monitored, and
threats to PPF officers remain. There are still high-powered weapons
hidden away, especially on Malaita.
• The need for provincial development - In its fi rst two years,
RAMSI was something of a ‘Honiara miracle’. This was understandable - a large number of RAMSI personnel have been based in
Honiara. It was also in part necessary - restoring a sense of law and
order to the capital was vital, and other urgent requirements such as
stabilising the budget and starting to repair Solomon Islands’ institutions required significant action being taken in the centre.
However there is now a need for an increased mission presence in
rural areas and a greater emphasis on provincial development. Eightyfive per cent of the population lives in rural areas, and service delivery
and infrastructure in these areas are particularly poor.
Australia and other donor states are now focusing on provincial
development. RAMSI has embarked on rural livelihood and provincial governance projects, and donors are funding infrastructure in
rural areas. There is also an awareness of the need to provide some
geographical balance to provincial development, particularly with
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regard to Malaita. Some provincial development balance and more
effective centre-province service delivery are important factors in
maintaining province-province relations and therefore long-term
stability.
• The problem of dependency - There is also a risk that the
mission will entrench a culture of dependency. The scholars Francis
Fukuyama and Michael Ignatieff have written of the tendency of
statebuilding operations to engage in not so much capacity building as
“capacity sucking-out”.9
A number of RAMSI personnel, especially the police, have had to
make the transition from often doing the job themselves to a role more
characterised by mentoring and skills transfer. Such a role takes more
time, and can sometimes be frustrating. But for RAMSI’s endeavours to be successful, they must be sustainable. Unless processes are
bedded down and expertise is transferred, the situation in Solomon
Islands could revert upon the mission’s withdrawal.
RAMSI is aware of this and is now focusing on capacity building,
but there have been some constraints to transferring expertise. A
considerable number of vacancies in the Solomon Islands public
service remain, and these have proved hard to fill. Within some ministries, there are a lack of Solomon Islands’ counterparts to mentor and
train.
Furthermore, Solomon Islanders continue to have a pronounced
lack of trust in their leaders and in state institutions. The RSIP, for
example, was deeply compromised during the tensions, and many
Solomon Islanders continue to prefer to deal with the PPF. While this
has enabled the mission to more easily gain Solomon Islanders’ trust,
if not overcome, it risks hardening reliance on RAMSI.
In respect of the police, the mission is making a concerted effort
to have the RSIP rather than the PPF perform operational tasks,
and it has a media strategy to build up the RSIP’s public profi le. But
rebuilding Solomon Islanders’ trust in local authorities and institutions will be a lengthy process.
• Legal challenges - The court cases against RAMSI also present
a challenge. RAMSI is underpinned by Solomon Islands enabling
legislation, under which personnel have immunity from legal proceedings in Solomon Islands for actions in the course of or pertaining to
their duties. The most significant case against RAMSI appears to be
the Nori challenge on constitutional grounds.
Of course, any constitutional challenge invites comparisons
with the successful Wenge challenge to the Enhanced Cooperation
Program (ECP) in Papua New Guinea, which resulted in Australian
police losing their immunity and consequently being withdrawn
from PNG. It appears unlikely at this stage that any case would be
as consequential for RAMSI as the Wenge decision was for the ECP,
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and RAMSI has more consistent political support than the ECP had
in PNG, so there would probably be (if such support continues) more
scope for manoeuvre in the event of an adverse legal decision. That
said, the court cases are clearly a distraction for the mission and could
potentially have significant implications.
• RAMSI’s organisational structure - RAMSI’s phased
approach has meant that its initial focus was on restoring law and
order, with a natural emphasis on policing. This was a highly appropriate response to the situation on the ground, but one by-product has
been that the Law and Justice pillar is now more advanced in implementation than the Economic Reform and Machinery of Government
pillars. The machinery of government program, in particular,
commenced after the other programs, and remains lagging behind
the other two. And problems, for example, with Cabinet and public
service processes are affecting the progress of the other pillars.
Within the Law and Justice pillar itself, the policing component
is more advanced than the court and prison components. Though
considerable attention is currently being paid to the court and prison
systems, there is a glut of court cases and a significant waiting time
before cases come to trial.
The mission has also had to integrate a number of different
Australian bureaucratic cultures within RAMSI, including DFAT, the
Australian Federal Police, the military, AusAID, and Treasury. Coordination has been reasonably good, and the Special Coordinator’s role
has been important. Nevertheless, there have still been some frictions,
and optimal coordination remains a continuing challenge.
• Cost to Australia, and staying the course - RAMSI is a
costly endeavour for Australia - around $250 million this fi nancial
year, on top of the approximately $500 million spent in the previous
two fi nancial years. It is also a significant commitment in terms of
personnel, including police and officials from the Attorney-General’s,
Treasury and Finance Departments.
There is a question as to the sustainability of ongoing deployments of Australian personnel, particularly of police because of the
numbers required. And all state building operations face the difficulty
of striking a balance between deployments that are overly long - which
can discourage people with the right experience from applying - and
those which are overly short - which require newly deployed staff to
forge new relationships on a too-frequent basis and involve too regular
a loss of institutional memory.
Solomon Islanders are keen for a long-term RAMSI presence,10
and some are concerned that Australia will wind up RAMSI prematurely and that those assisting RAMSI would be then vulnerable to
traditional “payback”. The Australian government has talked of a five
to ten year commitment to RAMSI, and Prime Minister John Howard
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has also said that Australia will stay until the job is done.11 Certainly,
the 2005-06 federal budget includes an $840 million, 4-year commitment to the operation. The mission continues to enjoy bipartisan
support in Canberra as well as the support of other Pacific Island
governments.
And of course, the Australian government has invested a lot in
the success of RAMSI, and it is in its interest for it to succeed. But
any policy, especially one involving considerable ongoing cost, can
fall victim to changing circumstances. For RAMSI to be effective,
Australia needs to stay the course.

