from the editor

Chris Berg

One could be forgiven for believing that the era of small government is over,
if only we could remember when it had started.

I

sn’t it great when events confirm your political prejudices?
If Kevin Rudd’s widely reported speech in early
October is any indication, then the Prime Minister
sees in the financial crisis the seeds of a grand, epoch-defining work program for the Commonwealth Government.
Having come to national prominence claiming his opposition to the ‘Brutopian’ philosophy of Friedrich Hayek—as
muddled as his understanding of Hayek’s actual writing
was—Rudd has announced that the financial crisis was all
the fault of ‘neo-liberalism’, and ‘a political and economic
ideology of extreme capitalism’:
this crisis bears the fingerprints of the extreme
free-market ideologues who influence much of the
neo-liberal economic elite, free-market ideologues
who have a naive belief that unrestrained markets are
always self-correcting and that markets left to themselves will always achieve optimum outcomes.

It is a bit odd to criticise the ‘naive belief ’ that markets selfcorrect while we all watch the financial market self-correct
in the most dramatic of fashions.
Nevertheless, will historians be able to neatly split
Kevin Rudd’s first term as Australian Prime Minister as
defined at first by deregulation—his government, after all,
appointed the first Australian Minister for Deregulation,
not that it’s done much good—and then by a period where
pro-regulatory forces were in the offence?
One could be forgiven for believing that the
era of small government is over, if only we could
remember when it had started.
In his October speech, Rudd recalled the
character Gordon Gekko in Oliver Stone’s 1987
film Wall Street. It is somewhat disconcerting that
Kevin Rudd is trying to build his political narrative
off the dramatic licence of Stone—someone who
may be an extremely talented filmmaker, but is also
an anti-capitalist of the most lunar left. Stone, after
all, thinks the Cuban dictatorship is just swell, and that
the US Government is competent enough to kill its own
President and keep it a secret for nearly half a century.
Unfortunately, the Prime Minister sees the financial
crisis as a cheap morality play—greed caused the crisis, not
bad regulations, or poor risk management, or bad decisions.
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According to his narrative, it is the role of the government
(the good guys) to punish the finance industry (the bad
guys). The same left-wingers who ridiculed the simplistic
dichotomy of the War on Terror—remember George Bush’s
apparently ‘inflammatory’ statement, ‘you are either with us
or against us’?—are more than happy to jump aboard their
own simplistic dichotomy when it comes to the evil and
greedy traders on Wall Street.
Of course, we have to be careful seeing any hint of the
future in a speech by this Prime Minister. If we could, then
we would also be proud of our role as the founding members of the Asian franchise of the European Union, proud
that it was our diplomacy that finally managed to enforce
nuclear disarmament around the globe, and proud that
our ‘moral leadership’ on climate change had managed to
convince China and India to forego economic development
and instead help fulfil Labor’s election commitment to save
this fragile world.
In the middle of a financial crisis, it is particularly
appropriate that this edition of the IPA Review leads with
a piece on former Labor Prime Minister, Paul Keating. In
many ways, the Labor Party is still a post-Keating party, and
Kevin Rudd’s Government is a post-Keating Government.
But as Greg Barns concludes, ‘Australia’s various and numerous challenges as a nation today require Keating boldness,
not Rudd timidity’. The events of the last few weeks have
shown us how true that really is.
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Christian Kerr

A

ttraction is bound to wane
if it is based on who you
aren’t, not who you are. And
so it has been with the affair
between Kevin Rudd and the Canberra
Press Gallery.
Former Liberal leader Brendan
Nelson had a go at analysing it all
when he appeared on ABC Radio’s
Sunday Profile at the end of last
month.
[T]here are people in the media
who barely conceal their political petticoat who were, I think,
looking forward to the Liberal
Party being opposition.’

As ever, the poor bloke got it wrong.
Not altogether wrong, but wrong
enough.
No doubt there were plenty of
people in the media who wanted a
change of government. But the vast
majority of these wanted it because
they were lazy, not because they were
politically partisan.
They wanted a change of government because they wanted what
journalists always want: a good, big,
meaty—and easy—story. And there
are few easier stories to report than a
change of government.
John Howard could have given
them a biggie of his own, a change of
Prime Minister. He made his judgement and paid the price—and made
his party cough up quite a bit more.
Rudd’s narrow election win suggests putting Peter Costello in the
Lodge may have satisfied voters almost
as much as it would have satisfied the
media, but it didn’t happen.
So throughout last year journalists
turned their attention to Rudd.
The rising star from Queensland
had always courted the media. He
was always available. It was his mobile
number, not a minder’s number, that
appeared at the bottom of his media
releases.
www.ipa.org.au

Rudd worked the media and gave
them what they wanted—good stories
and good comments.
He was lucky, of course. Luck
always plays a part in political success.
Rudd was the opposition spokesman
on foreign affairs when the story of the
AWB Iraqi bribes broke in 2005.
It was a very good story and Rudd
provided very good talent. The incisive
former diplomat came presented well.
His profile soared.
His party saw what was going
on. They saw Rudd connecting with
ordinary voters. They also noticed the
very fine line he was managing to walk
as he criticised the nature of Australia’s
engagement with Iraq without criticising the engagement in itself.
Here was a man with obvious
appeal to soft Green voters put off by
Bomber Beazley. By the end of 2006
Rudd was Labor leader. His timing
could not have been better. The honeymoon segued into an extended election
campaign. His win gave him a second
honeymoon. And the media lapped it
all up. A nice, good, easy story. Many
must have felt Rudd was their man.
In March last year, though, Fairfax
writer Kerry-Anne Walsh saw a very
different side of the Labor leader.
She had a story ready to go that
questioned Rudd’s account of the
events that followed the death of his
father, Bert, when he was 11.
Team Rudd was unimpressed.
His chief media adviser Lachlan Harris
warned Walsh that if the story went to
press ‘We’ll have 100 people ready
to roll tomorrow
morning to trash
you and your
paper.’
It did. Later.
And after many
more similar
phone calls involving Walsh, her

There are few easier
stories to report than a
change of government.
editor, Rudd’s staff and Rudd himself.
‘Kevin Rudd has a dangerously
glass jaw,’ Walsh’s famously cranky
colleague Alan Ramsey concluded in
an account of it all at the end of the
month.
There’s more than that. Rudd’s
media team have engaged in blatant
manipulation of the media all this
year. The media have mainly had to go
along with it—not from bias but so
they can do their job and deliver the
news to the public.
That is what journalists always try
to do. Now, they are fighting the government’s efforts to stand in their way.
A flood of stories in the past few
weeks have highlighted government
efforts to track down the sources of
recent information leaks.
Some of these have involved
national security matters. Others
haven’t—like the raid by six Federal
Police officers on the Gold Coast home
of a person suspected of leaking documents warning some rural Australians
might lose their TV signals when
analogue TV is switched off.
Some media fell in love with
Kevin Rudd because he wasn’t John
Howard.
Now they are realising exactly
what he is—Australia’s Chief Bureaucrat. We are witnessing the end of the
affair.
Christian Kerr is a journalist
with The Australian.
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Over-regulation

What’s wrong with doing
nothing?
Richard Allsop

I

n the United Kingdom since the 1997
election of New Labour, 3,605 new
criminal offences have been placed on the
statute book.
One can understand that there is the
occasional need to pass laws in relation
to crimes that have been created by new
technology.
However, a good percentage of the
UK’s 3,605 new ‘crimes’ are nothing of
the sort. The new laws, for example, stop
the use of community halls for unlicensed
concerts, prevent the sale of a range of
non-native fauna and flora, and insist on
particular methods of weighing certain
products. Also, it has, since 1997, become
a crime to disturb a packet of eggs, without
the authority of an authorised officer, or
to offer for sale a game bird killed on a
Sunday or Christmas Day.
The unprecedented spate of new
‘crimes’ was highlighted by Liberal Democrats Home Affairs spokesman, Chris
Huhne, who described it as ‘legislative
diarrhoea.’ In many ways the Liberal
Democrats have drifted a long way from
their origins in the laissez faire British
Liberal Party, so it is good to see that
there is still a small liberal flame flickering
away.
Huhne asked the iminently sensible
question: ‘in what conceivable way can
the introduction of a new criminal offence
every day help tackle crime when most
crimes that people care about have been
illegal for years?’
The answer is undoubtedly that catching real criminals is hard and often dangerous work, so it is much easier to create a
feeling of active and successful government
by passing new laws and regulations to create an impression of activity.
The worldwide instinct of governments to look busy by regulating, and
making legitimate activities illegal, raises a
simple question: what really is wrong with
a ‘do-nothing’ government?
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Over the last decade, State
Governments have added more
than 195,000 bureaucrats
to their payrolls
(Institute of Public Affairs)

also stress this point. They state
that ‘funding to the states is
Surely funding
supplementary to assist in the
achievement of specific objectives
isn’t that hard to
agreed by the Commonwealth
understand...
and the states.’ This applies to
Julie Novak
general recurrent school funds,
and targeted program funding for
n what passes these days as the indigenous students.
schools debate, there is a need
Undeterred by the dividto know who is responsible for
ing line of who funds what, the
funding what part of the system. Australian Education Union
The amount of ignorance
actively suggests it is the Feds
seems close to reaching the point that are shortchanging governof no return, with the NSW
ment schools. According to an
Education Minister, Verity Firth, AEU commissioned study, the
confessing ignorance about the
share of Commonwealth funds
Commonwealth / State fundfor government schools fell from
ing shares for schooling. She was 43 per cent to 35 per cent from
recently reported to have said ‘I’d 1995–96 to 2007–08.
always assumed it was a bit of a
This trend reflects, in
50-50.’
part, the enrolment drift from
No, Minister. Under our
government schools to Catholic
Constitution, the states are
and independent schools. That
responsible for owning, managing said, the very same study found
and funding government schools. that ‘government schools gained
According to the Productivity
an extra $2 billion’ in absolute
Commission, the states accounted Commonwealth funding over the
for a whopping 91 per cent of
period.
recurrent spending on governFor Commonwealth school
ment schools in 2005–06. After
funding, the better question to
taking in government spending
ask is whether the supplementary
on all schools (including nonspend represents good value for
government schools), the states
money. The AEU, and its affilistill came out on top—with 77
ates, could do better still by going
per cent of spending.
back to school funding basics,
The heavy lifting by the
and asking the same question of
states on government school
their Labor mates in the states.
funding is entirely appropriate,
Though, perhaps not the
given their responsibilities. Com- NSW Education Minister.
monwealth funding guidelines
R
Education
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SHORTS
Privacy

Press hypocrisy
on Google Street
View
Chris Berg

T

he August launch
of Google’s ‘Street
View’—an online service
that allows web users to see
still photographs of locations
along Australian roads—
was greeted with predictable handwringing by eager
columnists and activists who
claimed that taking photographs from public streets
constituted an invasion of
privacy.
In one of the most
highly publicised cases of
this invasion of privacy, a
46-year-old man was pho-

tographed sleeping on the
nature strip in front of his
house, apparently passed out
drunk. As he told the press ‘I
wasn’t thinking there would
be someone driving by with
a camera.’ It’s a fair bet that
he wasn’t doing a whole lot
of thinking when he decided
that the best place to rest was
with his legs dangling out on
the road, but that’s beside the
point.
Google immediately
took down the photo when
notified, in accordance with
its rather comprehensive privacy policy. But the publicity
that the ‘victim’ drubbed up
for himself by telling his tale
to the media meant that his
story, and the accompanying image, was reproduced
online and around the world.
If you are genuinely embar-

rassed by something you
have done, then why broadcast that fact to the world?
Our notions of privacy
are changing—arguably, they
have always been evolving—
and the most common
response to Street View has
been a slightly apprehensive
curiosity. Nevertheless, a
wide range of companies
have eagerly embraced Street
View to enhance their own
offerings, and consumers
have benefitted.
But when every new
information service gets
chalked up by the press as a
breach of privacy, it distracts
us from focusing on genuine
challenges to privacy—those
created by governments
that have more than just the
power to photograph.

The most
common
response to
Street View
has been
a slightly
apprehensive
curiosity.
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SHORTS
Education

Voluntary tertiary
unionism locked
in by popularity
John Shipp

T

he Australian Democrats Youth Poll of
2008, published earlier this
year, has found that 59 per
cent of respondents oppose
the reversal of the previous Liberal government’s
Voluntary Student Unionism
legislation. Introduced in July
2006, VSU made membership of, and payment of fees
to, a student union voluntary
nationwide.
Since coming to government, Youth Minister Kate
Ellis—who was herself a General Secretary of the Flinders
University Students Association before she embarked on
a career in Labor politics—
released a discussion paper
that decries the impact of
voluntary student unionism
on student services, amenities
and representation.
Ellis’s report points out
that most of the submissions
to the new government’s inquiry into the impact of VSU
‘concluded that the abolition
of upfront compulsory student union fees had impacted
negatively on the provision
of amenities and services to
university students, with the
greatest impact at smaller
and regional universities and
campuses.’
Of course, most of the
submissions to Ellis’s report
came from student unions
or other organisations with a
vested interest in the reintroduction of compulsory
student union fees, which is
reflected in the report’s antiVSU slant.
6

This is even more apparent considering that Youth
Poll has now shown that well
over half of young Australians
do not support the reintroduction of compulsory fees or
membership.
Prior to the 2007 federal
election, then Labor Education spokesperson Stephen
Smith made it clear that
‘Labor would not be able to
go back to the pre-voluntary
student unionism world.’
At the time, he may not
have realised how true that
was—not even students want
compulsory student unionism
anymore.
If Ellis really wants to
gauge public support on this
matter, she should consult
more widely than the people
set to gain most from the
reversal of VSU.

FACTS

In his first year of his
government, John Howard
spent 18 nights overseas. By
September, Kevin Rudd had
already spent 48 nights

abroad.

(Herald Sun, 23 September)
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Foreign policy

Public’s priorities
warped for
international
affairs
Tim Wilson

I

t’s a good thing Australia’s
foreign policy isn’t decided
by public surveys. Results
from a recent Lowy Institute
survey show Australians have
questionable judgement of
what is in the national interest.
First, Australian’s think
protecting jobs should top
the Australian Government’s
objectives. Protecting jobs has
come at the expense of tackling climate change, which
has plummeted from the first
position in 2007 to fifth in
2008. There is a salient lesson
from these results—prioritising social and environmental
objectives requires economic
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growth and stability to fund
them. Not surprisingly the
recent spate of financial instability has caused vulnerable
Australians to focus on what
matters most—their bread
and butter.
Sixty-two per cent of
Australians don’t think the
government is doing enough
to pressure the Chinese Government to improve human
rights. Meanwhile 56 per cent
no longer support Australia’s
military engagement in Afghanistan. Prioritising human
rights in China is no surprise
after attention on the issue
in the lead up to and during
the Olympic Games. But
what about the human rights
implications of a resurgent
Taliban? In fact more (58 per
cent) are concerned about the
fate of whales than the fate of
human rights in Afghanistan.

Australians appear to
have no commitment to our
own political tradition. From
the 10 foreign policy priorities
surveyed ‘promoting democracy in other countries’ has
come dead last for the second
year in a row. And the margin
is not small. Promoting democracy was only considered
to be important by 30 per
cent of people in comparison
to ‘helping stabilise weak
nations in our region’ with 46
per cent.
But the results are not
without a silver-lining. A
majority of Australians may
not think supporting weak
nations is a priority; but nor
do they think propping up
weak institutions is worthwhile either—strengthening
the United Nations came
second-last.

R
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SHORTS
Financial crisis

Fantasies of
‘free market’
finance failure
Chris Berg &
Sinclair Davidson

K

evin Rudd, writing
in The Australian in
October, blamed the financial
crisis on ‘extreme free-market
ideologues’ who have ‘resisted
the regulation of financial
markets.’ The Prime Minister
is trotting out the widespread
belief that the ‘free market’

and ‘extreme capitalism’ failed
with the financial crisis in
September.
Over recent weeks,
people have been talking
about greed and fear as if
the concepts of risk and
return didn’t exist. But is the
financial crisis really a case of
markets being too free?
The two mortgage
lenders at the centre of the
subprime crisis—Fannie May
and Freddie Mac—while
nominally privatised businesses, operated until September
as gigantic and elaborate public private partnerships. As

Gerald P. O’Driscoll, formerly
of the Federal Reserve Bank
of Dallas has pointed out,
‘the politicians created the
mortgage giants, which then
returned some of the profits
to the pols—sometimes
directly, as campaign funds;
sometimes as “contributions”
to favored constituents.’
And most critically, the
US government has been
deliberately encouraging
subprime lending, ever since
the 1977 Community Reinvestment Act which required
US banks to provide credit to
‘under-served populations.’
One important exposition of
the sort of thinking that led
to the subprime crisis was a
paper titled ‘Closing the Gap:
A guide to Equal Opportunity Lending’ published in
1993 by the Boston Federal
Reserve. It argued that, when
assessing mortgage applicants,
‘lack of credit history should
not be seen as a negative fac-

tor. Certain cultures encourage people to “pay as you go”
and avoid debt.’ The thenCEO of the Boston Federal
Reserve, Richard F. Syron,
went on to head up Freddie
Mac, from where he was fired
in September this year, as the
whole thing fell apart.
Furthermore, Kevin
Rudd’s idea that the financial
sector is an unregulated capitalist wilderness is, to put it
simply, a fantasy. It is no great
irony that Northern Rock,
which was nationalised by the
UK government in February
this year, was fully compliant
with the much anticipated
Basel II international regulatory scheme.
To claim that the
financial crisis is a failure of
the ‘free market’ is to ignore
the many ways government
created the crisis in the first
place.

R

Climate Change

It’s hard to bear an emissions trading scheme in a financial crisis
Alan Moran

B

y sheer coincidence,
Professor Ross Garnaut’s long-awaited final
report into climate change
policy was released on the
same day in September
as the US stockmarket
crashed.
Garnaut’s starry-eyed
assumptions about technological change allowed
him to claim that we could
reduce emissions sufficiently with a ‘mere’ 37 per
cent energy tax.
Politicians and
Garnaut himself said the
crash changed nothing in
terms of the urgency to act
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on climate change. This
fooled some commentators
but The Herald Sun’s Terry
McCrann immediately
recognised the report was
‘dead, dead, dead, before
it hit the table.’ Indeed
only a week earlier, before
the full magnitude of
the financial crash was
understood, Mr Rudd
trotted out his climate
change action story to a
largely somnambulant UN
General Assembly.
The financial disaster
unfolding means the
community can no longer
indulge itself in measures

with an immediate, certain
and considerable cost to
offset future costs which
are uncertain, and, in any
event, may be impossible
to offset.
The stock exchange
crash, soon to be followed
by a more general downturn and a fall in house
prices, means that people’s
priorities will be dominated by job uncertainties
and restoring the real value
of their savings. Savings
are now revealed as being
sharply lower than they
were thought to be. That
means a reorientation of

income from consumption
expenditure. And it means
credit tightening by banks
which face threats to their
own survival.
The emissions trading
scheme of Ross Garnaut and climate change
minister Penny Wong will
not proceed in anything
like the manner originally
intended. A recession
sharpens the minds of
politicians who, like most
of us, see their main goal
in life as holding onto their
jobs.
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Richard S. Fuld Jr.,former CEO of Lehman Brothers, testifies before the US House Oversight and Government Reform Committee October 6, 2008. Karen Bleier | AFP

Did global warming send
Lehman Brothers broke?
The failed firm should have spent less time on climate change alarmism,
and more on prudent risk management, writes John Roskam.

