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Editorial Focus: The Organising Agenda

Out of the West
The results of the re-run of the senate election 
in Western Australia were mixed. Clive Palmer 
outspent everyone and won a seat; the 
Greens outspent everyone but Palmer and 
also won a seat. Labor disrupted themselves 
and suffered a swing of 5.2 per cent; the 
Coalition campaigned on the repeal of the 
carbon tax and the mining tax and suffered a 
swing of 7.3 per cent. Perhaps the two most 
important aspects are what it says about 
climate change and what it says about the 
Labor Party. 
The Coalition Government is very likely to be able to 
get their repeal legislation through the Senate after 
July. While this will allow Prime Minister Tony Abbott to 
tick off two of his slogans, it will do nothing for climate 
change nor will it restore depleted public revenues. The 
carbon price and the renewable energy target were the 
two main arms of the emissions reduction policy of the 
ALP Government. The Coalition will abolish the carbon 
price and replace it with its "direct action" Emission 
Reduction Fund. Almost all informed opinion is that this 
is likely to be a very expensive use of public funds to 
achieve very little. 

The renewable energy target is that at least 20 per 
cent of electricity by 2020 will come from renewables. 
The Coalition supported this when in opposition and 
gave a clear election commitment to maintain the 
target. However there have been strong signs that the 

Government will respond to pressure from the large 
coal-using electricity corporations to curtail the scheme. 
We cannot think of a bigger policy failure.    

If the Western Australian Senate re-run has not changed 
the Government's attitude to climate change, it has 
created a furore within and about the Labour Party. The 
'immediate' issue is the lead candidate on the ALP senate 
ticket, Senator-elect Bullock, State Secretary of the 
Shop Assistants' Union and vocally socially conservative. 
Crocodile tears have been shed that he and not the 
number two candidate Senator Pratt was elected. This 
overlooks that there was a right-left deal in which 
Senator Lines from the left filled the casual vacancy of 
Chris Evans and Bullock got the number one spot in 2013 
(and then in the re-run). 

The issue is not Joe Bullock whose statements, to say the 
least, are not to our taste. Nor is it that he got to number 
one on the ALP ticket by wheeling and dealing as this 
is an inevitable part of politics. The issue is the lack of 
clear and coherent Labor policies and positions about 
inequality and about the environment. Or, as a question 
put recently by Barry Jones, 'Can Labor recapture the will 
and capacity to win the big debates?'

The usual suspects who are unsympathetic to Labor and 
downright hostile to unions, are seeking to turn the issue 
into grounds for annulling the relationship between the 
party and affiliated unions. This is dangerous stuff. It 
concentrates on the theatrics and obscures the hard job 
of writing and implementing progressive reform in and 
for Australia.  

Equality and 
sustainability: 
Fundamental to the 
Australian way of life
by Adam Bandt*

In this country, we value our work-life 
balance. In the beautiful land of the ‘fair go’, 
we traditionally value our time outside work 
and look after each other. Our country is 
defined by the beauty of our surroundings, 
land, sea and air. When we’ve finished work, 
we go out and enjoy the country. And we 
have put in place structures and systems, like 
Medicare, Centrelink and the minimum wage 
that take care of our most vulnerable people. 
It’s by no means perfect but it’s better than 
in many other places and the values behind it 
still resonate.  
But our way of life is under threat. The rise in job 
insecurity is a real concern. That’s why, in 2012, I 
introduced a Bill designed to protect our work-life 
balance. The Fair Work Amendment (Better Work/Life 
Balance) Bill 2012 was about giving people more control 
over their time and working arrangements. The Bill 
could have been a bulwark in defence of our way of life 
but, unfortunately, it was not supported by Labor or the 
Liberals. In my view, it is needed now more than ever. 

In Australia, we perform $72 billion in unpaid overtime 
each year. Just over half of all Australians want to change 
their hours of work, even if it might impact on their 
income. On average, full time employees would like to 
work about 5.6 hours less per week, while part-time 
workers would like to work on average four hours per 
week more. Research shows that working hours are 
impacting on well-being, with poorer health and greater 
use of prescription medications. It is also affecting our 
personal and family lives. Sixty per cent of women feel 
consistently time pressured and nearly half of men also 
feel this way. In this country, we need to better match 
the hours people want to work with the hours they 
actually work.