Lessons learned
RAMSI has much work ahead of it. Still, its achievements thus far
mean that a number of observations can be made, which might have
relevance to state building operations elsewhere. Today I have time to
make just five.
• The importance of early wins - Events at the outset of
state building efforts are very important: they set the tone for the
operation and help to build the momentum. RAMSI’s rapid deployment throughout Solomon Islands brought an end to the lawlessness,
Weathercoast warlord Harold Keke was quickly arrested, and a gun
amnesty captured the national imagination. Unambiguous successes
helped to secure RAMSI’s reputation - in Solomon Islands, in
Australia and in the broader region, all important audiences - in the
critical early days.
By contrast, the aftermath of the fall of Saddam Hussein in Iraq
was characterised by too few Coalition troops on the ground, looting
and a general sense of chaos. This helped to forge an impression and a
trajectory of the post confl ict reconstruction operation in Iraq that has
proved impossible to alter.
• Expertise on the ground - State building operations can
be only as good as the people who comprise them. One of the clear
lessons of RAMSI has been the importance of the quality and
expertise of the personnel, especially those in leadership positions.
There have been real advantages in deploying people, particularly
into leadership roles, who have prior experience in the region: an
understanding of the culture and a familiarity with the language,
for example, has made it easier to build up trust among Solomon
Islanders.
• Security first, and comprehensive statebuilding - In state
building operations, restoring security is the prerequisite for progress
on all other fronts. But when a state experiences acute crisis, many
of its problems are interconnected and need at some stage to be
addressed as such. It would have been little use, for instance, to just
combat the law and order problems in Solomon Islands without also
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at some point seeking to tackle the lack of economic opportunity that
helps to fuel them. RAMSI was therefore designed as a comprehensive
package across a broad spectrum of state need.
• State building takes time - Operations need to be under no
illusion that it takes a long time to repair institutions that have been
systematically degraded over a number of years. The rebuilding of
institutions involves the difficult, lengthy tasks of developing capacity,
shaping new processes, altering modes of behaviour, and instilling
confidence after perhaps years of intimidation. It also takes time to
rekindle a community’s trust in its leaders, police and other officials.
State building operations therefore need to be sustained over the
long term. A long commitment is fraught with potential problems for
the assisting states as well as the local population; either side could
tire of the ongoing involvement. But a timeframe of perhaps even a
generation might be what is required to create enduring institutions
and an effective state.
• What statebuilding can and cannot do - A state building
operation cannot address all ills besetting a society, and some issues
involving key questions of national identity should remain outside
its realm. There is a lot for RAMSI to do, but there is also much for
the Solomon Islands Government and people to do for themselves.
Key national issues such as land tenure, reconciliation, and constitutional reform are for Solomon Islanders to decide upon, not RAMSI.
The mission seeks to provide the secure space and effective state
machinery to enable these issues to be discussed.
And ultimately, states can only be as successful as their fundamentals (such as their economic prospects, population size, human
capacity, and territorial defensibility) allow. All state building operations can do is to help to maximise a state’s effectiveness within these
parameters.
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MODERN AUSTRALIA:
LIBERALISING AUSTRALIA
Bob Catley
Following the last federal election I reflected on the major changes
that had occurred in Australia during the last three decades. For me,
they were book marked by two clear events. In 1975 I had briefly
worked for Deputy Prime Minister Jim Cairns, and indeed had sat in
his office with Geoff Harcourt in the two hours before Prime Minister
Whitlam sacked him. Yet in 2004 I thought John Howard had the
better of the argument against a Mark Latham that Australians clearly
would not elect.
I drew up a list of these changes that had occurred between these
events and it looked something like this.
In 1975 a Labor government was pursuing a larger state sector and
supporting higher wages through the Industrial Commission. About
60 per cent of Australian workers were in trade unions and most
workers’ wages were set by very powerful industrial commissions.
There were extensive controls on foreign trade, including high tariffs,
currency controls, foreign ownership restrictions and an administered exchange rate. The percentage of the economy going through
the state was thirty per cent and rising quite quickly and there were
many State Owned Enterprises at both Commonwealth and state
levels and their number was being increased. The Commonwealth
government was running another deficit as was its common practice
and as a result substantial Commonwealth debt was a fi xture in the
budget papers. The economy was in recession, then the largest since
1945, and was only growing slowly and slipping down the world per
capita income tables at the rate of five spots a decade standing then
at around fi fteenth. The rates of tax on companies and the highest
rate for individuals were punitive and so evasion was widespread. The
Left included at least five socialist political parties, the ALP Left and
various ginger groups all wanting more public ownership of economic
activity.
In 2005 a Liberal dominated Coalition government is pursuing with some, but so far limited success - a smaller state sector and trying
to get the state out of wage determination altogether. The unionisation
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rate among Australian workers has fallen to 23 per cent overall and 17
per cent in the private sector, while in the private sector more workers
are self-employed than are in unions. Moreover, only 15 per cent of
workers are in unions affi liated to the Labor Party. Only a minority
of workers now have wages set by industrial commissions and these
numbers are falling: 40 per cent are covered by Enterprise Bargaining
Agreements; 40 per cent by individual arrangements (with 2 per cent
on AWAs); and only 20 per cent by awards. Controls on foreign trade
have been hugely reduced with tariffs now very low and restricted
to autos and some TCF; there are no currency controls; few foreign
ownership restrictions; and a floating exchange rate. The Productivity Commission has reported that this policy shift has done more
than any other single policy change to produce the strong growth
in Australian productivity. Although the percentage of the economy
going through the state is still around 30 per cent, it has hardly moved
for 20 years. In any case many State Owned Enterprises had been sold
off and very few remain at the state or Commonwealth level that are
not corporatised, while no new ones are being created.
The Commonwealth government is running a budget surplus, its
eighth in nine years, and has almost eliminated its debt. The economy
is growing at around four per cent as it has for 14 years, is booming
and the country is moving up the world per capita income tables at
about six spots a decade standing now at around eighth, with only the
US above it of substantial countries of more than 20 million people.
The rate of company tax is 30 per cent and the highest level of income
tax is 47 per cent; strong lobbies exist in the government and Labor
Opposition to reduce both rates. And of course the Left has disbanded
almost all socialist parties, hardly discusses the economy, and is
obsessed with culture and the fading politically correct agenda.
To this list of mainly economic changes could also be added some
political themes.
In 1975 the “Women’s Movement” was just starting up and serious
people listened to the Women’s Electoral Lobby. The campaign for
Aboriginal Land Rights was widely supported and had produced the
tent embassy and would soon produce legislation that took most of the
Northern Territory into Indigenous ownership. The White Australia
policy was still being dismantled and its successor, Multiculturalism,
was being established by Al Grassby and Whitlam. Gay rights were
just being placed on the legislative agenda. Perhaps even more significantly, “economic rationalism” was only just starting to emerge in
both major political parties led by Bill Hayden in Labor and then John
Howard in the Liberals.
In 2005, gender equality is fi rmly enshrined in legislation and
social practice and the WEL is a left wing laughing stock. Aboriginal
separatism is being challenged by mainstreaming and Land Rights
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redefi ned. The White Australia policy is long dead, but Multiculturalism is being challenged. Gay rights are enshrined in legislation
and social practice. But, again perhaps most significantly, economic
rationalism rules unchallenged.
These changes, cumulatively, have produced a substantial change
in the economic and social structure of Australia and the political
debates about it. It has involved the decisive defeat of the political
Left. I repeat: these changes have involved the decisive defeat of the
political Left. There is no place beyond Left and Right. It is simply,
The Triumph of Liberalism.
The movement from a much regulated and state owned economy
to one in which individual and private initiative plays a much greater
role has had a profound effect on the culture and the people. But
because it has happened gradually and to so many of us, it tends to be
overlooked and under-estimated.
Australians are now more individualistic than they were 30 years
go – and in many ways are required to be so in order for the more
deregulated economy to function as well as it does. Which is: as well
as almost any other in the world. During the recent period of growth
we have swept past the larger European Union countries, Japan and
Singapore, Canada and New Zealand in terms of real per capita
incomes. Our cities now regularly win the “best places in the world to
live” titles. Even Newcastle can now adorn its job advertisements with
“enjoy a fabulous lifestyle” slogans.
I have, of course, myself much changed in that period. And so
also must have changed a very large number of other Australians. In
1972 and 1974 they had (admittedly narrowly) elected and then reelected the rather leftist Whitlam Government. In 1975 they massively
rejected it, and hardly looked back thereafter. I note that one of the
heroes of my book, Bill Hayden, has recently conceded that Kerr was
right to sack the government in which he was the Treasurer.
In 2004 they voted overwhelmingly against a pretty right wing
Labor Party. During the following year, Labor icons as diverse as
Barry Jones, Mark Latham, Peter Walsh, John Faulkner, Neil Blewett,
Graham Richardson and John Button have been queuing up to say
that Labor must change fundamentally if it is ever to regain power
nationally.
In 1975 I was on the Left of the Labor Party and supported Cairns
against Whitlam. In 2005, I regard Howard as the best option nationally – although the generally responsible Labor parties would probably
get my vote in almost all State and Territory jurisdictions – at least in
the ones I have lived in recently.
The Labor journalists and Left professors who have reviewed my
book, The (Strange, Recent but Understandable) Triumph of Liberalism in
Australia, fi nd this change in my views rather remarkable, if not repre-