T

here’s much debate about the
causes of the global economic
crisis. According to the popular
media some of the chief suspects include
‘greed’, ‘obscene executive salaries’, and
‘predatory lenders’.
But maybe the origins of the crisis lie
somewhere else entirely. Maybe a long
lunch with Nicholas Stern is to blame.
The bankruptcy of America’s fourthlargest investment bank, Lehman Brothers in the middle of September is generally
credited with precipitating the near total
collapse of confidence that subsequently
engulfed the international monetary system.
In Australia Lehman Brothers is notorious for marketing investment schemes
to local councils which have resulted in
those councils losing millions of ratepayers’ dollars. (Whether local councils
should be ‘investing’ the rates they collect
in such schemes is another matter.)
In America Lehman Brothers was
well-known for a few other things. Former Chief Executive Richard Fuld was
a major donor to the Democratic Party.
And his firm was a major spruiker of
global warming alarmism. For Lehman
Brothers, global warming was a means
of making money. The firm promoted
trading in ‘carbon credits’ via an emissions trading scheme. In the wake of his
firm’s bankruptcy Fuld was summoned to
the Congress and asked to explain how
it was that he appeared to have collected
paychecks of US $480 million over the
last decade. What Fuld could have been
asked, but wasn’t, was how much extra he would have made if the United
John Roskam is Executive Director of the
Institute of Public Affairs
www.ipa.org.au

States Government had followed Lehman Brothers’s urgings and established an
emissions trading scheme.
Lehman Brothers’ global warming
proselytising took a number of forms. In
2007 the firm established a ‘Global Council on Climate Change’ and Fuld said that
‘Prudent risk management dictates that
this is an area where we cannot afford to
be wrong.’ It’s good that Lehman Brothers was prudent when it came to climate
change, because it seems that the company
wasn’t prudent about much else.
In February last year Lehman Brothers also released a one hundred page report
entitled The Business of Climate Change:
Challenges and Opportunities. The report
purported to be an analysis of the state of
global warming science and the business
consequences of warmer temperatures. It
readily embraced and endorsed the most
pessimistic climate scenarios.
The report confidently predicted
what the world would be like in one hundred years time. It is a little difficult to
take seriously Lehman Brothers’ predictions of what will happen in 2100, given
that it seems no-one at the firm had any
idea of what would befall them in less
than two years. It’s now obvious that Lehman Brothers should have spent less time
speculating about the state of the world
in 2100 and more time contemplating
the present. On 10 September Fuld announced Lehman Brothers was taking
‘strategic initiatives’ to return the firm
to profitability. Five days later Lehman
Brothers filed for bankruptcy. If the staff
of Lehman Brothers didn’t know what
was going to happen in a mere five days,
how could they possibly have a clue about
what will occur in a century?

The Lehman Brother’s report was not
backward in coming forward in telling
everyone else how to run their business.
The pace of a firm’s adaptation
to climate change and related
policy is thus likely to prove to
be another of the forces that will
influence whether, over the next
several years, any given firm survives and prospers; or withers
and, quite possibly, dies.

Lehman Brothers has most definitely
not survived and prospered. It has withered and died. Perhaps it didn’t follow its
own advice and adapt to climate change
quickly enough.
In one respect the report was quite
humble. It admitted that it was ‘far from
the last word’:
indeed, we see it as just the starting point for a dialogue with our
investing and corporate clients.
As the discussions with our clients and policy experts progress,
we will take this work further.

Lehman Brothers won’t be taking any
climate change work any further. It’s
bankrupt. A cynical person might well
regard Lehman Brothers’ climate change
research in the same light as Lehman
Brothers’ sub-prime lending practices.
And the connection to Nicholas Stern
and the long lunch? He’s acknowledged
in the report as ‘through the course of a
long lunch’ having provided a ‘brilliant
overview of the principal climate change
issues as he had come to see them.’
Perhaps we’d all have been better off
had the staff of Lehman Brothers not
returned to the office after that long
lunch.

R
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The reform boldness of
Paul Keating contrasts
poorly with the timidity
of Kevin Rudd, writes
Greg Barns.

K

evin Rudd stood on the shores
of Lake Burley Griffin on a
fresh Canberra morning in early
September and told popular
breakfast presenter Melissa Doyle
of Channel 7’s Sunrise program how chuffed he
was that Quentin Bryce would be sworn in as
Australia’s first female Governor-General that day.
Doyle then asked Rudd about the prospects
for an Australian Republic. It was as though Rudd
froze. Oh yes, it was ALP policy that there be an
Australian head of state but when Doyle pressed
Rudd for a timeframe on when Australia might
become a republic, Rudd simply muttered, ‘next
question.’
Now what if Paul Keating was Prime Minister
and Melissa Doyle asked him the same question?
He would have painted a canvas in which a
republic was the centrepiece of a strategy to
redefine Australia as an independent, confident
Asia-Pacific nation.
To put the contrast in cricketing terms, where
Rudd shuffled at his crease and fended the ball
off, Keating would have dashed out of wicket,
planted the front foot down and smashed the ball
through the offside field for four.
10 IPA Review | November 2008
Paul Keating speaks at book launch in Sydney on May 8, 2006 . Tracey Neamy | AAPImage
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Why Keating
makes Kevin
look bad
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P

aul Keating may not like this
analogy, but he has much more
in common with former British
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher than
he does with Kevin Rudd. Both Keating
and Thatcher are iconoclastic individuals who reshaped their parties, the body
politic around them and left an indelible
mark on the economy and society they
reshaped. And both are individuals who
today are like Banquo’s ghost, as they
loom over their successors.
The Labor Party of Kevin Rudd
does its best these days to ignore its former leader—and Mr Rudd’s ambivalent
attitude towards the Keating dream of
a Republic is emblematic of this. The
ALP spent a decade after Mr Keating
lost office in a landslide to John Howard in 1996 running a million miles
from the legacy and achievements of
the government that had gone before
them. Similarly, the British Conservative Party today under its wunderkind
leader David Cameron is unashamedly
breaking with the radical conservatism
of Mrs Thatcher.
What a pity in both cases.
And it is even more so in the context of the Australian Labor Party which,
while in office federally today, could be
said to not actually be in government.
One does not get the sense that Mr
Rudd and his cabinet have any of the
zeal, intellectual inquiry and sense of
adventure about them that characterised Keating when he became Treasurer
in the Hawke government in 1983, and
which hallmarks stayed with him until
the end in 1996.
Where Keating defined the issue,
the debate and the parameters around it,
Rudd plays on the same turf as his political opponents both inside and outside
the parliament.
The man who wears the Treasurer’s
mantle today, Wayne Swan, is the antithesis of Keating. Mr Swan is a manager of
the economy and nothing more. According to The Australian’s economics editor,
Michael Stutchbury, Swan is wary of
reform agendas. Stutchbury quoted the
Treasurer as saying at a corporate leaders
Greg Barns is a barrister specialising
in criminal law and human rights. He
writes regularly for Crikey.
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retreat in Queensland in August this year
that Australians are ‘practical and a bit
cautious’ about economic reform.
No wonder Mr Keating is so cranky
about the Rudd Government’s lack of
policy cohesion and capacity to think
seriously about the long term.
Where Mr Rudd and his cabinet puff
out their collective chest about working
on Saturdays, and pushing public servants to stay at their desks long into the
night all in aid of creating an impression
of general busyness, Mr Keating always
gave the impression that he had time to
reflect and step outside the stultifying
confines of Capital Hill, yet continue to
be serious about the business of reform.
We can put it another way. Mr
Rudd probably clocks up twice as many
hours as Mr Keating did, but this does
not equate with being a committed and
genuine long term reformer.
What Mr Keating showed was that
reformers needed to balance their lives
by polishing antique clocks, delving into
the emotional rollercoaster of a Mahler
symphony or fossicking around antique
stores in Queen Street Woollahra or
Paris.
One gets a sense that where Kevin
Rudd, Wayne Swan and their cohorts
think that practicing politics is about
taking small steps, and watching the media and the polls in an almost fetishist
manner, Paul Keating was the embodiment of John Coltrane’s ‘Giant Steps.’
Could one imagine Paul Keating
doing what Wayne Swan did this year,
underwhelming an audience of corporate high flyers at Hayman Island by
telling them that Australians are ‘practical and a bit cautious’, about economic
reform, and not to expect the earth to
move while he is in office?
Not a bit of it. The Keating rhetoric
and practice was to lecture, cajole and
drag you along the reform road whether
you liked it or not. Where the Rudd
Government has a penchant for inquiries, subcommittees and reviews, with
Keating there was no such navel gazing.
He knew what the Australian economy
needed in the short, medium and long
term and he set about doing it.

T

he language of Keating as Treasurer, and as Prime Minister for
that matter, was urgent and uncompromising. It did not flinch—there
was no self-doubt. Perhaps only former
Victorian Premier Jeff Kennett, with
whom not unnaturally Keating got on
well, has spoken with such a sense of selfcertainty and force in modern Australian
politics.
For Keating, politics and policymaking was a high wire act, first, second
and third. ‘There are a lot of people in
this country who are content to sit back
and do nothing, to take the easy way. But
it’s all about risk and those who risk and
win deserve everything they get,’ Keating
told a group of bankers back in 1987.
What needs to be appreciated about
Keating is that he single handedly turned
the ALP inside out. As journalist David
McKenzie wrote in December 1991,
just after Keating replaced Bob Hawke
as Prime Minister, ‘for many traditional
Labor supporters, Keating is the Trojan
horse that ripped the philosophical heart
out of the party by embracing free markets, cutting back on government spending and selling off the “crown jewels” of
the public sector,’ McKenzie said. This
was an historic victory for those advocates of free markets in and out of parliament.
The record of Paul Keating as economic reformer is well documented,
much commented upon, and debated.
Much of that reform agenda was executed in his first four years as Treasurer.
Writing in the Sydney Morning Herald
on July 1 1987, Steve Burrell observed
that since he became Treasurer in March
1983 Keating had
brought the budget deficit back
from an unsustainable 5 per
cent of national income to less
than 1 per cent in four years.
He has rammed through reductions in real wages which very
few thought possible, largely
retaining the extra competitiveness flowing from the fall in the
dollar. He has floated the dollar,
deregulated the financial markets, reformed the tax system
and freed up access for foreign
investment, to set the scene for
a fundamental restructuring of
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Paul Keating’s election night speech after his win in 1993. National Archives of Australia, A6135
the economy. He has demolished the shibboleths of the past
and transformed Labor into a
party of economic rationalists
capable of confronting the reality of being a small trading nation in a big world.

Keating of course was no demi-god.
There were certain ‘no-go’ areas—substantial deregulation of the labour market and the privatisation of Telstra. His
economic management credentials were
severely undermined by events leading
up to, and during the recession of 19901991, the deepest economic malaise in
Australia since the Great Depression of
the 1930s. The boast that he controlled
the Reserve Bank and that his hands
firmly gripped the levers of the national economy came back to haunt him
in that dark period, particularly when
interest rates reached cripplingly high
levels. And to serious free marketeers
Keating was not in the same class as his
Kiwi counterpart, Roger Douglas, who
at the same time as Keating was reshaping Australia, was literally resuscitating
New Zealand after years of red tape and
economic nationalism had fairly strangled it to death. And to the Melbourne
think tank and business luminaries like
Michael Porter, Des Moore, and Hugh
Morgan, Keating was not nearly as game
www.ipa.org.au

as Margaret Thatcher when it came to
micro-economic reform, in particular in
the area of industrial relations.
The University of Melbourne’s Les
Coleman concluded in an analysis published last year that
comparison of the economic
performance of the HawkeKeating and Howard Governments relative to other economies at the same time shows
that the Howard Government
delivered: lower inflation, interest rates, and unemployment,
and stronger exchange rates;
but weaker economic growth.
The [Howard] government has
outperformed its predecessor
on three criteria and underperformed on one. It also delivered
a stronger currency, which is
outperformance for importers and Australian tourists, but
underperformance for exporters
and foreign visitors.

But even amongst the free marketers
there is admiration for Keating. David
Love, a respected economics journalist and commentator whose latest book
Unfinished Business (reviewed in the September 2008 edition of the IPA Review)
reflects on the significance of the Keating

economic reform agenda, wrote in 2001
that the former Treasurer ‘has claim to
being the central figure in Australian
politico-economics in the past quarter of
a century.’
And as Paul Kelly noted in The End
of Certainty, his chronicle of the HawkeKeating years, after Paul Keating used his
famous 1986 ‘Banana Republic’ remark
to describe where the Australian economy might head if serious economic
reform was interrupted, he became the
‘dominant figure’ within the Hawke
Government, much to the Prime Minister’s frustration and incredulity. The way
it worked, according to Kelly, was that
Keating saw himself as the driving force
of the government and Hawke the front
man.
It was a perception that increased
over the years as Hawke’s power waned.
Can anyone name another period
in modern Australian political history
where a minister had such a sense of
chutzpah and there was so little his Prime
Minister could do about it?

B

ut it was not only within the ALP
that Keating became the central
figure. The Liberal Party in a
sense remade its strategy around Keating, particularly under John Howard’s
leadership. In fact, it is not too much of a
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Under Kim Beazley, Simon Crean, Mark Latham and Kevin
Rudd, Keating’s name and achievements were seen as a
political albatross and baggage which had to be hidden
out of the voter’s view.
stretch to argue that were it not for Paul
Keating’s remarkable 1993 federal election victory, the Liberal Party might not
have achieved its decade of political success, which turned the veteran war horse
Howard into Australia’s second longest
serving Prime Minister.
As former Howard staffer and
commentator Gerard Henderson once
put it, ‘some Liberals felt real political
pain leading to obsession—when Keating won the so-called “unlosable election” in 1993.’
With the 1993 election victory
under his belt, many Liberals feared
that Keating would unleash a wholesale makeover of Australian society and
culture.
For many in the Liberal Party,
symbols such as the Australian Flag
and the British monarchy were sacred.
They were dear to the heart of Robert Menzies and the party branches
were disproportionately represented
by conservatives who saw the seeds of
revolution in Keating’s preparedness to
change both.
What also galvanised the Liberal
Party like it had never been hardened
previously, was that Keating, unlike
Hawke, or any other Labor leader since
1996 with the brief exception of Mark
Latham, routinely attacked the very
heart of the Liberal Party without apology.
Keating’s tirade on February 27
1992, against the Liberal Party and
the conservative side of politics, was
then, and remains today, without peer
in terms of sheer excoriation. That day,
during question time in the parliament,
Keating launched into a description of
the Liberal Party’s role in Australia’s history that, even by his own standards,
was breathtaking in its scope and its
invective:

14
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The Liberal Party had presided
over a period—the 1950s and
1960s—when gross domestic
product per head was half what
it is now; when commodities
occupied 85 per cent of our
exports; when telephones were
half what they are now; when
there were half as many cars per
thousand people of population;
when pensions were half their
real value of today and when 10
children per 1,000 went to university instead of 30 per 1,000.
That was the golden age when
Australia stagnated. That was
the golden age when Australia
was injected with a near-lethal
dose of fogeyism by the conservative parties opposite, when
they put the country into neutral and where we very gently
ground to a halt in the nowhere
land of the early 1980s, with a
dependency on commodities
that would not pay for our imports … You can go back to the
fifties to your nostalgia, your
Menzies, the Caseys and the
whole lot. They were not aggressively Australian, they were
not aggressively proud of our
culture, and we will have no bar
of you or your sterile ideology.

Keating’s intentions were clear: to remake Australia in the image that he created. In some ways Keating saw himself
as the great moderniser, in stark contrast to the ‘old fogeys’ of the past. As
Don Watson notes in Recollections of a
Bleeding Heart, Keating’s tagging of the
republic, the flag, Asia and reconciliation were the result of a view that the
‘last symbols of Australia’s colonial past
were inimical to a clear-eyed appreciation of reality … from this clearing of

the national decks might come the energy to make the whole Australian experiment exciting again.’ The props that
Menzies had so effectively utilised to
cement his party’s control of Australia
for 23 years such as the British monarchy, the US alliance and a decidedly
gradualist and limited attitude to social
reform were being smashed by a Labor
Prime Minister.
For Howard, Keating represented
the antithesis of what he believed the
Liberal Party to be. And he let it be
known, prior to his election as Prime
Minister in March 1996, that he intended to undo the Keating legacy in a
comprehensive way. In June 1995 Howard delivered what he termed a ‘Headland’ speech. In it he crystallised his 12
years of frustration and anger at Paul
Keating’s record. There was, according
to Howard, ‘… a frustrated mainstream
in Australia today which sees government decisions increasingly driven by
the noisy, self-interested clamour of
powerful vested interests with scant regard for the national interest.’
But Howard promised that under
a government led by him, ‘the views of
all particular interests will be assessed
against the national interest and the
sentiments of mainstream Australia.’
The Howard Government’s political strategy based essentially, or initially anyway, on being the antithesis of
Keating was, as history tells us, highly
successful. The Liberal Party won over,
and maintained the support of low and
middle income suburbanites and those
in regional Australia—those voters identified as mainstream and unimpressed
with Keating’s remodelling efforts—for
four successive elections.
In short, the Keating personality
and legacy was the backdrop to John
Howard’s own radicalism in office when
he too sought to steer the nation in a
www.ipa.org.au

completely different direction from that
to which Keating had wanted to take it.
But it was not only the Liberal Party over which Keating loomed in and
post the 1996 election. The ‘post-me’
Labor Party, as Keating called it, was
determined to tape its collective mouth
when it came to their former hero, in
part due to the massive demonisation of
Keating by the new government.
Under Kim Beazley, Simon Crean,
Mark Latham and Kevin Rudd, Keating’s name and achievements were seen
as a political albatross and baggage which
had to be hidden out of the voter’s view.
The consequence of this strategy was
to ensure that the ALP since 1996 has
stood for very little other than being a
paler shade of conservative blue.
On economic issues the ALP has
veered back towards interventionist
policy and the term ‘micro-economic
reform’ which Keating championed has
disappeared from the lexicon.
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W

hatever else he was in his 27
years of political life, Paul
Keating was a firm believer in
‘doing things.’ Politics for him was about
policy and destroying those who stood in
the way of the reform agenda of the moment. In this sense Keating can be compared to Thatcher, Roger Douglas and
Kennett. This type of political leadership
is sorely lacking in Australia today.
What Keating and those we mention
above share in common is that each had
a narrative, a journey on which they took
the community. It was inevitably a roller
coaster ride, but there was a reason for doing it—to improve the economy and the
nation in the long term.
This is what so enrages someone of
the temperament of Keating about the
committee obsessed Rudd Government.
The sage advice Mr Keating gave to Mr
Rudd on August 6 this year clearly stems
from that frustration. ‘I think if there’s
any problem the government has, when I
say a problem I don’t think it’s a problem

necessarily, it is to not have an overarching
narrative in place,’ Keating said. ‘There is
too much frenetic activity, in the end,
suiting journos, running at the behest of
little press secretaries, doesn’t pay off.’ He
is not alone in holding that view. Crikey’s
Canberra correspondent Bernard Keane
wrote on September 2 that the ‘Rudd
Government needs a narrative, yes. But
there’s a difference between promoting a
narrative and chucking an idea a day into
the news cycle.’
One does not have to sign off on all,
or any, aspects or specifics of the Keating
record in office to appreciate that Australia needs many more politicians cut from
the same cloth if it is to have a secure and
prosperous future. One in which the short
term needs of the media, voters and interest groups are routinely ignored while
the long term vision is crafted. Australia’s
various and numerous challenges as a nation today require Keating boldness, not
Rudd timidity.
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How Labor factions
broke New South Wales
Outgoing NSW Premier Morris Iemma leaves the caucus meeting where he was deposed as Premier. Sergio Dionisio | AAPImage

NSW’s conservative ALP was good at fending off communism,
but now it can’t seem to do anything else, writes Richard Allsop.