The Politics of the Right
Into this already fraught arrangement marches Tony 
Abbott. His is arguably the country’s most right-wing and 
ideological Government ever. Guarantees that have been 
taken for granted for years are now being systematically 
dismantled. Workers’ rights are under attack. Workplace 
protections will be repealed. The environment 
doesn’t get a look in and it’s widely believed that the 
forthcoming Budget will be savage. But there is hope. 

After the State election in Tasmania, where our share 
of the vote fell, commentators were quick to declare 
the end of the Greens was nigh. This is something the 
naysayers have been declaring about the Greens for the 
last 20 years. And we’re now the country’s third political 
party. The same critics conveniently overlooked the fact 
that our share of the vote increased in South Australia, 
whose election was at the same time as Tasmania’s. 

And then there was the Western Australian Senate by-
election, where our share of the vote increased some 
6.5 per cent, returning Senator Scott Ludlam to office. 
The WA election result is significant for the Abbott 
Government because they said it would be. In the run up 
to the WA election, Tony Abbott made no bones about 
it being a verdict on his plan to dismantle the price on 
carbon and repeal the mining tax. 

From where I’m sitting, the Greens’ strong showing 
makes clear that Western Australians want a price on 
carbon and want our richest miners to pay their fair 
share, not to be subsidised by the rest of us. 

Tony Abbott’s worldview is that of a cowboy economist. 
The environment is his by right to be exploited without 
a care. Workplace rights and protections are simply 
encumbrances to be got rid of. But the world has moved 
on. 

Overseas, countries are growing their renewable energy 
industries. A clean, renewable energy industry creates 
sustainable employment in areas like construction, 
science, technology and energy utility roles. But in 
Australia, a country blessed with a wealth of renewable 
energy sources, Tony Abbott is taking a wrecking ball to 
our renewable energy industry and all the clean energy 
and jobs it could create. 

The Prime Minister is also engaged in a one-sided witch 
hunt against workers and workers’ rights. The Greens are 
clear: any criminal wrongdoing should be condemned 
and is a matter for the police. But what Abbott and 
his grand inquisitor, Senator Eric Abetz, are doing by 
focusing so much of the Government’s resources on 
workers is effectively turning a blind eye to white-collar 
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crime. The way to improve 
productivity is not by 
attacking low-income 
workers.  

As we’ve seen from 
the collapse of the car 
industry and the hands-off 
approach to Qantas, Tony 
Abbott has no plan for 
jobs or for manufacturing. 
Instead, he is happy to let 
companies fail and workers 
be retrenched because he 
thinks that the market will 
take care of everything. But Tony 
Abbott’s two inconvenient truths are 
the GFC and climate change. 

Failed Economic Policies
Tony Abbott’s economic policies are those that 
gave rise to the GFC in the first place. In 2010, 
the US Government appointed a commission to 
investigate the causes of the GFC, the Financial Crisis 
Inquiry Commission (FCIC). It was one of the most 
comprehensive and authoritative investigations into the 
causes of GFC. One of its now notorious conclusions 
was: 

We conclude widespread failures in financial 
regulation and supervision proved devastating to 
the stability of the [US] nation’s financial markets. 
The sentries were not at their posts, in no small 
part due to the widely accepted faith in the self-
correcting nature of the markets and the ability of 
financial institutions to effectively police themselves. 
More than 30 years of deregulation and reliance on 
self-regulation by financial institutions… supported 
by successive administrations and Congresses, and 
actively pushed by the powerful financial industry at 
every turn, had stripped away key safeguards, which 
could have helped avoid catastrophe.

Deregulation and misplaced faith in the markets 
continues to be the cornerstone of the Liberals’ 
economic policy as if the GFC had never happened. Tony 
Abbott continues to perpetrate these discredited, last-
century economic policies. 