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hensible. The point is, however, that most Australians have moved in
the same way during the same period of time. If the commentariat do
not understand this they have missed the boat – as of course most of
them have. Just about, only Robert Manne and Malcolm Fraser have
moved to the Left in the last 30 years.
I have published a book on the subject of Australian economics
and politics for each of the last four decades – and you will doubtless
be pleased to hear that I have just discontinued this habit.
In 1970 I condemned Whitlam Labor for being too rightist in
Australian Capitalism: A Socialist Critique and then again, when Labor
was in government in 1974 in Tweedledum to Tweedledee. If apologies
are in order please accept one. Everyone else has. In 1981 and 1983
Bruce Macfarlane and I again critiqued Australian capitalism in
Australian Capitalism in Boom and Depression, but reached a rather
hesitatingly pro-Bob Hawke conclusion. I was clearly going soft.
In 1996 I published Globalising Australian Capitalism which
applauded, from a modestly economic rationalist perspective, the
reforms of the Labor government for which I had worked – almost
tirelessly – for a decade. Heinz Arndt called it a good book – and I
am very proud of that. This year I gave more of a liberal bellow when
recording The (Strange, Recent but Understandable) Triumph of Liberalism in Australia.
In general, what I am saying is that the liberalisation of the
economy has liberalised the Australian population, its culture, its
politics and its behaviour. Labor itself started this process in 1983 but
has been overwhelmed and passed by it. It now seems unable to adapt
to it. I am now sufficiently converted to most of the liberal cause to
actually criticise the Howard Government for not doing enough of it.
In particular, I don’t like its apparent determination not to return the
entire mountain of money it collects in taxation back to the population
to spend it for itself on itself in whatever manner it chooses.
Why has this happened to me? And to a whole bunch of other
Australians that just must number in their millions to judge by their
national voting behaviour which has shifted substantially to the Right?
The answer took me 350 pages. But let me give you the short version.
During the last 30 years, Australia has gone through four major
ideological or political crises to which we have reacted individually
and collectively to produce our unique cultural history and present
condition. These were: the Vietnam War, 1965-73; the stagflation
crisis, 1975-83; the advent of globalization, about 1988-92; and
the rise and fall of political correctness, 1993-2001. (It is presently
adjusting to the war on Terror.)
The Vietnam War, and the resulting eventual widespread opposition to it, pushed Australia (and me) much further to the left than its
underlying cultural development would have involved. One result was
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the Whitlam Government; another, the rise of the inner city, mostly
university educated Left - including then me - with a rather peculiar
oppositionalist agenda and psyche. As the War receded, other issues
then emerged for this generation of Lefts and they and their protégé
continue to lurk in various state protected industries, particularly
universities, the Fairfax media and the ABC, even to this day. Indeed,
they now dominate university Humanities faculties to the extent that
these would be well privatised; or at least exposed to private competition as has successfully happened to the jobs network.
The stagflation crisis started with the Whitlam slump of 1974-75
and continued to the early 1980s by which time it was clear that the
Australian economy was in deep trouble despite its huge advantages,
including abundant natural resources. It found it very hard to get out
of the stagflation trough experienced by most of the OECD countries.
In 1983 under Labor it mostly turned to liberalising the economy for
resolving this issue. Unlike almost any other of my fellow Leftists, in
desperation I thought this was the right policy; so exit the Left, stage
right, for yours truly - and the Australian economy. I worked for the
Hawke Labor government from 1983 to 1991 (and then on to 1993)
and am very proud of its achievements. Labor’s liberalisation turned
out to be a very effective way of reviving the Australian economy
which then started to climb back up the world per capita income
tables very shortly after this change in policy direction.
Among nations of 20 million or more, now only the United States
has a higher real per capita income level.
We then had to face the reality of globalisation as the Soviet bloc
and socialist countries collapsed and the US and its free markets
agenda emerged ascendant. Australia had to become more competitive
to survive in a more truly internationalised world economy of rapid
technological innovation. Again, this was all right by me as I made
clear in the 1996 book; and the general policy direction of liberalising
international economic relations since then has had my warm approval
and, with more and understandable hesitation, that of the electorate.
Finally, political correctness caught up with Australia in the mid1990s through the unlikely agency of the Keating Government and
its encouragement of national doubt and self criticism. Almost any
other’s version of events seemed to be preferable to that of mainstream
Australia, of which I regard myself as a fully paid up member. By
that time I was back in the University sector and suffered psychologically quite deeply under the dictatorship of the politically correct
- Marxists, lesbian communists, Indian post-colonialists, tenured
pommie anarchists, post-modernist theoreticians, and opportunistic
supporters of any or all of this rubbish hopeful of appointment,
promotion, or Australian Research Council large dollar grants.
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In 1999 I left for New Zealand in time to see an even worse manifestation of PC - in the form of Helen Clark - elected PM. (Although
I must admit she has improved in office, but not to the level where she
would get my vote - or indeed my presence.) Fortunately, I was able
to leave quickly for Australia, joining about 500,000 Kiwi refugees
already here. I am delighted to report that the Howard Government
has pushed back the PC tide to a scum line that is now somewhere
like reasonable in the public arena, although it is still appallingly
obnoxious in almost all University Humanities faculties.
My most recent book tries to describe these events and place them
in the larger context of the rise of liberal and scientific thinking from
the sixteenth century (good); the rise and fall of socialist thought
from the nineteenth to late twentieth century (good riddance); and
the respective track records of liberal societies (good) and socialist
societies (no bloody good at all).
In general, I believe it is possible to seriously claim that we now
live in the best country in the world for ordinary citizens. We enjoy
what Bentham might have called “the greatest happiness of the
greatest number”. And, although there are still things to be done, I
say that to you without a hint of irony. Does that mean we have done
our work and may now lean back on our shovels and merely resist the
revival of the defeated Left in its attempt to turn the clock back to
some happily regulated society? Of course not. The need for policy
innovation will always be with us as economic growth takes place and
technological innovation drives it.
In the immediate future the liberal reform agenda contains six
obvious elements. The War on Terror must be fought to a successful
conclusion. This is a war against our liberal and commercial
civilisation (and that of others including secular India and whateverit-is China) by a smallish proportion of the global Islamic population
supported to varying degrees by the Left and a very small number of
Australian Muslims. Workplace de-regulation needs to be pursued,
although to what extent is a legitimate area for dispute. Australia
still has a substantially regulated work place which is designed essentially to prevent the wages of the individual from reflecting his/her
productivity. The more a state does of this, generally the lower will
be its growth rate and the higher will be it unemployment rate. I have
not yet, of course, read the Howard Government’s legislation, but
its accompanying statements suggest that Australia’s workplace will
remain more regulated than that in New Zealand or the UK which
have had Labour governments for six and eight years respectively, and
have lower unemployment rates than us. Clearly policy change needs
to address the relationship between the minimum price of labour and
the demand for it; the costs and benefits of going to work for people on
targeted welfare benefits; and the relationship between an individual’s
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productivity and changes to it and the individual’s income and related
changes to that.
The State governments remain as mini social democracies within
a national liberal economy. The majority of SOEs are now managed by
the State and Territory governments, among whom are now numbered
the last bastions against liberal economic reform. The extent of this
varies from state to state, and Victoria may be the least culpable and
New South Wales only mid way. The GST deal, however admirable in
other respects, has had the effect of insulating States and Territories
from the necessity for reform by insulating much of their revenues
from the impact of intransigence. So the Labor regimes, with their
base deeply fi xed in the unions operating in state regulated or owned
sectors, are typically not enthusiastic de-regulators.
Nonetheless, we continue to vote for them. In all the jurisdictions
known to me, the Labor political machines are simply more competent
than their opponents: more united, more purposeful, and more
presentable. The result is a lack of reforming resolve at the second tier
of government that I do not see changing much in the near future.
If we are to develop a confident culture that reflects our achievements, large tracts of our universities require deep reconstruction.
During the last 30 years some large parts of them have trans-morphed
from being the bearers of the civilisation of the Enlightenment to
being its major enemy. I cite many examples of this in my book.
Our media is hugely over-regulated and no government or opposition looks like doing anything much about it. It may be convenient in
the short term for the Howard Government that its supporters own,
control and, particularly at election time, direct the most important
parts of the media in Australia - television and most of the biggest
mass circulation papers. But maintaining an oligopoly in the media
supports the enemies of liberalism (that are not only to be found on
the Left). Issuing another six television network licenses and progressively reducing the ABC budget could have a markedly beneficial
effect on Australian culture. I am a well educated, middle aged, small
‘l’ liberal Australian with no empathetic newspaper to read or TV
network to watch. Forty per cent of the Weekend Australian and the Do
It Yourself channel on Fox is the nearest I get.
Finally, and my chief criticism of the Howard Government, is
that it should be roundly condemned for its unconscionable and, in
its dimensions, unprecedented election pork barrelling. It avoided
this generally in 1996 and 1998; adopted it moderately in 2001; and
then undertook it without hesitation or remorse in 2004. This has
not quite wrecked the liberal budget of Treasurer Costello. But it did
lumber him with $66 billion on forward estimates, and a stimulation
to domestic demand that contributed to the growth of the balance of
payments problem.
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Fortunately, the impact of the 20 year liberalisation program has