I

n the six months following the
1975 defeat of the Whitlam
Government, Australia’s two
most populous states held elections.
In Victoria, the voters re-elected
a Liberal government that had been
in office for 21 years; in NSW they
rejected one that had been in office
for 11 years.
A large part of the reason for those results was voter perceptions of the
Labor opposition in both states. In Victoria, despite federal intervention
in 1970, the Labor Party was still seen as too left wing and too dysfunctional to be entrusted with office.
In contrast, under Neville Wran, the ALP in NSW was sufficiently
centralist and sensible to be entrusted with office. NSW voters obviously felt they got it right in 1976, because that narrow Labor win was
followed by the ‘Wranslide’ victories of 1978 and 1981. By both boosting shattered morale, and providing a workable model of Labor governance, Wran’s success paved the way for the successful Hawke and Keating Governments. It provided part of the foundations that helped make
Labor ready in the 1980s to undertake vital economic reforms.
Yet, thirty years later, NSW Labor would probably just about be
the last place in Australia where one would look for the rise of economic
reformers. As Paul Kelly recently observed in The Australian, NSW is
the Australian state ‘least supportive of economic reform.’ The defeat of
the Iemma/Costa electricity privatisation plan underscored the fact that
decent reform in NSW has become just about impossible.
It is not as if the place does not need reforming. On almost every
criterion New South Wales seems to be in a worse situation than any
other state in the nation. The most recent GDP figures, while showing a
nationwide decline in growth still showed positive growth in every state,
Richard Allsop is a Research Fellow with the Institute of Public Affairs.
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except NSW which went marginally backwards.
At 4.9 per cent in August, New South Wales also
has the highest unemployment rate. The economic
performance has also impacted the budgetary position with projected shortfalls of $90 million per
month in revenue leading to a $1 billion blackhole.
Perhaps even more striking than the ebbs
and flows of economic data are the projections
that Melbourne will grow to be bigger than Sydney at some time in the second quarter of the
twenty-first century. Sydney regained the population lead from Melbourne in the 1890s and just
as that decade demonstrated the benefits of free
trade liberalism over protectionism, the current
policy settings also help explain recent population movements.
Only in the 1920s and 1930s, when Jack Lang
dominated NSW Labor, was that state demonstrably worse governed than Victoria in the twentieth
century. However, the twenty-first century definitely sees the boot on the other foot. The most
obvious starting point of comparison is industrial
relations, as Kelly observed:
On IR, the contrast between Victoria and
NSW could not be greater. Victoria referred its industrial powers to the national
government a decade ago and this referral
has been validated by Liberal and Labor
premiers in Melbourne. The insight this
offers is that NSW resistance is not about
equity or workers rights but about the hollow perpetuation of a self-justifying power
structure that has run out of arguments to
defend its existence. It is time to pull the
plug.

One would think that voters will indeed ‘pull the
plug’ when they get the opportunity.
IPA Review | November 2008 17

Is this the end of Labor
hegemony in NSW?
Labor’s dominance of NSW dates back
to the election of the McKell Government in 1941, an election described by
Labor politician and historian, Rodney
Cavalier, as ‘the seminal New South
Wales election of the twentieth century.’ By the time NSW voters head to
the polls in 2011, Labor will have been
in power in NSW for 52 out of the 70
years since 1941. There have only been
two interruptions—1965 to 1976 and
1988 to 1995.
‘Boilermaker Bill’ McKell established the sensible centrist style of Labor in New South Wales. One of the
best summations of McKell was written
by then-Bulletin journalist Bob Carr in
1978. Carr explained that when McKell
became leader of the NSW parliamentary Labor Party in September, 1939, he
took over from Jack Lang ‘a run-down,
shattered party.’ Lang had led Labor to
three consecutive defeats in the state
and had alienated any prospect of support amongst swinging or country voters. Further, his followers operated as a
separate party federally for much of the
1930s, thus spoiling any prospects for
Labor success at that level. The Bulletin
article quoted a prominent Labor lawyer
saying that the McKell inheritance in
NSW was that the party ‘has avoided a
sectional or class appearance’, while in
most other states Labor had ‘a seedy, permanent opposition image.’
However, the lesson had not been
fully understood by everyone in the Labor class. For decades large elements of
Labor continued to idealise Lang, with
Paul Keating being the most well known
pupil of the ageing ratbag. For some
in the ALP, McKell blotted his copybook somewhat by becoming Governor
General, even though appointed by the
Chifley Government, and especially for
automatically granting Menzies a double dissolution in 1951, although they
were happy to cite that as a precedent in
1975.
When he reproduced the McKell
article in his 2002 book Thoughtlines: Reflections of a Public Man, Carr observed
that when he had written the piece a
quarter of a century earlier he had ‘no in18
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timation that I would myself head a state
government in the McKell tradition.’
Of course, this is in part a show of false
modesty, but it is true to the extent that
right up until and probably beyond the
point when the bruvvers told Carr that
his future was in state politics, he had
genuinely never considered that State
Premier would be the apex of his career.
So while he might have understood the
McKell tradition, his heart was never really in the problems of delivering basic
services to ordinary voters. Carr’s journalistic background and interests were
very different from those of ‘Boilermaker
Bill.’
In a recent article, Terry Barnes
pointed to the fact that several recent
state Labor leaders were journalists and
observed that ‘they can frame a soundbite brilliantly, yet when their leadership
records are scrutinised they show very
little.’ Barnes continued:
Carr is the standout case. While
he was a media and parliamentary master, Carr’s decade as
NSW premier has left little but
a Ozymandis-like legacy of poor
economic management and
shambolic public services

Watching Sydney news bulletins at the
height of Carr’s reign highlighted the
point that Barnes is making. There would
be problems in the hospitals, or problems
on the trains, and sometimes there would
be a frazzled public servant or a minister
under pressure, but Carr himself would
never be part of the story. He would pop
up later in the bulletin delivering some
piece of good news, or announcing some
sweet new initiative. Carr himself was able
to glide along unperturbed by the service
delivery problems.
While, at the time, the media let
him get away with it, they now condemn
him. For example, here is Tony Wright
in The Age in September:
Carr had seemed such a political talent: a bookish man who
brought a love of culture and a
sense of sophistication to bawdy
Sydney. But he didn’t deign to
consider the future of the roads
or the railways or many of the
other tedious necessities that
make a city and a state liveable.

He had dealt in glamour and
left the future to look after itself,
which it rarely does well.

Carr also made the amazing statement
that Sydney was closed for new residents
and followed land release policies that
have seen Sydney now have the world’s
most expensive property.
Of course, Carr had never envisaged
a future that involved roads, railways,
water or hospitals. He had always expected to have a career in Canberra and
he could well have been an outstanding
Foreign Minister in a federal Labor government. It should also be said that there
are a couple of policy areas where Carr’s
innate conservatism had advantages,
such as in his protection of the place of
history in the school curriculum.
The modus operandi of NSW Labor established by McKell contributed
to the fact that the Split, which cruelled
Labor for more than a generation in Victoria and Queensland, did not occur in
NSW. This estimation of McKell’s influence is confirmed by Labor speechwriter
and historian, Graham Freudenberg,
who wrote in the official history of Labor in NSW:
The strength of the New South
Wales Labor Party ... lay in the
lessons of the thirties. The New
South Wales Labor Government
survived the Great Split of 1955
not least because its leadership
had learnt those lessons and was
strong enough to apply them.

In turn, the fact that Labor’s strongly
anti-communist Catholic elements did
not join the DLP, as they did both north
and south of the border, meant that some
key figures were available to the ALP in
NSW.

Factions beat
governments
Carr attempted electricity privatisation
in his first term, but dropped it when the
heat got too much. To their credit, Morris Iemma and Michael Costa stuck to
their guns for longer, perhaps partly because the state’s budgetary position was
now more critical. The Owen Report released in September 2007 had explained
www.ipa.org.au

that the state’s electricity industry would
need $15 billion of investment over the
next 15 years just to maintain standards.
The focus on electricity for the past
twelve months meant that other areas of
potential reform also had little chance of
getting up. The Walker Report that recommended contracting out Sydney Ferries sat in the too-hard basket. And yet
in the same area of transport, the government had been able to announce a $12
billion north-west metro, a project that
Costa had clearly personally opposed.
When a Treasury-engaged transport expert found the project was untenable, the
expert was sacked at Iemma’s insistence
and the report buried, only to re-emerge
after a freedom of information request.
As well as supporting Transport
Minister Watkins, rather than Treasurer
Costa, on the metro, Iemma also had
other failings. One of the first actions of
Iemma’s replacement as Premier, Nathan
Rees, was to take one small step in the
McKell direction. By sacking some of
Iemma’s over-staffed media unit, he went
a little way towards McKell’s edict of no
press secretaries.
Maybe, Rees could also turn his attention to the fact that 56 of the 71 Labor MPs have extra appointments (parliamentary secretaryships, committee
chairs etc.) and that this is encouraged by
the party which dictates that 4 per cent
of salary goes to Sussex Street. Contrast
this to McKell, who once found that in
his absence the Labor caucus had dreamt
www.ipa.org.au

up the idea of appointing four extra ministers to provide more jobs for the boys.
He insisted they go, or he would.
Rees of the Left was happy to admit
that when it came to choosing his new
ministry he handed the task to the Right
at Sussex Street. So with Karl Bitar, John
Robertson, Joe Tripodi and Eddie Obeid
picking the cabinet it is hard to disagree
with Mark Latham’s description of his
home-state party: ‘It has become a conservative institution run by conservative
people, the worst elements of machine
politics.’
Latham’s use of the term conservative in this context underlines the fact
that the factional terms ‘Left’ and ‘Right’
have no ideological relevance within the
Labor Party. The NSW Right is deeply
conservative—and always has been. This
was a good thing when those pushing
ideological change were pushing communism; this is a bad thing when those
pushing ideological change want to privatise NSW’s electricity assets and Sydney’s
ferries. The power of the troglodytes in
the NSW Labor Council means in Paul
Kelly’s words that ‘the NSW IR system
is one of the last decaying fortresses of a
system of political and industrial power
that gave Labor an institutional hold on
the nation’s largest economy.’
None of this is to say with conviction that their current troubles mark the
end of sensible centrist Labor in NSW.
In his 1978 Bulletin article, Carr commented that post-McKell the quality of

governance in the ALP’s 24 year unbroken period of power ‘deteriorated under
the leadership of McGirr, Heffron and
Renshaw’ and that ‘even the term of the
popular Joe Cahill lacked the zest for
achievement that had marked McKell’s
leadership.’ Even electorally, the final
Newspoll of Iemma’s premiership only
showed Labor trailing 48 to 52 on a two
party preferred basis, so there is scope for
Labor to win in March 2011—an election that would be able to be held sooner
if not for the political class’ obsession
with lengthening terms.
One could also look forward to the
next NSW election with more confidence if the Liberal opposition had declared from the start their in principle
support for electricity privatisation. John
Howard often commented that an important part of Labor’s ability to implement economic reforms under Hawke
and Keating was the fact that the Liberal
Opposition did not oppose them.
Yet in NSW in 2008, Liberal leader,
Barry O’Farrell, in the words of an editorial in The Australian, chose to join ‘Labor in a race to the bottom on economic
policy.’ NSW remains the great state of
inertia. In the long period from McKell
to Wran, when the ideological tide was
moving towards collectivism, this was
a good thing. In the past twenty years,
when the general move has been towards
liberalism, it has taken NSW from a premier state to a failed state.
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The Iraq factor

S

Barack Obama may have lost control of his
own foreign policy, writes Tony Parkinson.

tripped to the rawest of logic,
Barack Obama’s gameplan was
to win the White House on
the back of defeat in Iraq.

U.S. Army General David Petraeus talks with Barack Obama on Sather Air Base, Iraq, July 21, 2008. U.S. Air Force photo.

Heading into the presidential election campaign, the same ‘troops
home’ formula that allowed the Democrats to gain control of the US
Congress in 2006 looked as if it might do the trick again. The honeytongued Senator from Illinois would rescue a nation in despair.
Then came the surge. The success of the Bush administration’s
shift to a new counter-insurgency strategy in Iraq, aided by 20,000
additional troops, has changed dramatically the complexion of the
battle to secure a new democratic order in the land once ruled by
Saddam Hussein.
So, too, has it changed the complexion of the US presidential
contest. On this critical foreign policy debate, the tide may no longer
be running Obama’s way.
After five years of gruelling conflict and sectarian feuding—with
Iraq the main designated battlefront of Islamofascism’s war against
democracy—a nation in the heart of the Arab world has survived its
rebirth as a free society.
Since the January, 2007, decision by the Bush administration
to switch strategy, security in Iraq has improved appreciably, creating
space for economic revival and political reconciliation to begin.
So much for the dire warnings about Iraq’s descent into an
intractable civil war; so much for Iraq as an epochal failure of US
policy in the Middle East.
Republican John McCain was among the most steadfast
supporters of the surge strategy, including through the long and
anxious months when it was ridiculed, by Obama among others, as
a policy doomed to failure.
For McCain, this was a mighty gamble, politically. He conceded
as much a year ago when, in one of the most memorable moments
of his campaign, and at a time when he was all but written off as a
contender, he insisted he ‘would rather lose an election than lose a
war.’
Now, and for much of this year, McCain has held a doubledigit lead in polls on the key question of who is best equipped to
manage the security challenges the US faces in the world. This has
left Obama conflicted—and cornered. Despite the evidence of
improving conditions in Iraq, how can he recant on one of the core
policy platforms defining his leadership? How, with any credibility,
can he step back from the ‘troops home’ mantra that still brings
him standing ovations, and which energised so many of the antiTony Parkinson is a former advisor to Alexander Downer.
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war activists who swarmed to his campaign in a
popular mobilisation unrivalled in recent US electoral
history?
Did Obama go out too hard, too early? Having
described Iraq repeatedly as the ‘greatest strategic
blunder in US history’, is it possible Obama might
have committed an historic strategic blunder of his
own?
None of this is to suggest Iraq will be the decisive
factor in the election. The last time the Washington
Post/ABC poll showed Iraq as the most important
issue in voters’ minds was November last year. Quite
clearly, McCain’s September bounce had a lot more to
do with the electrifying impact of his nomination of
vice-presidential running mate, Sarah Palin.
Today, front-of-mind issues for voters are more
likely to be high petrol prices, the crisis in financial
markets, or the cost and availability of health care—
and, overarching all of these, uncertainty about the
state of the US economy.
Amid the crisis in US financial markets, there is
every opportunity to translate the anxiety of Americans
about job and income security into a powerful
argument for change in Washington. An old rule of
American politics is that economic distress moves
voters toward Democrats. Obama has been gifted his
plan B by the pinstriped wizards of Wall Street.
Yet the Democratic aspirant has still to overcome
the big gap in his resume, the niggling doubt about
his readiness and capacity to assume the role of
Commander-in-Chief. This comes down to questions
of judgment, experience, and conviction. Here, Iraq
remains an important barometer of leadership. Let’s
examine, briefly, the record.
In 2002, the US Congress authorised war against
Iraq. The vote in the US Senate was a bipartisan
majority of 77-23. Those voting for the war included
Hillary Clinton and Obama’s vice-presidential
nominee, Joe Biden.
As for Obama, at that time a legislator in the
Illinois state house, he declared the war wrong, and
potentially disastrous. Ever since, he has claimed to
have shown superior judgment over his Republican
(and Democrat) rivals.
Obama also opposed the troop surge: ‘I am not
persuaded that 20,000 additional troops in Iraq is
going to solve the sectarian violence there. In fact, I
think it will do the reverse.’
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In contrast, John McCain led the
charge. ‘We must have more troops
over there,’ Senator John McCain told
Fox News in December, 2006. ‘And we
have to have a big enough surge that we
can get Baghdad under control and then
Anbar province under control.’
True to his word, McCain supported
President Bush over succeeding
weeks as he steered the policy change
through Washington’s national security
establishment, against the advice of
some of his most senior Pentagon and
State Department officials.
Although no acolyte of Bush, and
doubtless sensing that his ambitions
for the White House depended on
distancing himself as much as possible
from an unpopular president, McCain
held his nerve, urging other Republicans
on Capitol Hill to get in behind the
administration.
The surge encompassed three
key elements: five additional combat
brigades; new street-level tactics to force
insurgents out of hiding, and allow Iraqi
forces to secure the neighbourhoods; and
more sophisticated and more effective
intelligence methods to pursue and kill
al Qaeda operatives. But the biggest
strategic impact was on the psychology
of the struggle: the very fact the ‘surge’
was happening at all told the combatants
in Iraq, friends and enemies of the US
alike, that the superpower would not be
running from the fight.
Now, there is not only hope for
Iraq, but legitimate cause for optimism.
According to the September-October
issue of Foreign Affairs, violence is down
at least 80 per cent since the surge began.
American fatalities have fallen from 66 in
July, 2007, to only five in August. ‘By and
large, what’s left of the insurgency is just
trying to hang on,’ says US Ambassador
Ryan Crocker.
In spite of these trends, Obama
went into the primaries promising a
timetable for the rapid withdrawal of US
forces from Iraq. This remains his policy
today.
His continued rhetoric about Iraq
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as America’s greatest foreign policy
humiliation has enhanced his stature
as hero of the anti-war left, and gave
him added momentum in his desperate
internal tussle with Clinton. Yet it also
gave the impression that Obama was
in denial about the surge: that he could
never be seen to admit the possibility of
success for America in Iraq.
Despite the changing circumstances
on the ground, his policy, as stated on his
official website, still carries the distinct
DNA of the Democrat platform circa
2006: ‘Obama will give his Secretary
of Defense and military commanders a
new mission in Iraq: ending the war. The
removal of our troops will be responsible
and phased, directed by military
commanders on the ground, and done in
consultation with the Iraqi government.
Military experts believe we can safely
redeploy combat brigades from Iraq at a
pace of one to two brigades a month that
would remove them in 16 months.’
More recently, if reluctantly, Obama
has begun to acknowledge the reality
that the surge has brought some success.
Yet there has been no admission he got it
badly wrong when he warned the policy
would only exacerbate the violence.
McCain has identified Iraq as one of
Obama’s key vulnerabilities: ‘His proposal
to withdraw forces based on a political
timetable, no matter the consequences
for Iraq or American national security,
is profoundly
irresponsible. His
comments demonstrate his commitment
to retreating from Iraq no matter what
the cost. His focus is on withdrawal—
not on victory.’
The debate over Iraq reveals a
Democrat nominee who believes many of
his countrymen, and the world beyond,
are disaffected with the exercise of
American power. McCain, on the other
hand, does not appear to be as fussed
about what Democrat John Kerry once
called ‘the global test.’ The superpower
has special responsibilities that do not
permit the luxury of deep immersion in
the cosy comforts of multilateralism. It
must say and do things others cannot. It

needs to follow the beat of its own drum.
John McCain’s website says:
I do not want to keep our troops
in Iraq a minute longer than
necessary to secure our interests
there. Our goal is an Iraq that
can stand on its own as a democratic ally and a responsible force
for peace in its neighbourhood.
Our goal is an Iraq that no longer needs American troops. And
I believe we can achieve that
goal, perhaps sooner than many
imagine. But I do not believe
that anyone should make promises as a candidate for President
that they cannot keep if elected.
To promise a withdrawal of our
forces from Iraq, regardless of
the calamitous consequences to
the Iraqi people, our most vital
interests, and the future of the
Middle East, is the height of
irresponsibility. It is a failure of
leadership.

What we are seeing in this election is
an intense struggle between competing
worldviews. How do the candidates see
the future leadership role for America in
the world? Do they accept or reject the
notion that the US is overstretched? If
so, how would they redefine the Bush
Doctrine, with what consequences for
the assertion of US power, and for its
allies in the field?
Iraq, of course, is but one of a cluster
of momentous global security issues
on which the next American president
can expect to be tested. How to secure
more robust input from NATO for the
war against the Taliban and al-Qaeda in
Afghanistan? How to respond to Russian
truculence in the Caucasus? What to do
about the nuclear ambitions of Iran, and
the mischief-making of Hugo Chavez
in Latin America? How to resurrect the
Middle East peace process?
In our own region, how will the
next President handle the steep ascent
of China as an economic and strategic
power? A challenge for Australia will
www.ipa.org.au

John McCain at a rally in Virginia. © Dlericksen | Dreamstime.com

Yes, Barack Obama has won the global popularity contest. Problem
is, that’s not part of the job description for a US president.

be to ensure Washington does not lose
focus on the Pacific Rim, where active
and assertive US diplomacy is vital to the
regional power balances.
What does the Iraq debate tell us
about the character and disposition of
the presidential candidates, and how
they might deal with these issues? Will
American voters remember who held
firm in the greatest moments of anguish
in Iraq? Who will they judge to have
shown the greater consistency of purpose,
and principle? In whom are they more
likely to invest greater trust?
Obama, of course, has many millions
of supporters for his stance against the
war. One is Jonathon Freedland, a
columnist for The Guardian:
Obama has stirred an excitement
around the globe unmatched by
any American politician in living memory,’ he writes. ‘Polling
in Germany, France, Britain and
Russia shows that Obama would
win by whopping majorities. If
November 4 were a global ballot,
Obama would win it handsomely. If the free world could choose
its leader, it would be Obama.