The Challenge of Climate Change
The second of Tony Abbott’s inconvenient truths is 
climate change. Climate change is the largest ever 
failure of the modern market economy. The symptoms 
of climate change are many and complex but the causes 

are simpler. Developed consumer economies exploit 
resources, aiming to create growth and wealth but 
generating waste in the process, such as greenhouse 
gases and something in the order of 200 million tonnes 
of plastic used every year, of which ten per cent ends up 
in the sea. 

While climate change is the greatest challenge that 
I believe humanity has ever faced, it is itself but 
one symptom of an even bigger problem. In what 
is increasingly known as the Anthropocene, it is no 
exaggeration to say that our natural world and its 
ecosystems are collapsing. The challenge for us is to be 
able to live without sacrificing the very thing on which 
we rely to survive. 

But at the very time it is in all our interests to work 
together, inequality is soaring. Since the 1980s, the likes 
of Ronald Regan and Margaret Thatcher championed the 
very policies, like privatisation and deregulation, which 
triggered the GFC. At the same time, we’ve seen a world-
wide crisis of biodiversity and soaring rates of extinction. 
It is no coincidence that we are also seeing soaring 
inequality “in a large majority of OECD countries”.  

Seeking Sustainability and Equality
Global sustainability and equality are the challenges 
of our times. Currently, we are seeing the unequal 
distribution of wealth and the unequal distribution of 
pollution directed at the developing world. And it is 
those on the lowest incomes who are directly affected 
by this pollution. The northern half of the planet is 

Focus: The Organising Agenda Focus: The Organising Agenda
home to just 15 per cent of the world’s population but it 
generates 75 per cent of the world’s greenhouse gases. 
Yet the impacts of climate change will affect the world’s 
poorest people hardest, most of whom live towards the 
south of the planet. 

Climate change is more than just symptomatic of 
how pollution generated by the first world affects the 
developing world hardest. Climate change shows that 
environmental degradation and social inequality are 
not separate ideas but are part and parcel of the same 
thing. This is why the Greens place such importance 
on creating a sustainable and egalitarian society. 
Whenever I reread the Greens’ Charter, I am struck by 
its eloquence, prescience and durability. Here are the 
opening lines: 

We live at a crucial time in history. Never before 
have we had so many answers to the problems that 
have dogged our developing world. Solutions now 
exist that could greatly decrease the poverty, hunger 
and ill-health of our fellow humans and we now 
have technologies to reduce and repair much of the 
ecological damage to our planet.

Clean air, clean water and ecological sustainability 
are possible. Yet this is not being achieved. World-
wide, governments lack the political will to make the 
necessary adjustments that will bring an end to the 
conflict, pollution, poor health and social inequity 
that characterise our time.

 As well as sustainability, the Greens Charter also 
commits us to 'introduce measures that redress the 
imbalance of wealth between rich and poor'. 

A fairer, more sustainable society is the reason that the 
Greens exist. Few people would dispute that equality and 
sustainability are desirable ideals. I am confident that 
most Australians want a more sustainable and egalitarian 
country and recognise that it would make us a better 
place if we were. 

At the same time, under the Abbott Government, the 
gulf between these ideals and the reality has never 
been wider. Australia’s economy is fundamental to 
our way of life. The Greens recognise that long-term 
prosperity depends upon sustainable practices. Instead, 
we are seeing the emergence of Tony Abbott’s cowboy 
economics: short-term gain without any care for the next 
generation. 

What Tony Abbott doesn’t understand is that we don’t 
live in an economy, we live in a society. The economy 
exists to serve us, not the other way around. That is 
why the Greens are so determined to make the changes 
necessary to protect our way of life. 

* Adam Bandt MP is the Member for Melbourne 
and Deputy Leader of the Greens
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decision making when it comes to major development 
projects.

The Abbott government is moving aggressively to 
dismantle the protections that are currently in place 
such as the traditional involvement of the federal 
government in assessing major developments such as 
large coal mines or port facilities. Under the guise of 
cutting ‘green tape’ the federal Coalition is handing back 
decision making powers to the states. In the real world 
it will mean rapidly growing numbers of destructive 
projects across our country.