been so beneficial that even this impost has been shrugged off by a
population whose devotion to the economic growth and the resulting
material consumption knows few bounds - and, it appears, no
constraints as David Williamson recently complained.
But in general, liberalism has been good for Australia, and, if
anything, we should have more of it.
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MODERN AUSTRALIA:
THE ASCENDANCY OF THE RIGHT
IN MODERN AUSTRALIA
David McKnight
In the modern Australian polity and society, one fact stands
out: the political Right is in the ascendancy, symbolised by the four
election victories won by the Howard Government but also reflecting
something deeper in terms of the political and cultural values of
Australia.
In an attempt to understand what lies beneath this ascendancy
I devote several early chapters of my book Beyond Right and Left to
the Right. I do this as someone whose beliefs are on the Left but who
takes the Right seriously, unlike many others on the Left. I do this in
the sense that I try to understand the philosophical and intellectual
basis which has helped give it a certain political mastery.
The book is about many other things as well. It examines the
collapse of the traditional Left framework, that of socialism, and
ponders what can be saved from it. In this context, it looks at the
crisis of vision which besets the Labor Party. It also looks at what the
commentariat are fond of calling the “culture wars” - that is, a confl ict
over values. In this regard I look at the trajectory of the cultural left,
and at the fate of the feminist movement and at the movement for
cultural diversity, otherwise known as multiculturalism. In part,
the sub text of the book is my own intellectual journey from radical
socialism to a set of values which I call “new humanism”.
Nevertheless, tonight I want to focus on the ascendancy of the
Right in Australia today.
The fi rst thing to note is that the Right which has won this
ascendancy in Australia is a rather unusual Right. It marks a break
with the Right which existed in Australia for most of the twentieth
century. The modern Right is one which has been fashioned by two
events. The fi rst is the triumph of that broad doctrine which argues
that all kinds of economic and social issues can be successfully dealt
with by a combination of individualism, competition and free markets.
In Australia this is called economic rationalism, although I prefer the
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term neo-liberalism, because this conveys the philosophical roots of
this world view which is not limited to the economy.
The second force which has shaped the modern Right is the
collapse of the Berlin Wall and the democratic revolution in the Soviet
Union and its satellites. This meant the end of anti-Communism as a
unifying force on the Right. Just as the collapse of Communism had
a big effect on the Left, so the collapse of anti-Communism had a
big effect on the Right. One of the consequences of this has been the
emergence of people like Robert Manne and Malcolm Fraser as critics
of the modern, market-driven Right.
That aside, the ascendancy of the modern Right is due in large
part to a genuine and radical re-thinking on the Right. From this
process a more combative and confident Right emerged.
The strength of this re-thinking was due to the fact that neoliberal policies were in tune with a globalising economy and they
responded to real problems in the hidebound Australian economy.
What was not realised at the time was that the neo-liberal package
was not simply a tough minded way of running an economy. Fundamentally, it meant a different approach to running a government and
a nation. Ultimately it meant the development of a new and different
world view on the Right.
Rather than the values of stability and tradition, which were
dear to the Old Right, the values of the new Right revolved around
freedom, defi ned as freedom to pursue one’s own ends and the
absence of external coercion. Just as an aside this, of course, meant
the destruction of another strand within the Right, that of social liberalism, the liberalism of Deakin which was revived by Menzies when he
founded the Liberal Party.
This rethinking and transformation of the old Right to a new
Right was exemplified by the Kemp family. Both David Kemp and
Rod Kemp represent the neo-liberal Right and both have been
ministers in the Howard Government. Rod Kemp for many years ran
the Institute of Public Affairs. In this role he took over from his father
Charles Kemp and gave the IPA a new direction.
By contrast, their father, Charles Kemp, represented the old Right
and was sceptical of the simplistic nostrums of the economic rationalists. In Quadrant in 1991 he warned that the “great danger of extreme
market philosophies is that they enthrone profit, greed and selfinterest. After the horrors of the eighties it is not surprising that the
restoration of decent ethical standards is figuring high on the agenda
of the nineties”.
Charles Kemp was correct to focus on the distinctive ethics and
values which underlay the neo-liberal Right. Because it is not just
a matter of greed and self-interest. Economic globalisation has a
detraditionalising and disintegrative effect on many of the bases of a
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communal life. The security associated with regular employment, a
stable community and family life and social solidarity is undermined
when markets spread into areas far beyond the economy. All this is
inimical to conservative values.
Here we begin to see the way in which the new free market Right is
not a conservative force at all, as the Right was traditionally conceived.
Rather the modern right is a radical force. Social cohesion was once of
watchword of the old Right. No longer. One of Margaret Thatcher’s
former advisors, Professor John Gray, points out that the new modern
Right is an enemy, not a friend of social cohesion. Gray argues:
“The free market is most recklessly short termist in its demolition of
the virtues it once relied upon. These virtues – saving, civic pride,
respectability, ‘family values’ – are now profitless museum pieces.”1
Neo-liberal policies such as outsourcing combined with technological
change, have meant the wholesale disappearance of entire occupations
and career structures. Job insecurity, the growth of casual, part time
and contract work, the demand for flexibility and mobility puts strains
on traditional modes of family life. Gray asks: “How can families meet
for meals when both parents work on shifts? What becomes of families
when the job market pulls parents apart?”2
Family values was and is a cry of the Right but the greatest
enemy of family values is not gay marriage, it is the kind of deregulated labour market now being introduced by Prime Minister John
Howard. This growing tension between the old Right and the new
Right explains some of the remarkable statements of the Anglican
Archbishop of Sydney Peter Jensen. Referring to the federal government’s new IR laws, Jensen said he was concerned about the “need
for preserving shared time for children, families, relationships for
all Australians. That’s what life is about, not merely the economy.
Without shared time we may as well be robots.”
Jensen’s way of framing the issue is very instructive. He poses
the confl ict as one of values – between the instrumental cold logic of
the economy and productivity – where workers are just a commodity
– and, on the other hand, the human values represented by the web
of personal and social relationships. Similar opposition came from
Cardinal George Pell.
It is not surprising that opposition to libertarian free market
ideology is coming from religious figures. There was a time when
religion and religious values formed one of the pillars of the old
Right – along with social cohesion, patriotism and family. No longer.
Some may see the Right’s disengagement from religious values as a
liberation. But I believe that the moral values on which the new Right
rely are deeply antithetical not only to religious values but to many
humanist values.
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When you put the market in charge of institutions well beyond
the economy, when you deeply entrench the market in a community
then you begin to transform the values of that community, and more
importantly you transform the social bonds between people. The
market radicalises society – it throws away old habits, old values and
old relations – everything is valued in dollar terms, everything is
valued in terms of efficiency.
More generally the market promotes the rise of commercial values
in place of older social and moral values. If a university course does
not attract students in the short term, then we cancel it – it has no
intrinsic value, other than its market value. Nothing has any value,
other than short term popularity expressed in the votes of consumers
through their buying power. The slow but decisive permeation of
commercial values into areas far removed from the economy may turn
out to be the most insidious consequence of all.
The values on which the free market philosophy flourishes are
the values elevated by my generation – libertarianism, individualism,
diversity, consumerism, where every lifestyle becomes a market
niche. One consequence of this is the increasing pressure on families.
Families, friendships and other non-market bonds are a problem for
economic liberalism. Relations between families, friends and similar
communities tend not to be motivated by self-interest but by care for
others and altruism.
The same thing occurs in nations. While writing this book I
happened to visit the war memorial in the town of Goulburn in
southern New South Wales. I was struck by an inscription honouring
the dead soldiers. It read: “Service Before Self”. The society which
chose these noble but quaint words might as well have been from
antiquity rather than one within living memory. An ethic of service
still exists in communities but today it works against the grain. Given
two decades of economic policies closely allied with self interest, what
would be the response of young men to fight another war? Would it be
“service before self?”
But to return to families. The proportion of workers spending
more than 45 hours a week at work increased from 18 per cent in 1985
to 26 per cent in 2001, according to one study. And in many workplaces, work has intensified and working hours now more frequently
cover weekends and unsociable times of the day. Australians now
have what Australian sociologist Barbara Pocock calls a “long hours
culture”, which is having damaging effects on family life.
In response, as another sociologist, the American Arlie Russell
Hochschild, points out, family time is succumbing to a cult of efficiency with the rush to the child care centre, the skipping of family
meals together and loss of other unconstrained time. Increasingly
the cult of “scientific management” of work time is impinging on
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the industrialised family. Parents are subjecting their family time
to imagined time and motion studies in order to get maximum efficiency.
In a parallel development, child care is being industrialised and
commodified, taken from the realm of community hand crafting to
the era of mass production by bodies such as ABC Learning, one of
the fastest growing companies in the stock exchange.
I could go on about the changes in families and I say more in
Beyond Right and Left. But my point is to illustrate not just how
classical conservatives values of the old Right are being undermined
by the new Right, but also to point to ways in which the Left might
revive and renew itself. One of those ways is to rethink institutions
such as the family, and to re-evaluate what we on the Left have
dismissed sweepingly as family values.
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Peter Shergold