Freedland goes on to recall the adulation
surrounding Obama’s visit to Europe in
July:
The crowd of 200,000 that rallied to hear him in Berlin did so
not only because of his charisma,
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but also because they know he,
like the majority of the world’s
population, opposed the Iraq
war … non-Americans sense
that Obama will not ride roughshod over the international system but will treat alliances and
global institutions seriously.

Then comes Freedland’s grim warning to
the voters of America:
If Americans choose McCain,
they will be turning their back
on the rest of the world … suddenly Europeans and others will
conclude that their dispute is
with not only one ruling clique,
but Americans themselves. For
it will have been the American
people, not the politicians, who
will have passed up a once-ina-generation chance for a fresh
start—a fresh start the world is
yearning for.

Lest anyone be left in any doubt, and after
the usual cheap shot about the prospect
that Obama could only conceivably be
repudiated by the US electorate because
of the colour of his skin, Freedland
offers one last piece of stern advice: ‘If
Americans reject Obama, they will be
sending the clearest possible message to
the rest of us—and, make no mistake,
we shall hear it.’
Setting to one side the astounding
pomposity and pretension of a columnist

who presumes to interpret the planet
unto itself, what is Freedland really saying
here? I think his argument can be reduced
to something like this: the election of
Barack Obama can be America’s way of
apologising to the world.
I suspect many, if not most,
Americans wouldn’t much take to that
idea. Certainly, you would expect it
to get short shrift from anyone with
responsibility for prosecuting US strategy
in the face of the many difficult security
and economic challenges the world faces
in the early twenty-first century.
Perhaps it serves merely to illustrate
the risks for any American leader who sets
out to pander to the puerile posturing of
the cosmopolitan Left. Yes, it has won
Barack Obama the global popularity
contest, whatever that can be taken to
mean. Problem is, that’s not part of the
job description for a US President.
What is part of the job description
for a US President is the vital national
security responsibility—and that means
making the principled call, the right call,
the tough call, no matter how hard the
politics of it might look at the time.
That is when an American President
truly faces ‘the global test.’ That is when
great Presidents come to the fore … and
when lesser Presidents demonstrate to
the world that the job might have been a
couple of sizes too big for them.
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Big fat
beat up
The obesity industry has diagnosed the wrong
problem, and proposed the wrong solution,
argues Louise Staley.

A

rnold Schwarzenegger is
obese. He’s been obese his
entire adult life, including
the seven times he won the Mr
Olympia bodybuilding title.

Despite obesity not impacting his own, clearly excellent, health, Governor Schwarzenegger has introduced many anti-obesity programs in an
attempt to combat what he regards as California’s obesity epidemic. In
doing so, Governor Schwarzenegger becomes just another in a long line
of policy makers attacking the wrong problem with the wrong solutions.
Before any public policy responses to obesity can even be considered, a single, surprisingly controversial, question has to be answered:
when does being fat become a health problem? Only then can the second, also controversial, question be asked: what, if anything, can policy
makers do about obesity?

Carry that weight
According to the World Health Organisation anybody with a Body Mass
Index above 30 is considered obese, and anything over a BMI of 25
is classified as overweight. At his bodybuilding peak Arnie was 1.88m
(6’2”) and weighed 107kg, leaving him with a BMI of 30.2.
So where did the magic number of a BMI of 25 come from? What
makes a woman of average height (164cm/5’4½”) fat at 67.5kg but normal at 67kg? Has she actually increased her risk of diabetes, cancer, or
heart disease by gaining half a kilo? The use of BMI, and the classifications, come from life insurance tables of the 1940s. But the adoption of
25 as the magic number is credited to the International Obesity Taskforce (IOTF) whose members are also prominent on the US National
Institute of Health and World Health Organisation obesity panels. It
was the adoption of 25 as the cut-off by the WHO that led to that number becoming the international standard of fatness. Eric Oliver in his
Louise Staley is a Research Fellow with the Institute of Public Affairs.
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book Fat Politics demonstrates that the
IOTF is funded by diet drug companies
such as Hoffman-La Roche.
The dirty secret of the BMI is that
health experts know the BMI is a deeply
flawed way to measure whether someone is too fat.
If the classification for overweight
was moved to a BMI of 30 then 52 per
cent of Australians—some 10 million
people—would immediately be classified as having a ‘normal’ weight. And
there is considerable evidence that the
greatest public policy intervention legislators could make in this area is to do
exactly that. When the US moved the
obesity goal posts the other way in 1998
and overnight reclassified 37 million
previously normal weight Americans as
overweight, the immediate impact was
to stigmatise many newly overweight
women as too fat—for no measured
public health benefit.
But the BMI has one big advantage
over accurate methods to measure body
fat—it’s cheap and easy.
Obviously, diet pill companies have
a big incentive to make more people
think they are fat—it’s good for business—but the drug companies are by
no means alone in creating the ‘obesity
epidemic.’ Obesity researchers in Australia have proved highly media savvy
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in getting out the message that obesity
is killing us. In the crowded bazaar of
medical research, where it’s hard to get
your message heard above the clamour
of competing illnesses and causes, it
helps to proclaim, as Access Economics
did earlier this year, that your ‘disease’
affects seven in 10 adult Australians and
costs the country $58.2 billion a year.

So what’s wrong with
being a bit tubby?
It is therefore surprising to learn the evidence does not support a BMI of 25 as
an important marker of health outcomes.
In their 2006 book Diet Nation, Patrick
Basham, Gio Gori, and John Luik demonstrate that the evidence shows higher
mortality rates don’t become prominent
until beyond a BMI of 35 (about 118kg
for a 183cm/6’ man).
It is clear that the extremely fat
(those who have a BMI over 40) face a
range of health risks and problems and
there is some evidence that the relatively
fat, (BMI 35–40) face some additional
health risks. The very fat (the morbidly
obese) and the very thin (the anorexics) have appreciably higher mortality rates than the rest of the population
but, according to Diet Nation, what is
not clear is at what point fatness causes

disease rather than any other factor such
as smoking, age, metabolic disorder or
family history.
Nevertheless, over and over researchers trumpet links between disease and obesity. Being even slightly
overweight is meant to cause diabetes,
some cancers, heart disease and strokes.
How can it be that the evidence doesn’t
appear to confirm the health risks except for the very fat? Researchers are
beginning to re-examine the evidence
on weight and health, and coming to
some dramatically different conclusions
than those which obesity lobbyists rely
upon.
Critically, health researchers rarely
measure health problems ‘caused’ by
fatness along the full range of body
weights. This approach fails to distinguish whether a BMI of 22, 32 or 42
is the tipping point for whatever disease excess fat is meant to cause. For
this reason, the Australian Institute of
Health and Welfare, in its report Burden of Disease and Injury in Australia
2003 notes that its methods inflate the
risk attributed to high body weight.
Yet the authors continue to assert being even slightly overweight is a cause
of a range of medical conditions. This
research flaw is found widely in the
obesity literature.
www.ipa.org.au

The original definition of a normal weight came from a
Belgian astronomer who measured the most common
weight for their height of Scottish and French army
conscripts—and he did so in the 1830s.

For example, recent research casts
significant doubt on the supposed link
between obesity and heart disease risks.
Research published this year in The Archives of Internal Medicine found over
half of those classified as overweight
have normal blood pressure and cholesterol levels. More importantly though,
is that study found weight was not the
major risk factor. In all weight groups,
inactivity, smoking and age were linked
with higher risk factors for heart disease
than waist circumference. People with
normal weight but larger waist circumference had a greater risk than fatter
people with smaller waists.
Another paper in the same journal
found no difference in insulin sensitivity
between a normal weight group and an
obese group leading them to conclude
that not all obese people face higher
risks for developing diabetes. Similar
studies exist for all other supposed diseases of fatness. Increasingly researchers
are being faced with evidence that being merely overweight does not cause
the raft of diseases attributed to it. A
key part of that evidence is from Katherine Flegal and colleagues in a paper
published in April 2005 in the Journal of the American Medical Association
which noted the continued increase in
life expectancy and the continuation of
the fall in deaths from heart disease and
stroke despite more than 25 years of increased weight in the US population.
For sure, there is substantial evidence that being very heavy—those
with morbid obesity—is correlated with
a range of health problems and risks.
Hefting around additional weight puts
stress on the joints causing increased
demand for hip and knee replacements
as well as osteoarthritis. The very fat
are more likely to suffer from diabetes,
heart disease, some cancers and strokes.
Continuing research does point
www.ipa.org.au

to one worrying trend, the super fat—
the morbidly obese and even fatter—
are both getting fatter and increasing
in number. However, even the country
with the most massive people, the US,
only has 4.8 per cent of its population in
the morbidly obese or worse category. Yet
the very fat are unlikely to be properly
targeted for assistance, not least of which
because if the money made available to
‘fight the obesity epidemic’ is spread
across 70 per cent of the population, it is
unlikely the substantial sums required to
treat the multiple health and behavioural
problems experienced by the extremely
obese will be made available.
As Oliver writes in Fat Politics, the
reason why a majority ‘are overweight is
because a nineteenth-century astronomer, a twentieth-century insurance actuary, and a handful of contemporary
scientists concocted some ideas about
what a normal weight should be.’ The
original definition of a normal weight
came from a Belgian astronomer who
measured the most common weight
for their height of Scottish and French
army conscripts—and he did so in the
1830s, a time when life expectancy was
about 40 as a result of chronic malnutrition and disease.
No wonder their average weight
was so low. The other major source of
data for what is ‘normal’ came from
measuring men to develop life insurance
tables in America in the 1940’s. Because
of their different physiology, it is likely
women gain additional protective benefits from carrying more weight than
men yet the ‘ideal’ weight is deemed to
be the same for a man and woman of
equal height.
Given the increasing evidence that
the categories of overweight and mildly
obese have fewer elevated health risks,
and definitely lower health risks than
the underweight, is it not possible that

the healthy ranges are set too low, particularly for women? It is hard to see
any benefit in public health terms or for
the individuals concerned by stigmatising large swathes of the population as
overweight or mildly obese if the huge
effort of them losing weight will not
appreciably improve their health or life
expectancy.

Neither cause nor cure
are correct
The way to reduce fatness is to eat fewer
calories and exercise more. This approach
has the great advantage of matching
common sense. We see the contestants
on Australia’s Biggest Loser go on a diet
and do huge amounts of physical activity
and—Hey Presto!—they all lose weight.
It is therefore very surprising to learn that
the extensive research literature on exercise and dieting shows virtually nobody
loses weight through low calorie dieting,
that the overweight do not eat more than
the lean and exercise is not correlated
with weight loss. Although all experts
agree imbalance between energy in and
energy out causes weight gain, it seems
the actual amount of food needed varies so dramatically between people that
no general diet recommendation works
across the population. Short of locking
all the overweight up with an individual
dietician and trainer, the obesity industry
has no workable way to help most people
get to the weight the experts deem ideal.
The obesity industry—that is, those
researchers and drug companies that rely
on the notion of an ‘obesity epidemic’—
therefore face an increasing amount of
evidence suggesting that the links between fatness and various diseases are
weaker than believed, and that the industry’s proposed solution to obesity—a
low calorie/high carbohydrate diet with
exercise—does not work. Moreover, if
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current definitions of overweight are set
too low—so that attaining a ‘normal’
weight requires constant dieting—then
this in itself may be leading many people
to feel discouraged when the ideal is unattainable.
Survey after survey tells us that most
people—including the fat themselves—
blame fat people for their size. If only all
the fatties could get a grip on themselves,
they wouldn’t be fat. Being over-weight
or obese is typically seen to be a result of
lack of control.
This is also the message pushed by
the weight loss companies and gyms as
well as the writers of diet books and sellers of weight loss additives. Even though
weight loss, particularly to the weight
range deemed ideal, is recognised as very
difficult to achieve, losing weight is still
seen by most as a private decision.
Increasingly policy makers and activists are out of step with this response.
Increasingly the Nanny State intrudes
into obesity policy. Instead of obesity
simply being the result of an energy imbalance caused by an individual’s eating
patterns it is some unquantified combination of genes, metabolism disorders
and an ‘obesogenic’ environment.
Despite the failure of research
to identify either that moderate fatness causes other health problems or,
more importantly, that there are cures
for this supposed health crisis, increasingly a disparate number of researchers
and activists think they have the public
policy answers to the ‘epidemic.’ Unlike
the public’s preference for individual
self-control, the obesity activists favour
extensive government intervention and
a severe restriction of the civil liberties
of the entire population, regardless of
whether they are too fat or not.
These activists blame processed food
companies, modern agricultural methods and fast food companies for obesity.
Television watching (especially presumably plasma TV watching), car driving
and urban sprawl are also highly cited.
Activists argue that modern agriculture and processing has made food very
cheap, and that this cheap food is then
shovelled out in huge portion sizes at the
supermarket and by fast food companies
to people who live in suburban fringe estates with no footpaths; who drive their
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cars through drive-throughs so they can
return to eat in front of the TV; where
they watch increasing amounts of advertisements that trick them into repeating
the process the next day.
Over all this they have little or no
control.

Forgive your upsize
For some obesity activists the public-spirited response to this is to ban
junk food advertising, ban suburban
fringe development, build new public
transport services, increase labelling
requirements, ban super-sized servings, tax junk food, and increase the
number of bariatric surgeries done on
Medicare.
And these are responses to reducing the number of adults who are
obese and overweight. There are far
more draconian options proposed for
childhood obesity.
One commonly seen proposal is
the restriction of fast food outlets in
low income areas. Supporters of this
heavy-handed restriction on civil liberties imply that poor people are incapable of making good food choices,
and so the only option is to restrict
their choices to good food. Yet recent research shows that while there
is a greater preponderance of fast food
outlets in low income areas, there are
also more supermarkets. The choice is
already there.
Another popular proposal is a fat
tax—a tax on high calorie dense foods
such as soft drinks, confectionary and
much fast food.
The idea is if these types of foods
are taxed to the point that reduces consumption and the proceeds are used to
subsidise ‘too expensive’ healthy foods,
then the poor will be able to eat better.
But beyond the practical problems with this idea—do we really want
to make food more expensive for poor
people? And do we really want to set
individual tax rates for every single
food type? There is something deeply
repugnant about expecting people to
vote, to raise their children, to hold
a job or to serve on a jury yet at the
same time use policy settings to forcibly change what people eat.

Moreover, it is not clear at all that
fast food is the culprit of the obesity
‘crisis.’ A number of research studies
have failed to find a link between fast
food consumption and obesity. Those
dreadful news clips of fat people chowing-down on chips, fried chicken and
burgers while slurping huge buckets of
coca-cola, do not, obviously, tell the
whole story.
The studies show people compensate over the day so that overall very
few additional calories are consumed
compared to people not eating fast
food.
Another claim made by supporters
of a fat tax is that supposedly the poor
live on soft drink and chips because
they are much cheaper than a healthy
alternative. But it does not stand up to
scrutiny. Consider this hypothetical—
a one litre bottle of coke from the supermarket costs about $2.10, a 200g
packet of chips $3.80 or a large fries
from McDonalds $2.75. Total meal
cost around $5 or $10 for a couple.
For much less money, that couple
could have purchased ingredients to
cook pork chops and vegetables, pasta
with tuna, chicken breast and vegetables or risotto with chorizo and peas,
or any number of other meals. The argument that the poor—perhaps with
the exception of those who live in the
most remote locations—cannot afford
unprocessed fresh food is simply not
true.
Policy makers of all political persuasions like to be seen to be doing
something, especially when there’s an
apparent crisis, the ‘obesity epidemic.’
Some are open in claiming it is the right
and duty of the state to dictate what
a good life should look like. Others
are more circumspect, hiding behind
disputed science and drug company
funded reports, to justify a supposed
cost-benefit of limiting people’s basic
life choices.
In either case, Nanny State proposals to solve a crisis that may not exist, with proposals that are known not
to work, embodies the worst excesses
of the government interventionism in
a democratic society.

R
www.ipa.org.au

Cops, not liquor regulations,
reduce street violence

O

The emphasis on lockouts and alcohol laws is a distraction from
tackling late night violence, argues Tim Wilson

n one of its websites, the Queensland Government is
remarkably honest about its attitude towards law-abiding businesses—‘the ability to trade is a privilege, not a
right.’
According to politicians and the press, late at night, Australian
cities are transformed into ‘warzones’, where alcohol is fuelling violence and thuggery around urban pubs, bars and clubs.
The response of state governments across the country has been
to impose ‘lockouts’ upon licensed venues—bans on entering venues
after a certain hour. The venues may remain open, and those inside
can still purchase alcohol, but no new patrons can enter.
But lockouts don’t work. They needlessly hamper late night
businesses and the freedom to trade without having any significant
impact on late night violence.
Queensland has had a state-wide lockout in place since July
2006. Adelaide already has voluntary lockouts. Perth is considering
them. The Victorian regional centres of Ballarat, Bendigo and Warnambool also have them. And this year the Victorian Government
trialled a 2am lockout from June until September.
Queensland has the dubious title as the lockout leader. The statewide introduction followed localised lockouts in Mooloolaba and
Mackay in the late 1990s, Cairns in December 2002, the Gold Coast
and Townsville since mid-2004 and Rockhampton since mid-2005.
But the results have been weak. Before committing to the statewide lockout the Queensland Government introduced a twelve
month trial in July 2005. By October Queensland Police had already
reported that there was ‘no significant change in the number of reported crimes.’
The WA Government is considering the introduction of a lockout in Northbridge and the Perth CBD. Rather than imposing a
blanket lockout for pubs, bars and nightclubs the current proposal is
to introduce a lockout for venues two hours prior to closing.
The South Australian Government is now awaiting the results
of Melbourne’s 2am lockout to decide what path it takes. Voluntary
lockouts are already operational in Glenelg, Whyalla and Hahndorf.
Fortunately it looks like the South Australian Government is
interested in evidence that they work. SA Consumer Affairs Minister, Jennifer Rankine, said earlier this year ‘it’s really important
to have proper evidence that shows that a lockout has a significant
impact.’
But not everyone in South Australia is exercising the same
judgement. In an article in the Adelaide Advertiser Chief Inspector
Scott Duval said ‘lockouts can contribute to a reduction in antiTim Wilson Director of the IP and Free Trade Unit at the
Institute of Public Affairs
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social behaviour and alcohol-related assaults ... lockouts across Australia have created crime reduction.’
But Duval was quoting the initial anecdotal
evidence collected by Victorian Police after the first
weekend of Melbourne’s three-month trial lockout.
The Victorian Police haven’t released any further evidence to show the ‘success’ of the lockout, and early
reports have not indicated any significant impact.
The first job of any government is to secure its
citizens’ personal security. But security is not justification for overzealous crackdowns on civil liberties,
particularly when there it is not clear that doing so
will actually ensure security.
Certainly, there are legitimate concerns behind each government’s enthusiasm to introduce a
lockout. And there is some evidence that violent assaults are increasing in urban areas. In Melbourne,
Victorian Police data shows that the number of assaults has, indeed, increased over the last five years,
although the data also points out that assailants are
also more likely to be identified and caught after the
incident occurs.
Unfortunately, state governments’ focus on the
regulatory framework governing alcohol sales obscures what should be the first policy response to a
law and order problem—increased resources directed
towards policing. Alcohol is at most a contributing
factor to violent acts. Many high-profile incidents of
urban violence have involved no alcohol at all, or the
police and prosecutors have pointed out that alcohol
consumption had only a minor involvement.
There are already laws against violence; Australia’s urban centres don’t need more laws, they need
more enforcement.
The threat of arrest, prosecution and imprisonment is supposed to discourage illegal behaviour. An
increased police presence should be able to tackle
assaults directly. And more cops on the beat would
have no negative impact on law-abiding late-night
drinkers. Nevertheless, in many cities the police are
under-manned and under-resourced—the Victorian
Police Association claims that it is as much as 3000
officers short.
The problem of street violence is going to be
solved by more and better equipped police, not
amendments to liquor regulations.
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The ‘mining boom’ myth
The ‘mining boom’ is nothing more than the latest excuse for
government interventionism, argues Sinclair Davidson

M

ining isn’t the be-all and
end-all of the Australian
economy. If the ‘mining
boom ends’, as widely
predicted by politicians and other interventionists, life will go on.
Apparently, Australia is even luckier than we generally think. We have
accidently found ourselves inhabiting
a continent with vast mineral resources
and all we need do is dig it up, put it
on boats, and ship it off to China. And
all this doesn’t take too much effort or
education—prosperity is really easy.
This imminent end of the mining boom has become a justification
for all sorts of rent seeking. Writing in
The Age, Anna Greco—Chief Executive
of the Federation of Automotive Products Manufacturers—wrote ‘If the day
comes that Australia reverts to being no
more than a farm, quarry and beach, I’ll
join the estimated 1 million Australians
who have taken their knowledge and
skills overseas.’ Much like Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, she ‘wants to live in a
country that produces things.’ Mining,
apparently, produces nothing.
But Australia is not just a farm, or
a quarry, or a beach. Agriculture, forestry and fishing makes up just 2.3 per
cent of GDP, cultural and recreational
services a further 1.5 per cent and mining 7.8 per cent. Farms, quarries and
beaches explain only about 12 per cent
of the national economy. Finance and
insurance makes a greater contribution to the economy than does mining.
Similarly, despite being less than its historical high, manufacturing still makes
a greater contribution to the economy
than does mining, at 11.2 per cent.
In this sense, the ‘mining boom’
is pure spin. After all, Australia didn’t
suddenly become wealthy in 2003 or so
Sinclair Davidson is Senior Fellow with
the Institute of Public Affairs.
www.ipa.org.au

when commodity prices increased. Australia has long been a wealthy economy
and mining has played an important
role in that wealth creation. The first
gold rushes occurred in the 1850s.
Fundamentally, many people view
economic booms and busts as being the
result of good or bad luck. Australia is
lucky to have mining resources, but unlucky to have a spendthrift population
who cannot be trusted to handle their
own money. In this view, only a wise
and benevolent government—like the
one that has taken power since November 2007—can invest our own money
on our behalf. Placed in such terms,
the ridiculousness of the whole ‘mining
boom’ argument is shown up.