The large national environmental NGOs have launched 
significant campaigns to oppose this winding back of 
protection, for instance through the Places You Love 
campaign. But to my mind, the really interesting political 
reaction to the agenda of the Abbott government has 
been the rise of a strong environmental constituency 
outside the parameters of the ‘traditional’ environmental 
movement. It will be no news to anyone to point out 
that the movement is heavily dominated by urban, 
middle class people, generally of Anglo heritage. With 
a largely compliant mainstream media, strong support 
from big business and their aligned interest groups and 
an ideological fervour and drive to implement its anti-
environment agenda, the Coalition is currently a political 
juggernaut.

The Australian environment movement does not have 
the mobilised numbers and resources to wind back this 
destructive agenda in the short term. But this is where it 
starts to get interesting. The sheer scale of the Coalition’s 
agenda is such that it is mobilising vast numbers of new 
activists, who are determined to protect their country.

Around half of Australia is currently under exploration 
license for coal or one of a number of forms of gas. As 
fossil fuels become scarcer, unconventional gas is coming 
into play. This includes shale gas, tight gas and coal seam 
gas (CSG), also known as Coal Bed Methane.

Farmers and rural communities are keenly aware of 
the fact that coal and gas industries pose a grave risk 
to farmland and ground and potentially surface water 
supplies. Based on the experience in the USA and 
elsewhere, where the industry is much more advanced, 
it is clear that the intrusive coal and gas industries are 
not compatible with farming. And with an industry vision 
that sees up to 40,000 drill rigs in Queensland alone, the 
community is getting organised.

The cornerstone of this resistance is Lock the Gate, 
established in 2010. Already close to 200 local groups 
has joined the alliance. It is a nation-wide phenomenon. 
And what is remarkable is that these local groups exist 
outside the traditional terrain of the environment 

and political parties ignore it at their peril. And because 
it is based in local communities, it is hard to threaten 
or buy off.  The sense of commonality can run deep, as 
the threat of mining and drilling raises many fears about 
a range of issues: food production and food security, 
environmental and climate impacts, threats to ground 
and surface water, and the industrialisation of rural 
landscapes. It is also about the right of communities 
to have a say over their future, rather than allowing 
companies to determine what happens. In many 
ways it fills a political space occupied by the far Right 
political party of Pauline Hanson in the 1990s. But the 
presence of many progressive people means that this 
is not a replay of the xenophobia that marked that era 
in Australian politics. Despite the vocal support of right 
wing radio ‘shock jock’ Alan Jones, this movement is 
not only playing out a NIMBY agenda by opposing new 
fossil fuel projects, it is forward thinking. It is increasingly 
grappling with what clean energy sources might look 
like: energy sources that don’t poison water or damage 
farming.

And because of its approach – one of grassroots co-
ordination of opposition to unpopular projects rather 
than just representing to MPs or media – it is also 
bringing communities together. People that have never 
spoken before are now collaborating in campaigns. Entire 
communities are being door-knocked and new groups 
are springing up across the continent. Each develops 
their own structure and many hundreds of new activists 
have stepped up to defend their communities against 
this corporate threat. As a long term activist, some of the 
most inspiring scenes I have ever witnessed have played 
out in the last three years, in town halls, Mechanics 
Institutes and RSL buildings, in Council Chambers and 
on the streets of small rural towns. The unprecedented 
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What can independent 
politics and social 
activism offer to 
organising for Equality 
and Environment?
by Cam Walker*

For decades, the Australian environmental 
movement has worked tirelessly to gain 
protection for the environment, to create 
sustainable practises to meet humanities 
needs, and ensure global co-operation to 
respond to the many ecological threats that 
confront us as a species.
From local grassroots groups to multi-national non 
government organisations (NGOs), the movement is 
incredibly diverse, in its structure, make up, tactics and 
political activity. Some only do ‘hands on’ restoration, 
while others just exist to lobby politicians or business.