Dr Peter Shergold AM was appointed Secretary of the
Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet in February
2003. A former academic, Dr Shergold has a long career as a
public servant having served also as Secretary of the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations, Secretary
of the Department of Education, Science and Training and
as a Public Service Commissioner. Addressing The Sydney
Institute on Tuesday 13 December 2006, Peter Shergold said:
“My responsibility is to the public not shareholders. Public
service is distinctive. In my opinion it should remain so. It is –
or at least should be – work undertaken in the public interest.”
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Peter Shergold
I am a public service tragic. Public employment, funded by the
public for the public, is my inheritance. My grandfather drove buses
for Brighton City Council for almost 50 years: when he retired his
bosses, not wishing to be perceived as profl igate with the contribution
of rate-payers, presented him with an extra week’s pay.
My father moved from the Sea Scouts to the Royal Navy as soon
as he was old enough, became an ordinary seaman on the day that the
Second World War broke out, and rose through the ranks for 40 years.
In those halcyon days the public paid not only his wage (or salary once
he became an officer) but provided a monthly entitlement of rum and
tobacco.
I migrated from England in 1972 to take a job at the University
of New South Wales. Unlike today, universities then were highly
dependent on public funds (of course only 1.3 per cent of the population attended university in any year, compared to 3.5 per cent now). I
took up a job in the Australian Public Service in 1987. From the day
my grandad fi rst held the reins of a horse-drawn charabanc to my job
driving a desk in the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet
(PM&C) covers the best part of a century.
I love my job. That is not to suggest I am not fascinated by the
rigours of the private sector. Much of what I have learned of performance management, service culture and organisational leadership has
come from what I have read and observed about the corporate world. I
would like to have a crack at business one day. In the meantime I can
walk the talk of “new public management”. That is my job.
But public service remains my vocation. I serve citizens not
customers. I do not market services to those who may choose not to
buy. Although it may not readily be apparent, I deliver (like them
or not) rights and responsibilities, entitlements and obligations.
My responsibility is to the public not shareholders. Public service is
distinctive. In my opinion it should remain so. It is – or at least should
be – work undertaken in the public interest.
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For one so traditional it may come as a shock to realise that I am
also an ardent advocate for change. The fact is that I am an enthusiast
for public service not for the bureaucratic structures around which it
organises itself. I am grateful that the public service has made itself
over. Indeed I’ve been an active participant in that process.
In the last generation much of what had previously been done by
public servants has been contracted out: services to the public service,
and programs delivered on behalf of government, have increasingly
been subject to the rigours of market competition. Many have been
outsourced.
This move, together with the devolution of management responsibility to individual public service agencies, has significantly improved
the productivity of the Australian Public Service (APS). Through the
more efficient use of fi nancial, human and IT resources more work is
being delivered by fewer people. Communications are almost instantaneous, allowing ideas to be developed by people over large distances
in “real time”. Data, indeed information generally, is more accessible
than ever before. “Knowledge work” – which is the very essence
of contemporary public service – has become ever more productive. Organisational and individual performance are more carefully
monitored and, at senior levels, recognised with modest levels of
salary supplementation. Most importantly, the last 15 years has seen a
conscious focus on results. Increased emphasis on outcomes (getting
things done) rather than process (pushing paper) has markedly
improved effectiveness.
In the early 1980s, to a rather disillusioned young Commonwealth
public servant, it seemed that the public sector had taken on the role
“once occupied by the Medieval clergy. It is numerous, permanent
and highly moralistic… Government officials increase and multiply
like rabbits”.1 Such fecundity is no more. In the last decade public
service numbers have declined absolutely and, even more dramatically, relative to the private sector: while aggregate employment
has increased by 21.3 per cent, employment in the Commonwealth
public sector has fallen 8.5 per cent. It is true that public employment remains relatively more secure. However permanency, at least
for Secretaries, has been replaced by fi xed-term appointments, with
set payouts if the government chooses to dispense with one’s services
before the end of one’s “contract”.
Morality remains, hopefully, without sanctimony. For, contrary
to general perceptions, I believe that fundamental traditions of the
public service have been preserved through the managerial revolution. Ethical standards remain high. Australia always places in the
top ten when Transparency International ranks the countries in
which the corruption of public administration is least evident. Equally
important, but far less visible, there is a continued commitment (and
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strong structures) to ensure actions are taken or not taken correctly:
it’s called due process and it remains fundamental to how a public
service must do its business.
Nepotism is rare. Indeed appointments, nearly always made on
merit, have in recent years become far more open to outside competition. Virtually all APS jobs are now available to the public. Ten years
ago around one-third of employment opportunities were fi lled by
engagements from outside the Service. Today it’s almost one-half.
That has contributed to an amazing, if largely unheralded, transformation of the APS. Almost half the 132,000 Commonwealth public
servants are graduates. Indeed more than two-thirds of this year’s
recruits around the country will have tertiary qualifications. The most
prestigious graduate recruitment scheme has become increasingly
competitive. Public service, contrary to the stereotypes of bumbling
and dull officialdom, is very attractive to young people wanting to
make a difference to society: my department alone has received more
than 750 applications from university graduates for the 18 places it
is offering in 2006. And, in an environment in which merit prevails,
women rise to the top. Today around a third of APS senior executives, up to the level of Secretaries, are female. They are there on the
basis of experience. I agree with the conclusion of the Public Service
Commissioner, Andrew Podger, in his retirement speech that “today’s
Public Service is far more capable than it ever was in the past”.2
Certainly, to my critical eyes, the public service which I have the
honour to lead is a far better place than I joined 20 years ago. It’s
more open. It’s more equitable. It’s more flexible, less hierarchical and
places greater dependence on team work. It provides its employees
more opportunities to balance work and family over a career. It’s less
bound in prescriptive regulation although I am constantly on guard
against the pernicious re-emergence of red-tape disguised as guidelines.
And it is much more a cohesive service, lead by a single senior
executive cadre. Roger Beale, who recently retired from the Department of Environment and Heritage after a distinguished career,
remembered how the public service giants of the past were also great
haters, ruthlessly defending their own bureaucratic territory.3 Today
there is a much stronger collegial relationship between Secretaries,
driven by a need to pursue whole of government responses to the
wickedly complex problems of public policy.
Do not misread my remarks as complacency. I am not blind
to the mistakes which so dominate media perceptions of the APS.
The “children overboard affair” and the appalling mistreatment of
Cornelia Rau and Vivian Solon are two incidents which are portrayed
as bespeaking a Service in crisis. I do not seek to defend these lapses
of standards and judgement. Nor even, although it would be easy,
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do I intend to put these blemishes within “the context” of millions
of decisions made every day by Centrelink, the Australian Taxation
Office, Medicare (and, yes, the Department of Immigration) with
an astounding level of accuracy and efficiency and delivered with
fairness and courtesy. Rather I acknowledge these mistakes for what
they are, and seek to learn from them and to rectify them. However
I am equally committed to identifying what has not gone wrong. The
foundations of Westminster have not subsided.
The failures were ones of inadequate managerial control, weak
direction and poor organisational communication exacerbated by an
unwillingness to acknowledge and correct the mistakes that had been
made. In the fi rst matter there was a failure to balance carefully the
twin demands of timeliness and accuracy – information was passed
from public servants to ministers before it had been adequately
corroborated. In the second instance relatively junior officers were
not adequately trained or supervised to exercise appropriately the
considerable powers that they wielded. Worst by far, failures in both
instances were compounded by a reluctance to clarify the record and,
in a few instances, attempts to cover up the initial mistakes.
But I do not accept that the failures represent the collapse of the
Westminster tradition or the diminution of public service values or a
sad decline in ethical standards. Nor do most public servants. Confidential surveys of public servants undertaken by the Public Service
Commissioner indicate that 83 per cent of public servants are familiar
with the ethical conduct expected of them and 78 per cent feel that
the prescribed values of public service are highly relevant to them.
Substantial majorities believe the behaviour of their colleagues and
management usually reflects such conduct and values.4 I think they
are right.
More profoundly the mistakes are failures of public administration not instances of government conspiracy. The government did not
direct public servants to provide false information or fail to correct the
record or act outside the law. Nor did it, through its policy directions,
intimate that such behaviour was acceptable. Nor did Ministers, or
the Prime Minister, put barriers around themselves so that public
servants could not speak truth to power. The idea that public servants
have become part of a network of “deniability” is a product of conspiratorial imagination. It may be convenient for public servants and
journalists, for quite different motivations, to attribute blame to vague
notions of “the politicisation of the public service” but it is wrong. It is
a cop-out. From my perspective it stands in the way of addressing the
problems. We need to accept these as serious public service failures
from which we can and must learn.
Paul Kelly, in what I think to be by far the best assessment of
governance under John Howard, has recently reminded us that