The end is always nigh
In early November 2006, then Treasurer Peter Costello proclaimed that the
boom had finally ended, arguing that
the government would experience a decline in revenue and consequently government spending might have to moderate, or that expectations of tax cuts
should be reduced. Of course, no such
thing happened. The Howard Government continued to spend, and tax cuts
were modest. Yet the Treasury managed
to underestimate government revenue
11 years in a row.
The end of the mining boom can
mean many things. In recent years the
‘peak oil’ theory has been popular. This
is the notion that the world is literally
running out of oil. As oil prices have
moderated in the last few months, so
this hysteria has moderated too. Some
individuals view the end of the mining boom in these apocalyptic terms.
Much like the Club of Rome, they believe that resources will become physically exhausted in the near future. Others believe that the end of the mining
boom means that demand for primary
commodities will collapse. This could
happen for some or other commod-

ity, yet short of a catastrophic collapse
in international trade, this is not going
to happen for all commodities at the
same time. More sober analyses suggest
that current high prices may decline in
future—always a possibility for any industry.
Predicting the end of natural resources, however, is nothing new. David
Ricardo in 1817 first discussed mineral
resources as being fixed in supply. This
was a theoretical discussion, and has
been largely ignored. William Stanley
Jevons, however, has had a far greater
impact. He is one of the founders of
modern neoclassical economics. Jevons
had worked as an assayer at the Sydney
mint in the mid to late 1850s, and it
was in Australia that he became interested in economics, and probably here
that he first conceived the ideas that
lead to the marginalist revolution in the
1870s. His 1865 book The Coal Question: An Inquiry Concerning the Progress
of the Nation, and the Probable Exhaustion of Our Coal-Mines explored the idea
that exploiting England’s cheap coal resources may ultimately be unwise. At
that time England, with 2.5 per cent of
global population and 0.04 per cent of
the global land mass produced and exported half the world’s coal output. As
we now well know, England produces
little coal, yet the British economy
seems to have survived.
The type of argument made by
Jevons, and many others, is that coal
and other natural resources are ultimately fixed in supply and will ‘run
out’ at some point. At some level of
abstraction, this is trivially true. Yet, it
is not clear what practical relevance this
observation has. As the cliché says: ‘the
Stone Age didn’t end because we ran
out of stone.’ Similarly, the Stone Age
didn’t begin because stone had been discovered; rather an entrepreneur discovered a use for stone.
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Mining snobbery
This highlights some of the assumptions
underlying the whole ‘mining boom’ argument. The rot set in early, with David
Ricardo indicating that metal is obtained by labour. By linking the end of
the mining boom with the need for an
education revolution, the government
is somehow implying that mining is an
unskilled or semi-skilled activity. Similarly, by claiming that the end of the
mining boom creates a need for more
research and development the government implies that mining is somehow
low-tech.
All of these assumptions are wrong.
Nature does not surrender her gifts easily, and the days of metal being obtained
by the simple application of brute force
are long gone. Oil rigs represent the
pinnacle of innovative and creative genius in the commodity industry. And
mining is very capital intensive. Many
national stock exchanges have their
origins in raising capital for mining
operations. To be sure, not everybody
who actually works underground has a
PhD in poststructuralist literature, but
that does not mean that the business of
mining is a low-brow activity.
The capital and technology embedded in a modern mine far outstrips the
crude caricatures so beloved by some
anti-mining snobs.
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Mining, like all others industries
and businesses, relies on entrepreneurial
insight for success. Miners do not accidentally or suddenly become wealthy.
Like all other businesses they have to
forecast future sales, and acquire resources to meet future demand. They
need to carefully manage their costs
which are often fixed while selling into
highly competitive global markets. In
addition to the business risks, miners
also face very high levels of physical
risk.
The current mining boom is no accident. Australian miners were not simply sitting on natural resources when
Chinese and Indian business decided to
go on a buying spree. Rather Australian
miners have spent time, money and effort in searching out mineral deposits
and developing the capacity to exploit
those deposits. Had there been no demand for those resources, the miners
would have lost their investments.
If we examine the relationship between mining value-added and subsequent GDP growth for OECD economies, Australia’s performance is exactly
what we would have expected, matching
the international trend. In other words,
there is nothing unusual or untoward
about overall economic performance of
the Australian economy over the past 10
years.

The ‘mining boom will soon end’
hysteria highlights some common economic biases. In particular it highlights
an anti-market bias and a pessimism
bias. The anti-market bias is the tendency to under-estimate the benefits of
the market mechanism. The corollary is
that the benefit of government intervention is over-estimated. Widespread commentary from politicians and pundits
has advocated increases to government
investment to prepare for the end of the
boom. Never mind that individuals and
firms could and should be making their
own plans.
The pessimism bias is the systematic under-estimation of the future performance of the economy. In the first
instance, the entire Australian economy
does not rely on mining and prices will
rise and fall in future exactly as they have
done in the past. The current level of
high commodity prices is neither new
nor particularly unusual.
Ultimately, the current mining hysteria has been fed by spin, opportunism
and ignorance. Preconceptions about the
capital and technological underpinning
of mining combined with elitist snobbery towards miners has lead to popular
disdain for a legitimate innovation industry, while supporting the clarion call
for greater government involvement in
the economy.
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Not every journo can be
Hunter S. Thompson
Objective journalism is being undermined by journalists
with literary ambitions, writes Noel Bushnell.

A

long time ago on a newspaper far, far away, the [insert own adjective here, e.g.
crusty, then-famous] editor
marched up to his sub-editors table
with something on his mind. The subject of his agitation was unclear but his
message was not.
‘There will be no comment in the
pages of my newspaper,’ he snarled at
his [stunned, soporific] subs and everybody else in the big open space that
housed most of his journalists.
All of us there knew what he
meant, even I as a [callow, brilliant]
cadet reporter. Someone had indeed
inserted ‘own adjective’ or some other
comment into a news story that let the
reader know the reporter’s thoughts on
the matter in hand.
Forty years later, news reportage
is littered with the authors’ opinions
and, it seems, nothing is thought of it.
Readers of supposedly straight news reports are told routinely in them what
to think.
None of the handwringing about
the demise of ‘quality journalism’ following the Fairfax retrenchments came
anywhere near identifying this subjectivity syndrome as an element of quality.
And yet the commentators should have,
since the really worrying part of the
Fairfax announcement was that most of
the cuts among journalists would be of
sub-editors.
Subs are the unseen hands who
turn reporters’ copy into newspaper
reading and as such are the guardians of
language, form and balance. It is they
who make the myriad little judgments
Noel Bushnell is a public affairs
consultant and former newspaper and
magazine reporter, sub-editor and editor.
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that go into what the reader eventually
receives.
They are the ones who permit—or
often enough create—words like the
following from the Australian Financial
Review to reach the reader: ‘Queensland Premier Anna Bligh began election campaigning in earnest yesterday,
launching a program to fix the state’s
crumbling health system, as well as its
lack of early childhood education programs and woeful emissions record.’
Leave aside the clumsy construction (if you can) and focus on the two
words highlighted, for adjectives are the
weapons of choice, the Saturday night
specials, in making sure readers get the
point.
But they are not the only ones. Adverbs are also frequently aimed at readers. Try this, from The Australian: ‘The
supposedly revolutionary new hybrid rice
strain, known as Super Toy HL-2—the
HL being Mr Lelono’s initials—was supposed to triple output and, miraculously,
require no replanting after its initial harvest.’ [Also note the use of ‘revolutionary
new’ and its effect on the tone.]
Then in The Age, there’s an old
favourite, the inverted sentence: ‘In a
damning indictment, he [Peter Costello] observes:...’ This structure has almost
infinite variations and at its most developed can be applied to whole stories, so
that a reader has to wade through paragraphs of interpretation and comment
before getting to reportage of what
may have happened. By which time, of
course, the reader has been given a particular point of view as a starting point.
You don’t have to comb the news
pages for this stuff. All the examples
above were taken from prominent positions in three different papers. Their
identities and the bylines are irrelevant

to this discussion, which is not about
the biases of particular organisations
but about language, perhaps the most
important way in which the media creates and feeds public opinion.
Critics of one persuasion or another focus on the overt campaigning,
the agenda items, the choices of stories
to highlight and the treatment of those
stories within the pages of newspapers.
Apart from outrageous usages, the actual language is taken for granted. Almost
casually, then, it becomes common
knowledge that Queensland’s health
system can’t deliver good care and the
state is poisoning the planet, that Mr
Lelono is a conman and that Costello
despises the subject of his comment (in
this case, John Howard).
Reporters employ many such tricks
to tip readers that what’s being reported
isn’t necessarily the truth, that it’s their
duty to report but not to believe. In the
end, though, they don’t decide what is
published, or how.
It is the duty of editors and their
subs to decide that. In the cases cited,
did they make active decisions to present the language as published or did
they simply let it through? Either way,
they need to reassess what they are doing. In football parlance, they need to
take a good hard look at themselves.
This is generally true across all
newspapers. Editing at the language
level is at a low ebb. Newspaper managements should insist that editors edit
and give them the resources to do it. Inter alia, this means strengthening, not
weakening, the subs table, so that, at
the very least, the words presented are
properly considered, that the inbuilt
commentary is not gratuitous.
This is only small comfort, because
the underlying problem will remain, but

IPA Review | November 2008 33

with casual acceptance out of the way as
a reason, the subjectivity syndrome can’t
be fobbed off as an accident of time and
resource constraints in the editing process. The issue needs to be understood
as not about left or right, conservative
or progressive, western suburbs or eastern suburbs but about best practice—
the quality journalism, in fact, that has
caused so much angst of late.
Let it be said: subs and editors are
not usually neglectful of the words they
permit to be published—indeed, they
are by and large very choosy, especially
in making sure they are politically correct. Therefore the default position is
that the words published have been
considered and are meant to be there.
Thus the subjectivity syndrome allows the point of view of each player
in the news media—and this brings in
radio, television and the internet—to
be easily understood. Readers, listeners
and viewers are rarely in doubt of the
stance being taken.
Yet investigations by the Press
Council and the ABC’s complaints tribunal regularly report the absence of
bias. Column centimetres or airtime
given to each side of a debate are carefully measured and pronounced roughly
equal and so the reportage or commentary was considered to be balanced and,
by definition, unbiased.
Why then do so many readers,
viewers and listeners come away with
the distinct impression they have been
given a particular message? It can only
be the words chosen. When they are
direct and clear, there can be little complaint. But when they are casual and
insidiously routine, watch out—propaganda is being delivered.
The trouble goes back a long way,
coincident with the anecdote at the
start of this article, to the so-called New
Journalism of the likes of Hunter S.
Thompson and Tom Wolfe, who put
their sensibilities, if not themselves, at
the centre or their reportage (and let’s
be clear, both of those named were fine
reporters and fine writers). Their success with this technique led just about
all of us in the news trade to try it out
and persuaded editors and others who
34
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should have known better to allow it to
flourish, although very few journalists
have the talent and capability to pull
it off. And certainly New Journalism
techniques are inappropriate for dayby-day reporting.

When writing
is casual and
insidiously routine,
watch out—
propaganda is
being delivered.
The assertion that objectivity is
impossible, so the inherent subjectivity
ought to be recognised, is just so much
sophistry, an excuse for laziness and a
lack of discipline. The objective ought
to be reporting that is accurate and clear
so that the consumer can make his or
her own assessment of the facts. This
will never be perfectly achieved.
In newspapers, space constraints require skilful summarising, often making
one or two words substitute for many.
Stories need to be bright. Verbatim
reportage is dull and often as mislead-

ing as an inaccurate summary. A whole
range of judgments and compromises
need to be made as to what is presented
and how. But none of that should cause
the objective to be abandoned.
Notionally, of course, newspaper
best practice, for as long as it has been
a formal theory, is to place a clear divide between news and commentary,
which is why labels like ‘analysis’ and
‘comment’ appear on pieces among the
reportage outside the nominated opinion and features pages. News reports are
supposed to answer the standard ‘who,
what, when, where, why’ questions and
‘colour’—i.e. commentary—is hived
off into separate pieces, mostly by the
specialist reporters who populate the
pages of our daily newspapers.
This doesn’t seem to be enough
to satisfy many reporters today. Indeed they rarely identify themselves as
reporters any more. They are journalists—modern Muggeridges or Wolfes
or Waughs—and as such their view is
so important that it can’t be separated
from what they are journalising on.
Their editors let them do it and add
their own little bit in the process. This
is the real heart of the ‘quality journalism’ debate and its relationship to the
decline of newspapers. Could it be that
newspaper readers are turning off, not
just because of lack of time to read or
any of the other usual reasons that are
proffered, but because they can no longer trust the reportage?
The printed word has an integrity
that can’t be matched by the other media. This is the core strength of newspapers and the one that ought to be the
platform for maintaining newspapers in
the face of competition from the electronic media.
Fairfax management and their aggrieved journalists would be better off
focusing on that. If they continue down
the path they are on—management
cutting resources they should not and
journalists seeking validation of their
self-indulgence—quality
journalism
will indeed disappear and the forecast
end of newspapers will become a selffulfilling prophecy.
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Win an Apple iPhone
Every entrant in the 2009 Kennard Freedom Prize will
go into the draw to win one of two 8GB Apple iPhones

Freedom—and the property
rights essential to giving
material substance to the
defence and exercise of
individual liberties—are
increasingly being treated
as disposable items.
Freedom is an individual’s right to
do what he or she pleases as long as it
does not infringe on what another
individual chooses to do. Governments
are increasingly impeding vital
individual freedoms.
Two important annual gatherings
have in recent years diagnosed this
trend as a danger to the quality of
life of future generations and have
begun to search for ideas that will
give new impetus in the pursuit of
individual freedom and autonomy.
One is the Freedom Fest in Las
Vegas, Nevada, USA, the other the
Property and Freedom Society
Conference in Bodrum, Turkey.

The 2009 Kennard Freedom Prize will send two
deserving young Australians to these important
conferences on liberty.
The Kennard Freedom Prize for 2009 will be
awarded to essays that examine how individual
liberty can be defended against government.
Entrants are to write an essay of between
1000-2000 words addressing one of three
questions. Either:

1
2
3

What do you think will most endanger
your individual freedom in the next
decade? What can you do about it?
What responsiblity, if any, do governments
have for the liberty, prosperity and security
of individuals?
How can science and technology enhance
individual freedom?

The Kennard Freedom Prize is open to anyone
born after 1 January 1981.
To see the full list of prizes, and conditions of
entry, please visit kennardfreedomprize.org.au

Forwww.ipa.org.au
more information visit kennardfreedomprize.org.au
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Your child is a wuss
Christopher Murn

W

hen Belgian Gardens, a
Townsville state primary
school, banned cartwheels
and handstands in August, it ignited a
media frenzy. But as bizarre as it is, the
handstand ban is only one incidence of a
widespread trend affecting all Australian
schools.
Carlton Gardens Primary School
has removed its monkey bars, St Michael’s Primary School has banned football and soccer during recess, St Peter
Chanel Primary School now allows students to play football and soccer only if
there is no tackling, and Ascot Vale West
Primary has banned all games that are
deemed ‘too rough.’
Many schools have even instituted
birthday cake bans to prevent children
bringing cakes to school to share with
their classmates; cakes are too unhealthy
and raise food safety concerns.
The Belgian Gardens cartwheel ban
drew attention from both the Queensland and federal governments. Federal
Education Minister Julia Gillard promised to look into the ban, while Queensland Premier Anna Bligh and Education Minister Rod Welford made it clear
responsibility for the decision rested on
the principal’s shoulders.
The media never picked up on, and
the politicians never admitted, that the
Principal, Glen Dickson, was following
Queensland Activity Risk Management
Guidelines when instituting the ban. He
correctly classified cartwheels as a level
2 (medium risk) activity requiring adult
supervision. He followed the rules and in
return has been given the cold shoulder
by politicians who should ultimately be
responsible for these ridiculous state department guidelines.
In addition to the general risk management guidelines, there are 133 curriculum activity risk management modules
Christopher Murn is a Researcher with
the Institute of Public Affairs.
www.ipa.org.au

that Queensland teachers must follow.
The modules cover nearly every activity
a child could undertake at school, and
some they likely will not. There are even
modules for candle making, tractor driving, shooting and bait gathering.
The NSW Department of Education and Training’s Guidelines for Safe
Conduct of Sport and Physical Activity in
Schools is 284 pages long, with detailed
requirements for 61 different sports from
abseiling to water polo.
The document is full of useful advice including diagrams to locate the seat,
handlebars and pedals when conducting
a bicycle safety check. Prohibited sports
include bungee jumping, break dancing, tobogganing, rodeo, hang-gliding,
multi-pitch rock-climbing, boxing, and
rock-fishing.
NSW students should remain in the
shade if possible between 11am and 3pm
daylight savings time and padding must
be 2m high on goal posts. Students aren’t
allowed to throw curve balls at baseball
until they are in Year 9. Finishing tape is
banned from certain running events for
fear of choking runners. Teachers are recommended to confirm that students can
swim before letting them onto the high
diving platform.
The Victorian Government’s Schools
Reference Guide fairs little better, it has
66 pages dedicated to student safety and
risk management. Paragraph 4.4.2.3.1
recommends young children should
wear identity tags if taken outside school
premises.
In case this wasn’t enough, the federal government released its own guidelines for Children’s Safety in Sport and
Recreation. The Rudd Government contributed over $300,000 to Sport Medicine Australia to develop the guidelines
and subsequently plans to distribute over
a million brochures and 40,000 copies of
the guidelines across Australia. Alarmingly, it advocates pre-participation
screening of students before physical ac-

tivity using a questionnaire to ascertain
the medical history of all participants as
well as family, school, other sporting and
social commitments.
Swings, see-saws, flying foxes and
roundabouts are also now banned from
NSW and Victorian public schools.
Playground equipment must meet strict
building standards which regulate falling
heights, impact absorbing surfaces and
construction materials.
Litigious parents are taking the
blame for these bans after Education
Queensland released figures showing that
93 compensation claims were brought
against the Queensland Government last
year over school yard injuries. No consideration has been given to the fact that
these guidelines actually invite litigation;
setting unrealistic and complex safety requirements is throwing ammunition to
litigious parents and encouraging stupid
bans from fearful principals. What principal will want to admit at court that they
chose not to follow safety guidelines?
The real losers are the children. Not
only are they being harassed by the fun
police, but experts are saying these bans
are having long term consequences on
children’s development. The child and
adolescent psychologist Dr Michael
Carr-Gregg believes that sanitising children’s playing environments will create a
generation of wimps who lack decision
making skills and resilience to life’s setbacks: ‘it’s all part of this ‘wussification’
syndrome that we’re seeing in contemporary Australia where schools have been
forced to bow to the great God of occupational health and safety.’
Long and complex education department guidelines are encouraging
a culture of risk adversity in schools. If
governments wish to continue denying
liability for these maternalistic bans, they
must remove these absurd guidelines and
restore true autonomy to teaching staff.
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Imposing our preferences
on whaling cultures
Restrictions on environmental resource use and sustainability should
be based on science, not emotion, writes Jennifer Marohasy
Abandoned Grytviken whaling station on South Georgia Island in the Southern Atlantic Ocean. © Rinusbaak | Dreamstime.com

F

ew issues illustrate
how subjective beliefs
about morality distorts
environmental debate more
than the issue of whaling.