Despite this diversity, we now have an unprecedented 
need to find common cause. With a radical, and in 
many ways extremist, Coalition government in power in 
Canberra and in most states, our shared environment 
is under direct and immediate threat. This is not only 
from the announcement of many destructive projects, 
but also from the threat to the structures that had been 
developed over the last four decades to ensure good 

movement. Lock the Gate groups have 
declared their properties off limits to 
the industry, but a growing number 
are declaring their entire communities 
‘coal and gas free’. In northern NSW 
alone, almost 3 million hectares have 
been declared off limits. Initially 
communities have focused on getting 
educated and mobilised, and ensuring 
local opinion formers, businesses 
and Local Government councillors 
are on side. Many have chosen to 
door knock their communities to test 
whether there is a desire to make a 
declaration against new fossil fuel 
projects, with resounding support. 
And, while communities are showing 
that industry does not have the social 
license to operate, where they refuse 
to listen and continue to push through with drilling or 
establishing mines, community opposition is turning into 
direct action resistance. 

In recent weeks, communities in north western NSW 
have maintained a long blockade against the proposed 
Whitehaven coal in the Leard Forest, while northern 
NSW residents have sustained a camp against planned 
gas drilling by Metgasgo. In Victoria, the threat by 
farmers to blockade gas drilling operations in a National 
Party stronghold has seen the state government spend 
months sitting on a works application. The campaign has 
spread to Tasmania and the Top End. At a recent gasfield-
free declaration north of Narrabri, farmer Bruce Kirkby 
said,

there will be civil disobedience over this issue. None 
of us are familiar or comfortable with this kind of 
protest, but we are not going to stand by and watch 
our water be ruined and our land value diminish.

Having come from nowhere just 4 years ago, the Lock the 
Gate movement is now impacting on electoral politics 
and energy policy across the country. It says 

we are a movement of thousands, and our mission 
is to protect Australia’s natural, environmental, 
cultural and agricultural resources from inappropriate 
mining and to educate and empower all Australians 
to demand sustainable solutions to food and energy 
production.

One of the most inspiring aspects of this campaign is 
that it is finding common cause amongst "average" 
Australians. People are organising locally and there is 
room for everyone in this movement, from conservative 
farmers to left wing activists. Power is being build from 
the ground up, in a classic "people power" model. MPs 
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Making our luck: 
trade unions and 
politics in the 21st 
century
by Andrew Dettmer* 

2014 marks the 50th anniversary of 
the publication of Donald Horne's 
The Lucky Country. It was of course 
less the book but more the term which came 
into common usage as a result. The questing 
irony of the original, with its famous tag line, 
opening the last chapter, "Australia is a lucky 
country, run by second-rate people who share 
its luck," was indicative of Horne's scepticism 
about the future of this country.
We now have as PM a man for whom irony is a foreign 
country. So he will no doubt (during what I hope will be 
a mercifully brief tenure as PM) repeat "lucky country" 
as a mantra while he dismantles government services, 
manufacturing, and whatever else offends his vision of 
Australia, all the while investing the deserving rich with 

imperial honours. So it’s appropriate to reflect upon the 
role that trade unions can have as a part of developing 
an alternative vision to the neoliberal disease which 
infests Australia. In Australian politics we are often 
faced with a choice between the "pure" neoliberalism 
of Abbott and his cohort, and the "neoliberal lite" which 
often typifies Labor when in office. We need to articulate 
a distinct, labour and socialist, perspective.

The trade union movement has been an engine of 
growth and change in Australia. At our best, trade unions 
have sought to develop a different approach to economic 
growth. We want to see an Australia with workers and 
the community at its centre, and with a proper role for 
the public sector to provide those public goods such as 
education and training, social and public infrastructure 
which enable a decent society to develop and grow.

Focus: The Organising Agenda Focus: The Organising Agenda
In my union, the Australian Manufacturing Workers' 
Union (AMWU), the notion that we are a union which 
is only involved in the workplace is refuted absolutely. 
To us, the idea that our activity and influence stops at 
the factory gate, or the door to the office, is patently 
untrue. This is the theme of Organise, Educate, Control 
(Monash University Publishing, 2013), which I co-edited 
with Andrew Reeves to celebrate the AMWU's 160th 
anniversary. As that book showed, the issue has always 
been, not whether we intervene, but how much effort do 
we expend on issues outside of the workplace, given our 
limited resources?