THE SYDNEY PAPERS SUMMER 2006

211

contemporary public service failures are not unique. Mistakes, some
on a grand scale, have happened before. Past Secretaries, including
some of the eminences, have done the bidding of their political
masters (and even covered up for them) in earlier generations. Such
examples “disprove the folklore of a superior past”: to ignore them
is “an exercise in political amnesia.”5 I am grateful that this has been
pointed out to those for whom the history of Australian public administration is a dull inconvenience that stands in the way of theories of
decline and fall. Nevertheless Kelly’s interpretation – that there has
never been a golden age of the frank and fearless public servant – is,
for me, unsatisfactory.
I offer a far more positive and vigorous defence. I believe that the
APS remains an institution which serves Australia well. It continues to
act as a bulwark against any arbitrary exercise of executive authority.
It continues to be impartial as to the government it serves. In its
ethos, and in its actions, it is overwhelmingly fair and honest and
reliable. But then I would say that, wouldn’t I? I need to persuade you,
not least because the arguments I make are at odds with the thrust of
much media and academic commentary.
I think that a great deal of the criticism reveals a profound misunderstanding of the role of public service. My central proposition is that
the position of the public service within our system of representative
and responsible government is necessarily ambiguous. The working
relationship between elected politician and appointed (on merit)
official, between the government member subject to regular electoral
assessment and the career public servant, is a complex one marked
by shades of light and nuances of meaning. It is an environment in
which relationships of power are determined as much by convention
as by law. It is a world in which inevitably there are at times tensions
between overlapping authority. The effectiveness of its operation
depends upon building a relationship of trust and mutual respect,
particularly between Ministers (as the representatives of elected
government) and Secretaries (as the heads of public service).
A false clarity too often epitomises wrong-headed and ill-informed
perceptions of the role of the APS. Values do not exist in isolation
from each other. A public service which is impartial does not operate
independently of government: rather it serves successive governments
of varying persuasions with equal commitment. A public service
which is apolitical is not entitled to ignore the political agenda of
elected representatives: rather it should be responsive to the directions
set by government.
This is easier in Australia where, unlike in the UK or Canada,
Cabinet remains the conventional vehicle for collective decision-making on matters of public policy. In Australia, under John
Howard, virtually all decisions are taken in Cabinet or its committees,
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nearly always informed by public service advice, after Ministerial
discussion. Decisions, and the reasons for them, are carefully minuted
and circulated to those agencies responsible for their implementation.
It is then for public servants to execute them faithfully (which, from
my perspective, means with total commitment). Public servants do
not have a direct responsibility to act on their own judgement of the
public interest when they assess the government has got it wrong.
I am not arguing the old aphorism that Ministers propose and
public servants dispose. A professional public service should have
a key role in the development of policy as well as its delivery. In
Australia, it does. But however frank and fearless the advice provided
by the public service (and, equally important, however creative and
imaginative it may be) it is entirely appropriate that it be tailored
to the direction of government. Under the Westminster system it is
government that must decide and public servants who must deliver. It
is right and proper in a democracy that the public service is responsive
to the government of the day.
A public service which is accountable is not entitled independently
to make decisions in what it perceives to be the “national interest”:
that is for those who face the regular discipline of the secret ballotbox. Nor is a public servant accountable to the public in the manner
in which it is often perceived: public servants are accountable, through
the Minister, to parliament for their actions. Nor is accountability the
same as openness. The Westminster tradition has moved a considerable distance in the last thirty years: there is now much greater
scrutiny of public service decision-making than in the past through
parliamentary committees, the Audit Office, and the Ombudsman;
through legislation which, within limits set by parliament, provides
freedom of information to the public; and the opportunity, through an
extended panoply of administrative law, for citizens to have decisions
reviewed. In short, there is now a network of integrity which did not
exist 30 years ago.
Yet confidentiality remains a fundamental requisite of democratic
decision-making. A public service which cannot provide its frank
advice in confidence will rapidly lose its ability to influence. No
government will willingly involve officials in decision-making if they
fear that advice, and its discussion, will end up in the newspapers if it
is not accepted.
The media, as a matter of convenience I think, seem unable
to distinguish whistle-blowing from leaking. Yet it’s easy. A public
servant who reports an official or Minister for misapplying, improperly using or improperly disposing of public money under s.14 of the
Financial Management Accountability (FMA) Act is a whistle-blower.
Theft is being reported. A public servant who is incensed at changes
the government intends to make to the FMA Act (and, perhaps,
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believes they are not in the public interest) and as a consequence
decides to steal the relevant confidential briefi ng documents and
provide them to the media is a leaker. Theft is taking place. It’s that
simple. I abhor leakers. They erode the trust which lies at the heart of
good governance. They diminish the opportunity for public servants
to inform and influence policy and, conversely, reduce the willingness
of government to seek the broadest range of advice from across the
administration.
In short, the essential quality of Westminster governance – born in
early Victorian Britain, developed in Whitehall, adapted in Canberra
– is one of balance between government, parliament, the judiciary
and public service. This should be clear from the Public Service Act
passed, with bipartisan support, in 1999. The Act made Australia one
of the very few countries to set out the values and ethical standards
of public service in legislation and, to my knowledge, Australia has
become the only country which annually surveys public servants to
discover if they believe that they are being upheld.
Whether the Australian Public Service has got the balance right
very much depends on the eyes of the beholder. I like to think I have
been an effective performer when appearing before Senate estimates
committees. I understand the rules of engagement. I enter the arena
well prepared. I enjoy the theatre. Yet it is not unusual that government Senators believe that I am on occasion unnecessarily generous in
the information I provide. Conversely opposition Senators frequently
think that I have been equal parts obscure, long-winded and painstaking literal in my answers.
One can discern historical trends. In the fi rst half of the 1970s,
Don Dunstan (in South Australia) and Gough Whitlam (federally)
were persuaded that the public services that they inherited, which
had for long periods served governments of a conservative persuasion,
would be insufficiently responsive to their reformist agendas. For this
reason political advisers, small in number and variable in influence,
were appointed to ministerial offices. Within the Commonwealth