Many environmentalists claim to be simply advocates for the sustainable use of resources; they claim that they are not in favour of outright
banning any sort of resource use. But this is difficult to reconcile with
their actions.
Deepak Lal has written about the West’s obsession with promoting its ‘habits of the heart’ through the propaganda of non-government
organisations, most of whom espouse environmental causes. As Lal
explains in his 2006 book Reviving the Invisible Hand, the bread and
butter of environment groups involves arousing the fear of ‘Apocalypse
Now’ (an enduring superstition of mankind) along with the ‘muddled
cosmological beliefs of the West’ about how one should live.
Lal notes that after the Second World War, a number of international organisations were created and they now impose western ideas
of morality upon the rest of the world.
The International Whaling Commission (IWC) is such an organisation, established in 1948 at the initiative of the United States to establish a new world order in whaling. Initially, 15 governments were
party to the IWC (at the time Japan was under occupation and without
the right to join.) The Commission’s objectives included safeguarding
the great natural resources represented by whale stocks and providing
for the ‘orderly development of the whaling industry’ recognising that
whale stocks will increase if whaling is properly regulated.
But by the 1960s, an anti-whaling movement had emerged in the
West and the IWC’s focus started to change. In 1972, at the United
Nations Human Environmental Conference held in Stockholm, the
United States lobbied for a moratorium on commercial whaling; a
moratorium that came into effect ten years later.

The survival of whaling in Japan...

Japan initially took action to be exempt from the moratorium in accordance with Article V of the International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling.
Japan made the case that the moratorium infringed upon provisions within the Convention in particular that decisions of the IWC
be based on scientific findings—at the time the scientific recommenJennifer Marohasy is a Senior Fellow with the Institute of Public Affairs.
www.ipa.org.au

dation was that the moratorium was unnecessary—and take into consideration the interests
of consumers of whale product.
The United States threatened that unless
Japan withdrew its objection it would revoke
the fishing allocation for Japanese trawlers off
the west coast of Alaska. Japan withdrew its objection, but the US nevertheless phased out its
fishing allocation to Japan. But the Japanese are
not going to give up a 5,000 year old tradition
of eating whale meat, and particularly not when
it was whale meat from the Antarctic that they
believed saved them from starvation immediately following World War II. They have found
loopholes in the Convention to keep whaling
while the moratorium is in place.
In their 2003 book Whales and the Japanese, Masayuki Komatsu and Shingeko Misaki
argue that the Japanese don’t like others to dictate what ‘our habits should be’ and suggest that
the anti-whaling lobby is practicing ethnic and
cultural discrimination. At a summit of traditional Japanese whaling communities held in
March 2002, it was affirmed that ‘the basis of
Japanese whaling tradition and culture, characterised by the total utilisation of the whales and
a spirit of gratitude, should be maintained and
perpetuated.’
The Japanese have a strong connection to
the Shinto and Buddhist religions and believe
that deep respect should be afforded animals
that are killed so we may eat. This respect involves not wasting any part of the animal and
the Japanese have made a virtue out of utilising
every part of the whale. There is also a cemetery
for whales in the Koganji Buddhist Temple in
Nagato City where the foetuses of whales that
‘did not live to swim in the sea’ are buried and
kakochos (books of the dead) dedicated to the
whales that gave their lives for the well-being
of humans. A service is held once a year in the
temple to pray for the souls of the whales.
Not surprisingly the Japanese want an end
to the moratorium on commercial whaling and
the right to continue to harvest whales. They
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see the moratorium as reflecting Western
arrogance and believe that they will prevail, simply because ‘we are right.’ That
is not to say they want an unregulated
system. It is recognised that populations
of large whale species, in particular blue
whales, were in decline by the 1960s because of mismanagement and that whaling was a legitimate conservation issue at
that time. The Japanese also made reference to the wasteful habits of some other
whaling nations, in particular hunting
whales only for their oil.

The campaign to stop whaling at Albany in Western Australia in the late
1970s was a seminal event. It immediately preceded the moratorium, culminated in the end of whaling in the
English-speaking world, the formation
of Greenpeace Australia, and the emergence of the Australian government as
a leading advocate for the worldwide
ban.
The campaign is documented in a
new book, The Last Whale, by journalist Chris Pash. Pash provides an insight
into the modus operandi of the activists
and the place of whales in what some
describe as the new religion of environmentalism.
Pash explains in the book that the
campaign was not about stock depletion—there were lots of whales off the
West Australian coast. Rather it was
about protecting whales because they
are ‘special’. Pash writes that early in the
campaign one activist, Richard Jones, a
mail-order business proprietor, came to
believe that the good fortune they experienced couldn’t be considered accidental, that it was as if they were being
communicated to by the whales, that
there was intelligent design at work. Another activist, Aline Charney, described
the campaign as a matter of karma; the
Buddhist idea that the sum of a person’s
actions in this life will determine their
fate in future existences.
The campaign was bankrolled by
businessman Jean-Paul Fortom-Gouin
who came to believe that stopping the
commercial harvest of whales was his
personal responsibility after an encounter with a whale in the Caribbean and
40

IPA Review | November 2008

catching them. He also recommended
that the Australian government pursue a policy of international opposition
to whaling and ban the importation of
whale products or products containing
whales. The Frost Report recommendations were adopted and the Whaling Act
1960 repealed.
The successful campaign and the
federal government ban on whaling was
on the basis of emotion and the perception that killing whales offends Australians.

Can the last whaling
cultures survive?
Earlier this year at the IWC, a quota
of 10 humpback whales was requested
for Greenland. The quota had been approved by the IWC Scientific Committee but was refused at the plenary session
with Australia, New Zealand and the
European Union objecting.
After the IWC meeting, Greenland
took its request to the North Atlantic
Marine Mammal Commission (NAMMCO) and it was approved. This was
the first time NAMMCO had ever issued
a quota for large whales and it did so in
defiance of the IWC. A statement from
the delegation from Norway gives some
insight into the mood at the meeting:
The debate about management
of marine mammals today is
mostly emotional. It is disturbing that the attitude towards science as the basis for managing
whale stocks is vanishing. This is
especially important as we have
based our management of wildlife in general on science. Also,
we have to solve international
conflicts in the environmental
field (global warming, biological
diversity, fishing, effects of pollution, etcetera) on a scientific
basis. Whaling and sealing is not
a major issue in this context,
but the actions of governments
in this matter may create an international precedent for similar
actions in more important issues. We cannot accept that a
legal activity conducted with the
best practice in one country is
not accepted in another country
because of emotions.
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... and the end of whaling
in Australia

reading the 1968 Dauphin, mon cousin
(‘Dolphin, my cousin’) by Belgian writer Robert Stenuit.
From the beginning Fortom-Gouin
and his right-hand man, Johnny Lewis,
had no regard for established advocacy
campaign practices. Fortom-Gouin paid
for Bob Hunter, the Canadian President
of the newly formed group Greenpeace,
to be the public face of the campaign in
Australia. According to Pash, Hunter
became the front man as soon as he arrived in Albany, quickly establishing a
relationship with the local media and favouring those who could get his message
around the world. A trained journalist,
he unapologetically told reporters he was
a traitor to his profession because he was
not objective—he just knew that whaling was wrong.
The local Cheynes Beach Whaling
Company played into the anti-whaling
activists strategy. In the belief that they
had nothing to hide and had a good operation in which whales were killed humanely and according to a strict quota
system, the whalers let reporters onto the
whaling ships—a decision which allowed
the activists to build a story focused on
the plight of dying whales.
The campaign had a major impact
on Australian and world opinion and resulted in then Prime Minister Malcolm
Fraser announcing the formation of an
independent judicial inquiry into whales
and whaling in March 1978. But before
the former judge who headed the inquiry, Sir Sydney Frost, could hand down
his findings, the Cheynes Beach Whaling
Company announced they were closing
operations. In announcing the decision
John Sleeba explained that the inquiry
had created an ‘extreme reluctance’ on
the part of overseas buyers of their sperm
oil to commit themselves to future purchases because of doubt about continuity of supply from Australia given the
first term of reference was whether Australian whaling should continue or cease.
In short, the campaign had successfully
destroyed their market.
The Frost Report was nevertheless
presented to Prime Minister Malcolm
Fraser in December that year, concluding that the continuation of whaling
would outrage a significant portion of
the Australian population and that there
was no essential human need fulfilled by

As Greenland is a Danish protectorate,
the Greenlandic Minister of Fisheries has
now written to the Danish Minister of
Foreign Affairs asking that Greenland be
taken out of the IWC.
Within the whaling communities
of the North Atlantic and Japan many
people believe that not everybody’s views
can be reconciled and it might be time to
wind up the IWC. Glenn Inwood, an advocate for the whaling communities who
works for Japan’s Institute of Cetacean
Research, which conducts Japan’s whale
research programmes in the Antarctic
and western North Pacific each year, says
that:
Canada, which has not been a
member of the IWC since 1982,
catches the most whales each
year and not an eyelid is batted.
It manages its whale populations very well. Norway manages its populations of minke
whales and catches excellently
too. Japan also manages cetaceans not under IWC control,
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such as Baird’s Beaked Whales,
and there’s no reason to say it
can’t manage other populations
of whales just as well

While much has been made within the
English-speaking world of the difference between subsistence whaling versus
whaling using modern factory ships, the
whaling communities are generally reluctant to make a distinction.
The more modern methods are arguably more humane with modern Norwegian whaling fleets going to great lengths
to ensure their grenade tipped harpoons
are matched to the size of the whale they
are hunting to ensure a quick kill.
A long standing criticism of the Japanese is that they hunt in the Antarctic, a
wilderness area far from their own shores.
According to Masayuki and Misaki, they
will continue to defend this activity on
the basis that: ‘It is absolute folly to leave
a food resource such as the Antarctic
minke alone without utilisation when it’s
well known that there is a robust population of them that could supply good

quality meat without harm to the natural
environment or its own population.’
Environmental campaigning in the
1960s and 1970s successfully drew attention to the plight of then threatened
populations of the larger species of whale
including in the Antarctic. But populations of the smaller minke whales were
never in danger. And by the 1980s, even
many of the populations of some of the
large species had stabilised. Earlier this
year the humpback was taken off the International Union for the Conservation
of Nature’s list of species vulnerable to
extinction.
It is clearly possible to have a sustainable whaling industry, but the English-speaking world has a moral, rather
than scientific, objection. The moralistic
and arbitrary nature of this objection is
in many ways at odds with the professed
values of tolerance preached by many environmentalists. As a consequence, antiwhaling campaigning continues to be
seen by countries such as Japan as a form
of cultural imperialism.
R
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Hitler’s grotesque
economics
Sinclair Davidson reviews

The Wages of Destruction:
The Making and Breaking
of the Nazi Economy
by Adam Tooze
(Allen Lane, 2007, 799 pages)

I

n the acclaimed television series
Band of Brothers the Webster character abuses a column of German
prisoners of war, ‘Say hello to Ford, and
General fuckin’ Motors. You stupid fascist pigs. Look at you. You have horses.
What were you thinking?’ In The Wages
of Destruction: The Making and Breaking
of the Nazi Economy, a recent and controversial book Adam Tooze, senior lecturer
in economic history at Cambridge, sets
out what the Germans were thinking.
He has provided an exhaustive account
of the economics of the Third Reich.
In particular he sets out the economic constraints facing the Germans in
the prosecution of the war.
War history normally consists of
battlefield or political maneuvering—
this history however concerns itself more
with balance of payments, over-valued
currencies and coal supplies. This is a
perspective that many general readers or
the average arm-chair expert on WWII
will be likely to appreciate.
The controversial aspect of the
analysis is that the Nazi’s were not simply madmen. They were highly rational
and acted consistently given their warped
world-view and the economic and political constraints they faced.
This makes their ’grand plan’ all the
more grotesque. It is well-known that Nazi
Germany invaded Russia in order to expand its own territory and to provide Germany with ‘living space.’ Tooze explains
how the Nazi’s went to war in order to
Sinclair Davidson is a Senior Fellow
with the Institute of Public Affairs.
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murder millions and millions of people.
The Holocaust was not simply a case of
murdering a hated minority; it was the
starting point of a planned mass murder
on a far greater scale.
The war had caused substantial economic problems in Europe. The food
supply was severely disrupted. It was
only the mass murder of eastern Jews and
Ukrainians that allowed for sufficient
food supplies in 1942. Tooze explains
the trade-off associated with the need for
slave labour, the need to murder and the
food supply. It is a horrific story of incentives, economic constraints, perverted
worldviews and amoral pragmatism.
This ‘Hunger Plan’ is well worth a
book by itself. Tooze, however, is comprehensive. He touches on many other
aspects of the war economy. The balance
of payments was a problem for Germany,
ultimately solved by non-market means.
As Gustav Schlotterer told German businessmen in July 1940:
Our tendency is to use sleight of
hand, guile and possibly violence
to get the European states to sell
their goods to Germany, but to
leave their credits, when they
build up, in Berlin.

At least he was honest. Tooze has taken
a disliking to Albert Speer, and spends a
great deal of time and effort documenting how dishonest he was. In particular,
Tooze expresses surprise that Speer was
not executed after Nuremburg.

Tooze describes Speer as a power
hungry man who inflated his own abilities and expanded his bureaucratic empire. Ultimately Speer is portrayed as a
self-serving bureaucrat and a spin-doctor.
It is difficult to know what to make of
Tooze’s portrayal of Speer. Being a spindoctor is not a crime against humanity.
Speer may have been morally complicit
in many of the crimes of Nazi Germany,
but Tooze’s new evidence is not enough
to doubt the judgement at Nuremberg—
which chose to merely imprison, rather
than execute, Speer.
Ultimately Germany lost the war because they could not match the resources
of the Americans, British, and Soviet
economies. Had the Allies done more to
destroy the German economy, the war
could have ended earlier—more bombing of the Ruhr Valley and less bombing
of Berlin. Some high ranking German
officers, such as General Georg Thomas
also knew the balance of resources was
unfavourable.
Tooze has little time for the argument that the German war economy
was inefficient and German planning incompetent. As he indicates the Germans
fought the world to a standstill. So why
then did the war break out when it did?
The usual argument is that Hitler miscalculated. Tooze’s argument is that there
was nothing to gain by waiting—the
outbreak of war was a calculated risk.
Tooze has made an important contribution. Some aspects are likely to be
controversial. Understanding the economic constraints facing the Germans
during the war, and the incentives the
Nazi’s perceived provides a greater insight into those terrible events.
It will be difficult for future historians to write about WWII without paying
serious attention to this well argued, well
documented narrative.
Some readers will find the arguments dense and bewildering but the
book is well worth the time and effort.

R
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The ideological baggage of
Old Europe
in the garden of his Brisbane home, or
Malcolm Turnbull a statue of Robert
Menzies.
Blanning is not afraid of giving an
opinion. Take for example his analysis of the French Revolutionary Wars,
which is quite a bit different from the
nostalgia and romanticism with which
they are usually viewed:

John Roskam reviews

The Pursuit of Glory:
Europe 1648 to 1815
by Tim Blanning
(Penguin, 2007, 736 pages)

O

n the television show Backyard
Blitz, household gardens are
designed and built in a couple
of hours. In Britain in the eighteenth
century people were prepared to take a
bit longer. As Tim Blanning notes: ‘No
one baulked at planting vast woods that
could not possibly mature for two centuries.’
Gardens feature prominently in
Blanning’s monumental The Pursuit of
Glory: Europe 1648 to 1815. The gardens at Versailles in France were formal,
regular, linear and arranged on an axis
that had at its centre the royal palace.
There wasn’t much left to chance—
everything was planned and rational.
The Versailles garden was making a political statement. The attempt in 1661
of Charles II to bring Andre Le Notre,
the designer of Versailles to London was
regarded by many English at the time
as another example of Stuart efforts to
impose an absolutist regime on the nation.
By contrast the English garden
self-consciously imitated nature. The
English regarded their landscape style
as ‘free’ and unrestricted. The English
believed that their method of gardening should match their method of politics. In 1712 Joseph Addison discussed
both:
The mind of man naturally
hates everything that looks like
a restraint upon it, and is apt to
fancy itself under a sort of confinement, when the sight is pent

John Roskam is Executive Director of
the Institute of Public Affairs.
www.ipa.org.au

up in a narrow compass ... On
the contrary, a spacious horizon
is an image of liberty, where the
eye has room to range abroad,
to expatiate at large on the immensity of its views, and to lose
itself amidst a variety of objects
that offer themselves to its observation.

Anthony Ashley Cooper, third Earl of
Shaftesbury wrote about the symbolism
of gardens. One of Shaftesbury’s tutors
had been John Locke. Shaftesbury said
that formal gardens were a ‘corruption
of taste’ and that they were ‘unknown to
our ancestors, and are unnatural to such
a climate as Great Britain!’
The English didn’t only use their
gardens to make symbolic stands against
continental despotism. They used their
gardens against each other. Opponents
of Prime Minister Robert Walpole retired to their estates to plot the leader’s
downfall and design their gardens. Lord
Cobham, one of Walpole’s adversaries,
constructed various temples on his estate. There was the ‘Temple of Modern
Virtue’ in a deliberate state of disrepair
which had a headless statue of Walpole; a ‘Temple of Ancient Virtue’ with
various Greek heroes who had fought
against corruption; and a ‘Temple of
British Worthies’ (including King Alfred, Queen Elizabeth I, John Hampden, John Locke, and Isaac Newton). It
would be interesting to know whether
Kevin Rudd has a statue of Ben Chifley

...for the hapless Belgians, Germans, Spanish, Dutch and
Italians in their path [of the
French], they brought not liberation but exploitation in the
form of cash levies and the requisition of everything that could
be consumed or moved. As the
armies were both exceptionally large and exceptionally undisciplined, they also inflicted
looting, murder and rape on an
unprecedented scale. Although
attempts by the locals to resort to
armed resistance were ruthlessly
crushed, persistent passive resistance ensured that the French
could maintain their conquests
only by force.
It was a dismal experience
for the revolutionaries ... The
rest of Europe, they concluded,
had shown that they were still
steeped in ignorance and prejudice, unworthy of liberation.
Robespierre was not alone in
thinking that the French people
had outstripped the rest of the
human race by two millennia and now constituted what
amounted to a different species.

A good example of Blanning’s manner
is the way in which he considers the implications of Catherine the Great’s annexation of Crimea in 1783 and Russia
gaining access to the Black Sea and the
four strategic rivers of Eastern Europe:
the Dniester, the Bug, the Dnieper,
and the Don. Blanning regards this as
a geopolitical turning point comparable
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Eighteenth century political propaganda
In The Pursuit of Glory Tim Blanning analyses the two etchings by William Hogarth entitled
‘The Invasion’, produced in 1756 when England and France were at war.