the advisers were clearly identified: they were legislatively employed
as MPs’ staff rather than as public servants and (under the present
Prime Minister) they have all been separately located with Ministers
rather than their Departments. That makes it easier to comprehend
the complementary but distinctive role of public servants and political
advisers who both, in different ways, serve the government.
The general view in the media is that the balance has now shifted
too far towards the advisers. To Michelle Grattan the APS has “had
the fear of God put into it … Once (public servants) could be masters
of their ministers; now, they can often be less important than the
ministerial advisers and sometimes ordered around unceremoniously
by them.”6 As a result, it is alleged, public servants have become
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supine. Kenneth Davidson, of the Melbourne Age, believes that today
“when the government says ‘Jump’, the response of the bureaucracy is
‘How high?’.”7 Margo Kingston, then of the Sydney Morning Herald,
saw the APS in 2001 as “a public service in ruins, reduced to mere ....
lackies, careerists and political stooges.”8
Yet, paradoxically, other journalists remain concerned at the
covert power wielded by public servants. Peter Switzer, in The
Australian worries that governments “ultimately become captives
of the public service mandarins.”9 And most recently Christopher
Pearson, in The Weekend Australian, despaired of the fact that he had
“grown used to federal environment ministers becoming the captives
of their departments.”10 All are equally wrong.
Understanding the public service and its relationship to government is not a matter of the courage of individual public servants, the
influence of political advisers or the ability of their ministers – it’s
about understanding the framework within which they work with each
other.
Articulating the respective roles and responsibilities of government and public service is a dialogue of point and counter point. It is a
balancing act. Today it’s performed in an arena of continuous political
contest, under the spotlight of increasing scrutiny. But the tightrope
has always been stretched taut between responsiveness and independence and between accountability and confidentiality.
Of course a public service should seek to provide impartial
advice based upon its considered assessment of what is in the public
interest. The task has become harder for a good reason, namely that
the making of public policy has become increasingly democratic.
There is more competition in ideas than ever before. Think-tanks,
research institutes, consultancy companies, private sector lobbyists
and community advocates each pursue their particular interests with
increasing professionalism, vying with public servants for the ear of
ministers and their political advisers.
To my mind that’s beneficial. Why would one want public servants
to have exclusive access to a minister? Monopoly rarely provides a
social good and never so when innovation is required. Indeed my
fi rm view is that a key role of public service should be to facilitate the
relationship between those who share an interest in public policy and
administration and those who govern.
But, to clothe an old concept in the new management jargon, a
professional public service can “add value”. It can transform information into knowledge with a public purpose. Facilitation is not just a
matter of sharing information, listening empathically, note-taking
carefully and faithfully transmitting the message to the minister. It
involves considered assessment of the arguments espoused. A welleducated public service, with a wealth of collective experience and
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corporate memory, trained to evaluate the costs and benefits of a
range of policy options, should always seek to identify the national
interest in the diversity of particular interests that seek – quite understandably – to influence government. Its views should be conveyed,
behind closed doors, robustly. For, in the words of Michael Lind, “it
is the duty of the mandarin to seek the common ground of the public
interest.”11
But the role of the public service is to inform decision-making
not to seek to impose its will. There are two related reasons for this.
The fi rst is that there is a danger that the views of mandarins become
(perhaps unconsciously) self-serving. To some, such as Theodore
Dalrymple, “bureaucrats become adept at defending themselves and
their little empires. The sectional interests of bureaucracies, moreover,
soon outweigh in importance any ostensible end they may have been
set up to achieve.”12 While I reject fi rmly Dalrymple’s view of officials
as a “poisonous menace”, I am alert to the reality that policy-making
is necessarily subjective: while I strive for objectivity in the advice I
provide, I accept that it will probably reflect the perspective of my
organisational position within the governance framework.
Second, the public service must never, ever believe it has an
intellectual or moral superiority over those who have been chosen
to govern. It is entirely appropriate – indeed it is fundamental to
democratic processes – that elected government collectively may
come to a different assessment of the national interest than the public
service. Indeed it may come to an equally considered judgement that
on some matters it is necessary to give priority to a particular interest
– to provide assistance to car workers facing redundancy, droughtstricken farmers or struggling single mothers, for instance. As long
as the decision is lawful (an important protection provided by an
independent public service) then the officials’ task becomes one of
vigorous implementation.
A public service, it seems to me, has three key roles that remain
fundamental to the exercise of democratic power - discerning and
promoting the public interest, ensuring due legal and administrative process and delivering government policy fairly, efficiently and
honestly. It explains why I see public service, as much as the executive,
legislature and judiciary, as a cornerstone of Australian political structures. It reveals why I, along with 71 per cent of fellow public servants,
take pride in working in the Australian Public Service.13 It is a job
worth doing.
And, on the whole, I feel assured that the job is being carried out
with distinction. As long as we continue to learn from our failures,
and to anticipate the potential for mistakes, then we will provide
Australia with the public service it deserves.14
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An invitation to the thinking traveller
Join former Vietnam War Correspondent Carl Robinson, his wife,
restaurateur, Kim-Dung, and two-tour Vietnam Veteran, journalist
and documentary-maker Walter Pearson on one of their unique
journeys of exploration and discovery.
Use their expert knowledge of Vietnam’s history, language, culture,
and cuisine to immerse yourself in the Real Vietnam.
Carl, Kim-Dung or Walter will show you an authentic Vietnam - old
and new - with magic people-to-people moments that create truly
different and truly memorable holiday and travel experiences.
Ho Chi Minh Trail Tour: Carl takes you on a comprehensive look at this famous war-time
network and some of the country it ran through. From beautiful historic Dien Bien Phu,
to Hai Phong port and then along the spectacular Laos-Cambodia border region to Sai
Gon on a black-topped modern highway. This unique experience offered by no other
operator is also an exploration beyond modern history deep into Vietnam’s past.
Tet Celebration Tour: Kim-Dung and Carl take you to join in local festivities and family
rituals in the Mekong Delta . Celebrate the Lunar New Year as part of the family. Then
visit Da Lat and provincial southern Vietnam’s ancient Cham coast.
New Year’s Eve Tour: Walter takes you for a safe and exciting post-Christmas Asian holiday.
Get away from the same old New Year celebrations! Party-in 2007 with Þreworks in Sai
Gon. Then relax in the off-the-beaten-track coastal city of Qui Nhon.
Phone
Carl & Kim-Dung Robinson:
0409 642 194
Walter Pearson:
0411 408 176