THE FRENCH

In the first etching Hogarth portrays
the French outside an inn on the
French coast waiting to embark on
the invasion.
1. The sign outside the inn has the legend ‘Soupe Meagre a la Sabot Royale’
(poor Royal shoe soup)—a wooden
shoe being the traditional symbol of
poverty

2. Emaciated soldiers roast frogs
3. A friar is ready to accompany the soldiers—
equipped with his tools for hunting down
heresy and with an architectural plan to build a
monastery
4. Women plow the fields
5. Conscripts are driven on to the ships at the point
of a bayonet.

In the second etching Hogarth represents the
English.
1. Soldiers gather outside an inn named ‘The Duke
of Cumberland’, the victor of the Jacobites at
Culloden in 1746
2. The sign proclaims that beef is served every day,
roasted or boiled
3. A caricature of Louis XV holding gallows with
the message ‘You take my fine Ships, you be de
Pirate, you be de Teef, me send
my grand Armies and hang you
all, Marblu.’

THE ENGLISH

4. A song-sheet for ‘Rule Britannia’
5. The contrast with the reluctant
French conscripts is clear as a
youth stands on tiptoe to meet
the required height for military
service.

to the British defeat of France in the
Napoleonic wars. From the end of the
eighteenth century onwards Russia regarded the Balkans and the Mediterranean as a sphere of interest and from it
‘came Russia’s entry into the wars of the
French Revolution in 1798 and the collapse of the First Republic; the Crimean
War of the 1850s and the expulsion of
Austria from Italy and Germany; and
44

IPA Review | November 2008

arguable at least, the First World War
too.’ Blanning could have gone on to
say, but he doesn’t, that from Russia’s
entry into the First World War came the
Russian Revolution.
The Pursuit of Glory is about much
more than European gardens in the years
between the end of the Thirty Years War
and Napoleon. There’s lots in it about
roads, rivers, and religion. And there’s

also lots of politics and war. Many historians would struggle to cover any one
of these topics properly. Blanning deals
with all of these topics, and many more
brilliantly—which is why this has been
voted in numerous competitions as one
of the best books of history in recent
years.

R
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Sporting prowess obscured by
the history warriors
Richard Allsop reviews

Tom Wills: His Spectacular
Rise and Tragic Fall
by Greg de Moore
(Allen & Unwin, 2008, 336 pages)

T

he 150th anniversary of the first
game of Australian Football in
1858 has not passed without acrimony.
Some historical pedants have argued
that because the first set of rules was not
formalised until 1859, we should be celebrating the anniversary next year. More
substantially, there has been debate about
which individuals should share the credit
for the start of the game and, in particular, whether the form of the game was
influenced by Aboriginal sources.
These debates posed a conundrum
for Greg de Moore, the biographer of
the individual most associated with the
game’s commencement, Tom Wills. It
is the sort of dilemma that often confronts biographers who have to weigh
the amount of space they give to the
aspects of the life that are of greatest interest to the modern reader versus what
was important to the individual and his
contemporaries. Wills is almost a classic
case of the conundrum. While he is now
remembered as the founder of Australian
football, and has become something of a
cause célèbre for those interested in Aboriginal issues, to contemporaries he was
the best cricketer of his generation.
De Moore gets the balance right.
One is given a strong hint when one
reads that the PhD thesis from which
the book arose was called ‘Tom Wills:
A Nineteenth Century Sporting Hero.’
However, he helpfully provides an afterword for those wanting answers to the
two major modern-day questions about
Wills—was he the major contributor to
Richard Allsop is a Research Fellow with
the Institute of Public Affairs.
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the foundation of the game and were the
rules he devised for the game influenced
by his childhood contact with Aboriginals and their game of Marngrook? De
Moore’s answers are yes to the role in
foundation, and no to the Aboriginal
influence.
De Moore does not have a background as a historian or biographer, nor
has he come to the topic with an obvious
agenda from previous work. He is a consulting psychiatrist at Sydney’s Westmead
Hospital and it was the nature of Wills’
suicide that originally piqued his interest
in the topic. He could not understand
how someone clearly in a psychotic state
had been allowed to leave hospital the
day before he ended up taking his life in
May 1880.
De Moore’s research began by unearthing the medical records that explained what had happened in the days
leading up to Wills’ particularly violent
death. The research was painstaking,
but also blessed with a strong element
of good luck as he found not only the
relevant medical records, but also buried
away in outback Queensland, a treasuretrove of letters, and even school books
from Wills’ time at Rugby School.
While born in New South Wales,
and forever associated with Victoria,
Queensland played a crucial part in
Wills’ life. It was only by chance that
Wills himself did not become a victim of
the largest massacre of white settlers by
Aborigines in the history of frontier vio-

lence in Australia. In 1861, Tom accompanied his father, Horatio, in establishing a property at Cullin-la-Ringo, two
hundred miles inland from Rockhampton. Shortly after arrival on the property,
Tom led a small party on a journey to
acquire provisions; when they returned a
week later his father and 18 other settlers
were dead. Retribution soon followed
with an estimated sixty or seventy local
Aboriginals being massacred.
Being a psychiatrist, de Moore can
explain ‘how the human mind and body
responded to a traumatic experience was
poorly appreciated in 1861’ and how it
was during the American Civil War, later
in that decade, that the first studies of
how to handle survivors of trauma were
completed.
Unsurprisingly, given the focus on
‘history wars’ type issues, newspaper
reviewers have tended to focus on Aboriginal issues, with one commenting
that Wills’ ‘complex relationship with
Aborigines’ is ‘the central fascination of
the book.’ There is certainly a complexity that often eludes simplistic debates
on these topics, because just a handful
of years after the massacre, Wills captained an Aboriginal team against the
Melbourne Cricket Club. It is pleasing
to read how the white colonists reacted
to this contest. De Moore writes that it
was clear that ‘the sympathy of the colony was with the Aboriginal team’ as they
shared with them ‘a common grievance
against what the Melbourne Cricket
Club symbolised.’
Wills himself had a love-hate relationship with the MCC, the club being one of many for whom he played
in that less regulated era. While always
playing officially as an amateur himself
(even when he was payed), Wills hated
the discrimination against professional
players—discrimination that remained
commonplace in the game for many
decades of the twentieth century. On
a cricket visit to Launceston in 1858,
the Victorian team were not welcomed
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Ballarat cricket match between the United Victorian Eleven and Eighteen of Ballarat, 1860s.
Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW
in the homes of their hosts because the
hosts could not distinguish between
amateur and professional and thus did
not know who to exclude. As de Moore
comments, if it were not possible to distinguish between them, either by looks
or behaviour, why not admit them all?
Wills also insisted that Victorian teams
be chosen on merit and he encouraged
players from lesser Melbourne and country clubs.
There is no doubt that Wills was a
sporting champion and what de Moore
makes very clear is that he was performing on a big stage. Inter-colonial cricket
matches between New South Wales and
Victoria were huge events. For instance,
the match against NSW at the MCG in
early 1860 was attended by 25,000 people (out of a population of approximately 125,000), while the 1863 encounter
in Sydney produced a serious riot. In the
1860 game, Wills not only top-scored
for Victoria, but also bowled unchanged
through both NSW innings.
A central theme of the book is that
sporting genius and flawed character often go together. Indeed, the link between
cricket and suicide throughout history is
so strong that a book has been published
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on the subject. Wills’s private life included a broken engagement and a long-term
relationship with a woman to whom he
was not married. Even within the sporting environment, his erratic behaviour
earned him many critics with whom he
regularly conducted spirited debates in
the letters’ pages of contemporary publications. De Moore observes that ‘those
most critical of Wills still admired his
sporting abilities, even if it was the colder
admiration reserved for those with excessive talent and confidence ... his forthright tactics, which might have worked
on the field had limited value in life.’
It is perhaps his role as a nineteenth
century flawed sporting genius that provides Wills’s ongoing significance after
all. In a wonderful piece of sports writing in 2006, The Times’ Simon Barnes
observed of Shane Warne’s single-handled mental destruction of England in
the Adelaide Ashes Test that what was
remarkable was Warne’s unique ability
to impose his will on the contest. Having listed a long list of sporting greats,
Barnes argued that:
alone among this collection of
greats, Warne is possessed of that

touch of devil. In his real life—an
area in which Warne has proved
himself consistently inept—the
devil led him into trouble again
and again. But in sport it was the
making of him.

De Moore’s biography makes it clear
that Wills also had ‘that touch of devil.’
He provides an authoritative account of
Wills’ role as an outstanding footballer
in the code he helped to found, and of
his involvement in important aspects
of Australian race relations. However,
he also makes it clear that to Wills and
his contemporaries he was a cricketing
great:
Tom may not have understood
how a cricket ball obeyed the
laws of physics but he was able
to instinctively shift to that other
world of the divine, where the
few with true genius play sport.
When he played cricket, it was
not merely a game amongst
mortals—Tom Wills bowled
with the Gods.
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The machinery of the
2007 federal election
John Shipp reviews

Inside Kevin07:
The People, The Plan,
The Prize
by Christine Jackman
(Melbourne University Press, 2008,
320 pages)

I

f you are looking for hard-hitting
political analysis of the Kevin07
campaign in the 2007 federal election, this probably is not the book for
you. That being said, Christine Jackman’s
purpose in writing Inside Kevin07 seems
to have been to tell a more personal drama about flesh and blood people on the
inside of a modern political campaign
machine, which she does exceptionally
well.
Inside Kevin07 contains a colourful
cast of backroom dealers, marketing gurus, push-pollers, focus group buffs and
senior electoral staffers. Each character is
explored both through their official role
in the campaign, but also through their
personality and character (both flaws
and strengths), serving to remind us that
the grey-faced political apparatchiks, we
on the outside love to hate, harbour the
same needs and flaws as we do.
Nevertheless, it is difficult to believe
someone can rise to be ALP National
Secretary despite being as agreeable as
Tim Gartrell is depicted by Jackman,
especially coming from the most ruthless and factional of political arenas, the
NSW ALP.
Since the sources Jackman used to
inform her work and the subjects that
her work depicts seem to be mostly the
same, it is unexceptional that they are
treated more glowingly in Jackman’s
book than they might otherwise have
been.
John Shipp is a Researcher with the
Institute of Public Affairs.
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If the trend towards
symbolism over
substance continues,
all sides of politics
will have to play
along, to the
vast detriment of
long-term policy
outcomes.
Jackman highlights facts of historical note, such as the revelation that
ACTU National Secretary Greg Combet (now a federal Labor MP) actually
hoped to negotiate a compromised industrial relations reform package with
the Howard Government, but Labor
knew this would blunt their biggest
weapon against Howard in the lead up
to the 2007 election. Labor was happier
to see the coalition destroy itself than
engage the government in negotiations
to find a middle ground between flexibility and ‘fairness.’
Jackman goes into excruciating
detail about the sting on Liberal campaigners distributing fake ‘Islamic Australia Federation’ flyers, an incredibly
embarrassing moment for all Liberal
supporters of tolerant and liberal-minded disposition.
Some important questions arise

from the events covered by Inside Kevin07. Was Howard the wily politician he
was made out to be, or had the electorate
been itching to vote him out as soon as
they were offered a credible Labor alternative? The question that will continue
to preoccupy commentators for years to
come is whether or not Peter Costello
could have performed better if he had
been made PM some time prior to the
election campaign. It would certainly
have been much harder for the ALP to
cut through with their old vs. new narrative that it built its campaign upon.
Jackman seems to skirt the issue, but it is
covered more fully in Peter van Onselen’s
Howard’s End, which is a useful companion to Inside Kevin07.
Despite being an absorbing and educative insight into the inner-workings of
a modern campaign war-room, you can’t
help but come away from Inside Kevin07
disappointed about the road Australian
politics is heading down. Australia has
never enjoyed inspired leadership, as
Donald Horne pointed out in his The
Lucky Country: ‘Australia is a lucky country run mainly by second-rate people
who share its luck.’ If the trend towards
symbolism over substance and publicity
over policy continues, all sides of politics
will have to play along, to the vast detriment of long-term policy outcomes.
The blog Larvatus Prodeo admonishes Inside Kevin07 as ‘a geneology of
advertising slogans.’ This shouldn’t be
so much a criticism of the book, but of
Australian politics in general, and the
modern ALP in particular. If there is
one criticism to make of Inside Kevin07,
it isn’t critical enough of Rudd’s preference for trivial media engagement,
and his avoidance of mature in-depth
scrutiny. But again, this book is more
a political drama than a polemic, so it
is unremarkable that it only confronts
Australia’s slide into political decadence
in passing.

R
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Biotechnology is
bioterrific, not bioterrifying
Louise Staley reviews

Edging Towards BioUtopia
by Richard Hindmarsh
(UWA Press, 2008, 330 pages)

N

ear the beginning of Richard
Hindmarsh’s Edging Towards
BioUtopia he provides, apparently un-selfconsciously, a persuasive illustration of the chasm between scientists
using rDNA techniques (the creation of
artificial DNA) and critics of biotechnology such as himself.
In 1977 an international group of
senior scientists under the auspices of the
US National Academy of Sciences met
to discuss the regulation of the then-new
rDNA experiments. Opponents of all
rDNA work used threats of violence to
successfully demand participation in the
meeting. Their spokesperson was accorded a plenary session to present his case
while, as Hindmarsh relates, ‘his colleagues, dressed up as human mutants,
stretched a banner across the stage with
an infamous quote from Adolf Hitler:
‘We will create the human race.’
The central proposition of this rather odd book is that a self-interested elite,
comprising of scientists, government and
corporations (especially multinational
corporations) has deliberately set out to
suppress dissent and proper regulation in
their pursuit of a ‘bio-utopian’ future. To
make his case, Dr Hindmarsh takes the
reader on a largely chronological—yet
still strangely disjointed—journey from
the discovery of recombinant DNA to
the end of the moratoria on growing
GM canola in NSW and Victoria. While
the focus of the book is the release of
agricultural plant GMOs into the enviLouise Staley is Director Food &
Environment Unit at the IPA. Ms Staley
farms in Western Victoria where she is
growing GM canola.
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Nowhere does
Hindmarsh face the
unpalatable fact
that the reason GM
crops have been so
successfully planted
in so many countries
is because they are
good.
ronment, the author is keen to include
examples of animal experiments gone
wrong and controversies over experiments on human-borne viruses, perhaps
because the agricultural sphere does not
offer sufficient stories of an impending
mutant-driven Armageddon.
Despite the publication of over 200
peer reviewed articles demonstrating
the safety of GM crops and a plethora
of government reports concluding the
same thing, Edging Towards BioUtopia
dismisses this inconvenient body of literature as the product of ‘collegiate review’
by a closed system of mutually reinforcing pro-GM scientists. The potential
and actual benefits of agricultural GM
technology are similarly dismissed. The
significant reduction in insecticide use
in cotton, the switch from highly toxic,
cancer causing chemicals, banned in
many jurisdictions, to the far more be-

nign Roundup on canola, and the reduction in toxins in corn that cause birth defects—all proven benefits of current GM
crops—are not refuted. Future benefits
that will raise yields, confer drought tolerance, add functional food benefits and
lower production costs are similarly not
part of this book. Nowhere does Hindmarsh face the unpalatable fact that the
reason GM crops have been so successfully planted in so many countries is because they are good—a marked improvement on other agricultural methods,
bringing benefits to both farmers and
consumers. Instead, for Hindmarsh, this
is all some vast co-dependent conspiracy
between big business, big science and big
government.
Hindmarsh is correct in identifying the interest of the broader society
in scientific research and the continuing
controversy over the boundaries of appropriate science. Hindmarsh states his
purpose clearly, writing that his ‘project,
with this book, [is] of addressing a new
politics of reordering life and its democratic challenge.’ This is an important
debate. Whether molecular biologists
are experimenting with DNA, medical
researchers are working with stem cells,
or physicists are colliding atoms, the potential exists for unfettered experimentation to wreak havoc on individuals, societies and ecosystems. Society has a role
in questioning and limiting scientific
endeavour, hence the evolution of new
laws regulating everything from stem cell
research, to IVF access, to the subject of
this book, genetic engineering.
But political science has long been
interested in how regulatory regimes
develop. In more recent times, the traditional view of regulatory development—
where regulations arise from an agreed
public interest response involving impartial experts who formulate policy approaches—has been largely superseded
by the view that sees regulation develop
as a result of interplay between competing interest groups. Public choice theory,
www.ipa.org.au

with its emphasis on rational action, accords with the interest group approach
and argues that all interest groups—the
bureaucrats, pressure groups and business interests—act self-interestedly in
pursuit of their goals.
Yet, in a startling omission from a
book dedicated to examining how policy
is constructed, Edging Towards BioUtopia
fails to engage with any of these concepts
or research literature. The claim in the
book that ‘the genetic choreographing of nature and the environment is as
much a social and political endeavour
as it is technical,’ is not contextualised
within other policy making processes.
Instead, the book challenges representative democracy itself; arguing that, as
governments of all political hues support
biotechnology, neither the Liberal nor
Labor parties are representative of ‘the
people’ who, in Hindmarsh’s view, oppose biotechnology.
Furthermore, to the extent that
interest groups are presented, only antiGM activists are included and their role
is seen solely as selfless defenders of the
public good. As a result, groups such as
Friends of the Earth and the Australian
Conservation Foundation are described
as public interest groups while pro-GM
voluntary famers groups such as the Producers Forum are omitted entirely.
In a book critiquing a particular
kind of utopia, it is ironic the author is
so drawn to another one. The Arcadian
idyll of the small farmer utilising organic
methods pervades this work. Organic industry figures such as Scott Kinnear or
Bob Phelps are heavily cited. A supposed
concern against GM crops is that they
are ‘monocultures’ yet the same is true of
conventional broadacre cropping—how
exactly could a farmer harvest multiple
crops sown in the same field?
When Hindmarsh tries to tackle agriculture he is confused and dismissive.
He argues, for example, that ‘since its instigation, monoculture agriculture, especially industrial agriculture, has wreaked
global havoc on ecosystems and people’s
living conditions,’—clearly showing a
profound lack of understanding of the
multiple benefits from industrialised
agriculture in reducing global starvation
levels. The book is not helped by this
openly anti-modern agriculture stance as
www.ipa.org.au

it positions the book on the deep green
fringe and is therefore unpersuasive to
mainstream readers.
A key argument of the book is that
Australia has been particularly poorly
served by her regulatory regime compared to other countries. Sometimes
drowning in minutiae, the book details
the development and nature of Australian biotechnology regulation and claims

lian farms are family run, the extent to
which the currently approved GM crops
are grown will largely depend on the
individual decisions of Australia’s cotton and canola growers. The basis on
which that decision will be made will
overwhelmingly depend on an assessment of the economic impact of growing GM as opposed to conventional varieties. In relation to the most contested

The reliance on the statements of
organic industry certification organisations
and the Network of Concerned Farmers
presents a highly skewed view of what
farmers think of GM varieties.
that ‘Australia’s rDNA regulatory regime
is in the vanguard of technical nepotism
and subsequent public mistrust.’ Yet
there is no investigation of current international regulation. Given 23 countries
grew GM crops in 2007, including eight
EU members, the US and Canada, there
is significant scope to test the proposition
that Australia’s regulatory regime is inferior to comparable industrialised countries. Without at least acknowledgement
of other regulatory regimes that have led
to greater approvals of GM crops the
argument that the Australian regulatory
system is more captured by biotechnology proponents than other countries is
unconvincing.
To the extent international comparisons are given they are ad hoc. For
example, mention is made of a Brazilian
state declaring itself a GM-free zone yet
there is no discussion of the Brazilian
regulatory regime that has led to Brazil
currently being the third largest grower
of GM crops. Similarly, the book asserts
Australian regulation is inferior to Europe, particularly in relation to lay representation on approval committees and in
the Australian adoption of product rather than process regulation. Yet there is no
examination of how Europe manages lay
representation or why Europe now has
product based regulation.
Farmers, as a key part in any food
chain, are a key battleground for both
proponents and opponents of biotechnology. As over 85 per cent of Austra-

crop, canola, over time Australian canola
growers came to the view that GM varieties were at least worth trying and this
view was reflected in the adoption by all
major farming groups of pro-GM policy
statements. However, a reader of Edging
Towards BioUtopia is not presented with
this information. Instead, the reliance on
the statements of organic industry certification organisations and the small ginger group, the Network of Concerned
Farmers presents a highly skewed view
of what farmers, particularly the farmers
who actually grow canola think of GM
varieties.
And this, in the end, is the reason
this book fails. A scholarly work would
at least strive to present a full picture of
the issue under discussion even while
still presenting a viewpoint. Yet time and
time again Edging Towards BioUtopia
combines anecdote with selective reporting of data to present a picture that veers
very close to suggesting a global conspiracy to force biotechnology on the planet
against the wishes of the majority. This
polemical approach is bolstered by the
highly irritating use of Hindmarsh’s own
made-up language—we are presented
with bioutopia and its converse biodystopia, we get biocrats, the bioscientific
club, biotechnocratic regulation and the
biopolicy network and all this occurs
within a biopolitical struggle dominated
by a bioelite towards the creation of a
bioindustrial complex.
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The brave new world
of lifestyle capitalism
Benjamin Hourigan reviews

The 4-hour Workweek:
Escape the 9–5, Live
Anywhere, and Join the
New Rich
by Timothy Ferriss
(Vermillion, 2008, 308 pages)

‘I

believe that life exists to be enjoyed and that the most important thing is to feel good about
yourself,’ writes entrepreneur Timothy
Ferriss in The 4-hour Work Week: Escape
the 9–5, Live Anywhere and Join the New
Rich.
If you’re a cynic, you might object
that happiness is overrated and that ‘feeling good about yourself’ is a euphemism
for being a self-indulgent narcissist. After
all, you don’t get much done by being
a Pollyanna and thinking everything is
fine just as it is. Ellsworth Toohey, the
villain of Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead,
has this to say: ‘Have you noticed that
the imbecile always smiles? Man’s first
frown is the first touch of God on his
forehead. The touch of thought.’ It’s our
dissatisfaction with things that drives us
to achieve, to improve our own lot and
that of others.
What does an enjoyable life consist
of? Slate writer Seth Stevenson captures a
typical vision when he meditates on the
virtues of slacking and procrastination:
You nurture the creative sprouts
that take root only in long hours
of idleness. You’re open to soulful
experiences that lie only beyond
the bounded worlds of work and
study.

Let’s assume for a moment that this really is enjoyable, and that you want ‘long
hours of idleness’ in which to be ‘open to
Benjamin Hourigan is a Sydney-based
writer and editor.
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soulful experiences.’ How to get them?
The obvious answer, today, is that you
should find some way to rort the welfare
system and adjust your consumption
habits so you can live on your meagre
government handout from the dole,
sickness benefits, parenting payments, or
whatever else is available to you.
But this would be resigning yourself to a life of poverty and dependence.
There’s little that so crushes the spirit.
Never mind soulful experiences: you’ll
spend much of your free time calculating
how you can afford your rent and your
next meal, and the rest of it wrangling
with Centrelink over your mutual obligation requirements.
What’s the alternative? Should
you enter a professional career, then
work ten-hour days from your twenties
through your fifties, investing the surplus wisely so you can retire in style with
a couple of decades left to enjoy life if
you’re lucky? Ferriss thinks this is a mistake. ‘Grads from top schools,’ he says,
‘are funnelled into high-income … jobs,
and 15–30 years of soul-crushing work
has been accepted as the default path. …
I’ve been there and seen the destruction.
This book reverses it.’
Ferriss offers readers the prospect
of practicing ‘lifestyle design’ to secure
complete financial freedom and the liberty to live anywhere. More importantly,
he holds out the prospect of spending
your time (all but the four hours of your
new work week) on whatever you find
more important than the inefficient rou-

tines of workplace drudgery that make
up many people’s jobs.
Ferriss sees that most people waste
huge amounts of time on activities that
are neither particularly useful nor enjoyable. The first part of his advice to
aspiring pursuers of soulful experiences
consists of how to be more productive
as an individual by eliminating distractions and then extracting yourself from
the traditional workplace. A large part of
this involves countering the effects of information overload and addiction to unnecessary communication, by limiting
media intake, and avoiding meetings,
phone calls, and email wherever possible.
In this way, the seeker after free time cultivates ‘selective ignorance.’ ‘I read the
front-page headlines through the newspaper machines, and nothing more,’ Ferris writes, ‘it gives you something new to
ask the rest of the population in lieu of
small talk.’
He echoes, in a more irreverent
style, quantitative options trader and
author Nassim Taleb’s preference for ‘the
decorum of ancient thought’ over the
hullaballoo of daily media. ‘For an idea
to have survived,’ Taleb writes in Fooled
by Randomness, ‘is evidence of its relative fitness.’ Instead of sorting through
mountains of media for the best ideas,
you let others, less alive to this wisdom,
do it for you.
Once you’ve eliminated distraction
and improved your productivity, Ferriss
offers employees a step-by-step guide to
negotiating with the boss an agreement
to work off-site. This involves keeping
your newfound efficiency under wraps
while at the office, then unleashing it
while working at home (or in a foreign
country) to demonstrate just how much
better the new arrangement is for everyone. If this doesn’t work, you might just
have to rush on to the ultimate step in
Ferriss’s plan for your new life: entrepreneurship.
Ferriss contends that you can have
a life of wealth and leisure (call it idlewww.ipa.org.au

Most people waste
huge amounts of
time on activities
that are neither
particularly useful
nor enjoyable.

ness if that’s what you’re after), but as in
that vision of the free market where all
prosper as each pursues their own ends,
this can only come through productivity that others will pay you to exercise.
Midway, the book becomes a manual on
how to start a manufacturing business so
that you can use modern technology and
labour arbitrage to automate processes
and make more profit, bringing in more
money even as you put in less of your
time.
As you would hope, Ferriss takes
his own medicine. Between 2001 and
2004, Ferris ran himself ragged running
his business. On the verge of a breakdown, he took an extended holiday to
see how it would fare without him. The
end result? By removing himself as a micromanaging bottleneck, and by letting
the Pareto principle (better known as the
80–20 rule) lead him to some other efficiency gains, his business immediately
increased profits by 40 per cent, while he
went on to travel the world, dance world
championship tango, and write this bestselling book.
It’s worth noting that Ferriss had
laid the groundwork for this move when
restructuring the company for possible
sale, to make himself expendable. His
hard-won and hard-thought freedom
from work took several years to achieve,
if you factor in his early forays into business and his time floundering in an office job. But his techniques, he writes,
are replicable, and the book shows how
others can achieve similar results.
www.ipa.org.au

The underlying assumption—and
it’s quite a reasonable one—is that we live
in the world we do: capitalist, relatively
open to international trade in goods and
services, and connected by the internet
and mobile telephony. In this world,
you can choose a product to buy, license,
or have manufactured, then resell it
through the internet for a high markup.
You test-market your ideas using internet advertising until you find one with
demonstrable appeal to customers, then
procure your inventory and sell it. Once
you know your business works, you outsource fulfilment and customer service,
and (optionally) relocate yourself somewhere life costs less (Buenos Aires? Bangkok? Berlin?), so your newfound fortune
is worth more. To free up still more time,
you can fall back on one of the exercises
Ferriss uses at the beginning of the book
to help you become comfortable with
delegating tasks: hiring a personal assistant from a low-wage country such as
India.
This slightly oversimplifies the process: it is in this area that The 4-hour
Work Week becomes a detailed manual
and sourcebook for those genuinely interested in running a manufacturing
business. It’s more accessible than your
average MBA textbook, but it’s serious
stuff.
Here comes the first caveat for readers: at the outset, Ferriss says you don’t
‘need to be an Ivy League graduate’ to
make his advice work, but on reading the
book it’s clear you still have to be smart

and energetic. Taking the thread provided by global capitalism and weaving
it into a profitable business that you can
run in four hours a week from almost
anywhere on the planet is not for the
dull or the faint-hearted.
The second caveat is that living outside the United States makes his system
not as easy. Many of the services Ferriss
recommends as building blocks cater
mainly to a US clientele. But that won’t
stop anyone who can Google from finding an alternative serving in their own
country. Far more importantly, the size
of your home market will affect the return you can expect from your efforts.
Self-help books often get a bad rap
from serious people. This one deserves
better. As a bestseller, it will give many
an introduction to the idea that running
a business offers a kind of fulfilment few
other career choices offer. It may turn
some would-be slackers into massively
productive people who serve the needs of
thousands or even millions. And it could
inspire some armchair fans of capitalism
to give more concrete expression to their
values by becoming living examples of
the wisdom that by pursuing our own
interests through the market, we tend
to further the material welfare of all.
Beneath a veneer of outlandish promises, The 4-hour Work Week proves itself a
solid primer for would-be entrepreneurs,
and a manifesto for a new brand of lifestyle capitalism.
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The dark mind of the copywriter
Chris Berg reviews

Novels in Three Lines
by Felix Fénéon
(NYRB Classics, 2007,176 pages)

E

Felix Vallotton, L’Epave, 1853

rnest Hemingway once said that
his best story was his shortest
story, deliberately limited to just
six words—‘For sale: baby shoes, never
used’—an exercise in radical economy
which manages to imply a lengthy and
tragic back story, without being predictable or hackneyed. Hemingway’s ‘novel’, and the self-imposed restraint which
inspired it, has been justly praised and
imitated.
But eloquence under word limitations is a skill which has been practiced
by working journalists almost since
printing was invented. Félix Fénéon’s
Novels in Three Lines demonstrates just
how much literary power that can be
achieved in an intimidatingly small
space.
Novels in Three Lines—a play on
the French title, Nouvelles en trios lignes,
which can also be translated as ‘news
in three lines’—is a collection of 1,220
tiny dispatches published in the Parisian
newspaper Le Matin, all during 1906.
They were printed unsigned in an obscure corner of a Le Matin page. Their
topics are mundane, covering crime,
death, celebrations and local controversies which would not deserve any
more space in the paper than Fénéon’s
column would grant them.
Nevertheless when collected together, as Luc Sante has done in this appropriately thin volume, Fénéon’s skill
as a literary compositor and the artistry
of his dispatches becomes clear. Novels
in Three Lines is a remarkable portrait of
regional France in the first decade of the
twentieth century, and a work of unacknowledged brilliance.
Félix Fénéon may have had a relaChris Berg is the Editor of the
IPA Review.
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Novels in Three
Lines is a collage
of brutality and
violence; the
vast majority
of Fénéon’s
dispatches
concern murders,
suicides and
accidents.
tively anonymous job in 1906 when he
wrote for Le Matin, but he occupied a
central place in the artistic community
of turn-of-the-century France. He was a
prominent art critic, whose writing on
Georges Seurat was partly responsible
for the latter’s success—indeed, Fénéon
was the first owner of Bathing at Asnières. He was a theorist of Pointillism,
the post-impressionist movement for
which Seurat has become the historical
touchstone.
Fénéon was a serial magazine
founder, writing journalism anonymously and criticism under his name.
When Picasso once asked Fénéon his
opinion on Les Demoiselles d’Avignon
he responded dryly: ‘you should stick to
caricature.’
He was imposingly tall and contemporaries described him as enig-

matic. When Paul Signac, a follower of
Seurat, painted Fénéon surrounded by
garish proto-psychedelic abstraction,
Fénéon was deeply unhappy with the
portrait—the publishers of Novels in
Three Lines have used a much more stoic-looking photograph of Fénéon taken
from French police archives, a decision
which presumably the author would
have preferred.
Fénéon’s mug-shot is, anyway,
more in keeping with the volume than
Signac’s painting would have been.
Novels in Three Lines is a collage of brutality and violence; the vast majority of
Fénéon’s dispatches concern murders,
suicides and accidents, punctuated by
the occasional riot, theft, or crippling
inquiry. One random-chosen page describes four separate homicides, five
accidental deaths, at least six major
injuries, one woman committed for insanity, as well as this piece of bad luck:
Too bad! Mentré of Longwy,
who revealed to us that he was
the winner of the 250,000 francs
in the tuberculosis lottery, seems
to have been hoaxed.

Fénéon works within the conventions
of journalism. He is careful to record
names, locations, and more often
than not, ages and job descriptions—
butchers, clerks, merchants, nurses and
soldiers. His ‘novels’ describe early automobile accidents, they record otherwise parochial regional arguments for a
national audience (Le Matin was a Parisian paper), outbreaks of disease and
building collapses. It is one of the troubles of historical investigation that the
underclass only enter history in times of
tragedy—most of what we know of the
lives of the non-elites in early modern
England comes from the proceedings
of the Old Bailey. Fénéon’s dispatches
are the only time that Jourdain, of Mézières, or the engineer Mahuet, or Langon, of Sceaux, or M. Jégou de Laz, of
Cleden, would penetrate the historical
curtain.
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Paul Signac, Portrait of Felix Fénéon, Opus 217, 1890-91
So much of the artistry of Fénéon’s
epigrammatic journalism rides on its
elaborate construction, which constantly flirts with full-blown satire:

He smuggles slightly ambiguous
moral commentary within his reportage, wavering between dispassion and
irony:

Napoléon, a peasant of SaintNabord, Vosges, drank a litre of
alcohol; very well, but he had
put in some phosphorous, hence
his death.

What?! Children perched on his
wall?! With eight rounds M. Olive, property owner in Toulon,
forced them to scramble down
all bloodied.

Mme Fournier, M. Vouin, M.
Septeuil, of Sucy, Tripleval, Septeuil, hanged themselves: neurasthenia, cancer, unemployment.

Often Fénéon delays the core of his story
until the very last moment, or holds back
a crucial piece of information which completely recasts that which preceded it:
To get back with Artémise Riso,
of Les Lilas, was the wish of romantic Jean Voul. She remained
inflexible. So he knifed her.
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An unknown person painted
the walls of Pantin cemetery yellow; Dujardin wandered naked
through Saint-Ouen-l’Aumône.
Crazy people, apparently.

In the London Review of Books, Julian
Barnes points out that Fénéon had
worked in this form before, but for explicitly political ends, in an anarchist
journal in the 1890s, where his black
sarcasm was deployed even more aggressively:

Dead sick of himself after reading the book by Samuel Smiles
(Know Thyself), a judge just
drowned himself at Coulangela-Vineuse. If only this excellent
book could be read throughout
the magistracy.

But in his Le Matin column, he eschews
politics. Luc Sante’s introduction nevertheless emphasises Fénéon’s complicity, if not outright responsibility for,
some of the revolutionary anarchist
terrorism that was common to western democracies in the pre-war period.
Fénéon was arrested for a bombing in
1894, and, while detonators were found
in his clerk’s office at the French War
Department, and he was close friends
with other convicted bombers, he was
released for lack of evidence. Whether
Fénéon was guilty or not is sort of beside the point—Sante points out that
www.ipa.org.au

Fénéon was a true believer in the anarchist cause, even if his printed material
(he wrote, all up, very little, and even less
under his own name) does not obviously
reflect it.
For the turn-of-the-century anarchists, politics was as much an aesthetic
practice as it was political. In a twisted
variation on the famous Robespierre/
Lenin line that omelettes cannot be made
without breaking eggs, the poet Laurent
Tailhade once defended the bombing of
civilians by asking: ‘Of what importance
are a few vague people if the gesture is
beautiful?’ Tailhade was the sole victim of
a cafe bombing a few months later—he
did not repudiate anarchism, but would
not describe himself as ‘vague’ either.
In Novels in Three Lines, Fénéon
shares Tailhade’s nihilism, if not his incredible anti-humanism. Fénéon seems
to be obsessed with the artistic potential
of mayhem—the book jacket draws comparisons with Andy Warhol’s ‘Death and
Disaster’ series—stripping the emotional
core out of individual tragedies and recording them either with extreme passivity, or filtered through a dark irony.
So can Novels in Three Lines—which
Fénéon never meant to publish, are only
available in a collated form never seen
by the author, and were intended at the
time to be nothing more than journalistic
hackery—be considered in any way literature?
The Russian theorist Jan Mukarovsky
spoke of a necessary ‘literariness’, where
simple communication is pushed to the
background, made subservient to expression, or as Mukarovsky put it, the emphasis is given to the ‘act of speech itself.’
Indeed, it is hard to avoid the impression
that Fénéon was often much less interested in the subject matter of his dispatches
than he was with toying with sentence
structure and the ambiguities of language.
For Fénéon, the drudgery of copywriting
seems to have inspired literary experimentation—having to reformulate variations
of the same misfortunes over and over
would get very tedious.
Fénéon may have arrived at literariness out of nothing more than boredom,
but he still arrived there. Novels in Three
Lines is an often comic and always disturbing snapshot of European nihilists
and the world they disdained.
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AUSTRALIA’S

OPEN
INVESTMENT
FUTURE

MELBOURNE: THURSDAY DEC 4, 2008
Australia has always been dependent on foreign
investment to build infrastructure, develop
industries and provide jobs.
In the middle of a financial crisis and global
economic challenges, it is vital Australia remains an
attractive destination for foreign capital. But there is
uncertainty about the regulatory system and
whether it facilitates or blocks investment.
AUSTRALIA’S OPEN INVESTMENT FUTURE, a
major symposium to be held in Melbourne in
December, will look at the Australian investment
climate, motivations behind foreign investment, the
players seeking to invest, their objectives and the
barriers they face.
The symposium will bring together Australian and
international experts to discuss the impacts and
what Australia needs to do to attract the
investment necessary to promote economic
growth.

Institute of

Public Affairs
Free people, free society

Australian Institute of
International Affairs (Victoria)

For more information
visit www.ipa.org.au
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STRANGE TIMES
The never ending fight against cough
syrup
Next time you travel to the United States, be
careful—recklessly buying cough syrup could
put you in court. In March this year, Iowan
47-year-old Gary Schinagel was arrested for
buying too much of the common decongestant pseudoephedrine. Pseudoephedrine is
an active ingredient in many cold remedies
that were, until recently, available over the
counter in most jurisdictions.
Pseudoephedrine can be used in the
manufacture of the illicit and highly addictive drug methamphetamine, commonly
referred to as ‘ice’ in Australia. This has
prompted governments to regulate its sale.
Schinagel had no intention of using his cold
medicine to make ice.
Indeed, the first man to be arrested
under the forcefully titled Combat Meth
Epidemic Act was 36-year-old upstate New
Yorker William Fousse, who also had no
intention of turning his cold medicine into
hard drugs.
In Australia, products containing pseudoephedrine are classed as Schedule 3–Pharmacist Only Medicines. Apart from the
usual restrictions on the sale of such products, pharmacists are also required to lodge
the details of each sale into a national database—including the ID card number of the
consumer, the name of the product and how
much was purchased.
Property rights gone with the wind
Beach front residents of Galveston, Texas,
have literally had their property rights
washed away by Hurricane Ike. A 1959 law
proclaiming the land below the high tide
mark as public property has meant the state
has acquired their land after sand erosion
forced the high tide mark up onto their
properties.
The law also prohibits building on
public property, stopping residents from
rebuilding their homes. Residents are being told they must wait up to a year to see
where the high tide mark will resettle at.
Farmer faces funny fines
English farmer, Eric Smart, has received two
parking fines from Transport London despite
not having visited the capital for 45 years. Mr
Smart has told the press he has spent over 30
pounds on phone calls trying to explain to
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Do not be fooled. This child is probably a drug dealer.
public servants that his vintage tractor hasn’t left the shed in 14 years and
would take at least two days to drive to London. He remains optimistic
Transport London will come to their senses.
Bossy bacon bites back
Caroline Hayes, a 63 year-old resident of Uki, in northern NSW, was
trapped in her house by a giant feral pig. She began feeding the pig
when it showed up at her home ten days earlier but the pig became
increasingly pushy, to the point she couldn’t use her outdoor latrine.
Fortunately the local Murwillumbah council relocated the pig to
a nearby piggery. Council rangers claimed reports that the pig was as
big as a Shetland pony were exaggerated.
Technology fans circumvent smoking bans
Chris Giles, proprietor of a Birmingham pub, has begun selling electronic cigarettes after smoking bans forced patrons from his pub. The
e-cig releases a shot of nicotine as the smoker inhales and produces a
cloud of water vapour to simulate a puff of smoke. e-cigs use a small
replaceable cartridge of nicotine, come in 4 different strengths and are
available in menthol, strawberry and cherry flavours.
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