Mail
Sydney: PO Box 1015,
Randwick NSW 2031
Brisbane: 3 Chabrol Court
Petrie Qld 4502

Email
Info@monkeybridgetours.com

Web
www.monkeybridgetours.com

Introduction and History Tours. For time-pressed travellers
looking for the Real Vietnam or those fascinated with
history, personally-led 10 and 15-day Tours. The longer
Legends & History Tour explores fascinating tales and
places from Vietnam’s 4000-year existence. For history
buffs & lovers of a great story.
Special Group Tours: For groups with shared interests like
tennis, golf or embroidery; service clubs; farmers; business
people; academics and scholars, MICE travel, activities &
functions. MBT organises tailored tours for your particular
interest and needs.
Prices are comprehensive and include air fares, visa, all
meals (on most tours) transfers and internal travel.
Experience the Real Vietnam with Monkey Bridge Tours

THE SYDNEY PAPERS SUMMER 2006

219

SPEAKERS AT THE SYDNEY INSTITUTE
September 2005 – December 2005
Dr David Corlett (Author, Following Them Home: The Fate of The Returned Asylum Seekers)
Michael Gordon (Journalist, Author of Freeing Ali: The Human Face of the Pacific Solution)
Asylum Seekers: An Update
Dr Harlan Ullman (Author; Senior Adviser, Centre for Strategic & International Studies)
USA Perspectives: Friends and Enemies
Bill Shorten (National Secretary, Australian Worker’s Union)
Beyond the Next Election: Policy Challenges for Australia’s Future Workplace
Louise McBride (Adviser to the Board of Taxation, director Grant Samuel)
Tax Reform:What Should be Done?
Annabel Crabb (Fairfax Journalist; Author Losing It: The Inside Story of the Labor Party in
Opposition)
Losing It: Labor in Opposition Before and After Mark Latham
Senator The Hon Eric Abetz (Special Minister of State)
Electoral Reform: The Howard Government’s Agenda
Tim Latham (Executive Producer - Radio National Breakfast & author Norfolk Island
Secrets: The Mystery of Janelle Patton’s Death)
Norfolk Island – History and Mystery
Ed Husic (Chief of Staff to the NSW Minister for Regional Development, Small Business)
Islam and Australian Politics: Can a Muslim Get Elected to Parliament During a War on Terror?
The Hon Mark Vaile MP (Leader of the Nationals, Deputy Prime Minister and Minister
for Trade)
Liberalising World Trade: Aid and Debt Relief Are Not Enough
Dr Eran Lerman (Director, American Jewish Committee; Jerusalem)
Israel’s Disengagement from Gaza: The Implications
Dr Alison Broinowski (Visiting Fellow, ANU; author The Third Try: Can the UN work?)
The United Nations: Can It Work?
Dr Ann Curthoys (Professor of History, ANU),
Ian Hancock (Honorary Visiting Fellow ANU; member of Advisory Council, National
Archives of Australia)
Michael Sexton SC (Solicitor General NSW; reviewer and author)
Sir David Smith KCVO AO (Official Secretary to the Governor General 1973 – 1990)
The Whitlam Government, The Dismissal and all that: Four Views
Kate Grenville (Internationally acclaimed writer; author, The Secret River)
Secret River – Secret History
The Rt Hon Lord Patten of Barnes (Chancellor of Oxford and Newcastle Universities)
Britain, Europe and America: After the Cold War
Susanna de Vries (Author, Great Pioneer Women of the Outback)
Pioneer Women – and The Stolen Generation
Dr Paul Schnabel (General Director, Social and Cultural Planning Office of the Netherlands)
Islam and the Netherlands:What is Happening Behind the Dykes
Dr Elsina Wainwright (Strategy and International Program Director, ASPI)
Australia’s Solomon Island Commitment: How is it Progressing?
Dr David McKnight (Senior Lecturer, UTS; author Beyond Right And Left: New Politics and
The Culture Wars)
Professor Bob Catley (Professor of Management, University of Newcastle; author, The
Triumph of Liberalism in Australia)
Modern Australia: Two Views
Dr Peter Shergold AM (Secretary of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet)
Managing the Modern Public Service

PUBLICATIONS OF THE SYDNEY INSTITUTE
The Sydney Papers comes in
bound volume form, is published
four times a year and contains
the most significant papers delivered
at the Institute’s seminars and
forums along with a photographic
record of the regular functions
held at the Institute.
The Sydney Institute
Quarterly is published four
times a year and contains
“Gerard Henderson’s Media Watch”. It also
carries select recordings of discussions at Sydney Institute functions,
reviews and general articles on current issues.
Gerard Henderson’s Media Watch is a unique commentary and is devoted to the
proposition that the media should be subjected to the same degree of scrutiny as that to
which it subjects others. According to media personality Phillip Adams, MediaWatch
“gives pinko journalists a hell of a time”.

✁
Please enrol/renew me as:
■ ASSOCIATE – $99 per annum [inc. 10% GST] (entitles me to receive The Sydney Papers, The Sydney
Institute Quarterly and free admission to policy forums with a partner.)
■ FULL-TIME STUDENT ASSOCIATE – $66* per annum (inc. 10% GST)
■ FULL SUBSCRIBER – $66 per annum (entitles me to receive The Sydney Institute Quarterly
[Inc Media Watch] and The Sydney Papers) – includes 10% GST
■ THE SYDNEY INSTITUTE QUARTERLY (Inc Media Watch) ONLY SUBSCRIBER – $33 per
annum (includes 10% GST)
■ THE SYDNEY PAPERS ONLY SUBSCRIBER – $33 per annum (includes 10% GST)
FULL NAME _______________________________ COMPANY NAME ______________________________
ADDRESS___________________________________________________________ POST CODE ___________
PHONE (BH) ________________ (AH) ________________ (FAX) _____________ (EMAIL) _____________
■ Attached is my cheque for $ ________________ made payable to “The Sydney Institute”, OR
■ Please charge my credit card: ■
Bankcard ■

Mastercard ■

■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■
American Express ■

Visa ■

Diners Club ■

Cardholder’s Name ____________________________________________________________________________
Expiry Date _________________ Signature ________________________________________________________
FORWARD TO: The Sydney Institute, 41 Phillip Street, SYDNEY NSW 2000
ENQUIRIES: Phone (02) 9252 3366 FAX (02) 9252 3360 EMAIL: mail@thesydneyinsitute.com.au
WEBSITE: www.thesydneyinstitute.com.au
*Students must show identification of full-time study