Unions, at our best, have always been about the 
liberation of working people. Whether it was the 
Christian-inspired Robert Owen's Grand National 
Trades Union seeking universal suffrage as part of the 
Chartist agitation of the early 19th century, or the drier 
transformational politics practiced by the German 
trade unions in Bismarck's Germany, the origin of 
western trade unions was based in a holistic rejection 
of capitalism. Some of the same passions and (suitably 
updated) organising strategies can be seen at work in 
South Africa, where in contrast to the “neoliberal lite” 
of the ANC and its supporters, there is now opposition 
from an overtly socialist alliance of trade unions headed 
by the AMWU's sister union, the National Union of 
Metalworkers of South Africa (NUMSA).

Liberation is not just about extra pay. Trade unions 
always have to ensure that the immediate needs of 
members are translated into demands capable of being 
bargained. It's the other elements in the workplace 
showing the breadth of issues which are capable of 
being bargained which enlivens the imaginations and 
commitment of working people. 

The AMWU created a new classification structure for 
all workers in the metal industry in 1989. This process 
was kicked off in the early 1980s. It was no accident 
that the AMWU undertook a comprehensive program 
of discussion and training involving officials, delegates 
and members. It was also no accident that over 5,000 
delegates were trained to implement the new structure. 
The same process also required TAFE to restructure and 
rejig the training courses made available. 

It was recognised that the award was the primary 
instrument to ensure that training for metalworkers was 
relevant and appropriate to the classification structure, 
which had gone from time-based to competency-
based. This in turn meant that there had to be greater 
responsiveness on the part of TAFE to ensure that if a 
worker - apprentice, trainee or existing worker - had 
reached the required level of competence, that he or she 
would be classified accordingly.

In this way, the new classification structure required 
the organs of the state - TAFE, vocational training 
boards, educational authorities - to recognise the 
new qualifications. At the same time, employers were 
required to recognise that with the new system (which 
had been negotiated, disputed and finally arbitrated 
to agreement with employer associations) came a 
responsibility on their part to recognise the skills of their 
workers. Consequently many workers were reclassified 
according to these principles. Industry, and the lives of 
working people, was transformed.

This achievement took significant time, effort and money, 
and fundamentally changed the relations of production. 
Similar exercises took place in other industries. But at the 
same time that organised workers benefitted from this 
in the metal industry, capital was fighting back. Major 
disputes such as Robe River were started by employers. 
Robe River’s principal protagonist, Charles Copeman, 
was egged on by his mates in the H.R. Nicholls Society. 
His emphasis on "managerial prerogative" was in stark 
contrast to the participative work practices which 
exemplified the approach promoted by the AMWU and 
some mature employers.

The other response, which is still with us, was the 
introduction of the enterprise bargaining system. The 
AMWU’s approach required an industry-led approach to 
bargaining, as practiced in most advanced economies. 
Neoliberalism and its acolytes demanded the breaking 
down of those industry-level structures which enabled 
wages, conditions and training to be bargained 
nationally.  Supposedly in the name of productivity, 
enterprise bargaining ignored the productivity boom 
of the 1980s. It was, and is, a system of breaking down 
the structures of solidarity and cooperation between 
workers. And for many employers it became a “dash 
for cash”, with futile and arid arguments against pay 
outcomes which were demanded to be “budget neutral”, 
and required “trade offs”. While the AMWU was 
successful in defeating the worst of these demands by 
enforcing an industry level approach, it was only a matter 
of time before workers’ resistance to these attacks was 
worn down.

Despite some of the defeats unions have suffered, 
we still have significant capacity for resistance and 
promotion of collective ideas and strategies. The best 
example of this was the Your Rights at Work (YR@W) 
campaign of 2005-2007. It is indisputable that, despite 
Kevin Rudd’s failure to acknowledge the role of the 
campaign and the thousands of activists who took 
part, YR@W helped to change government. But it also 
led to a new way of campaigning, linking workers’ 

sight of ‘greens’ and ‘conservatives’ working together 
for a common cause has left behind many of the larger 
political parties, who simply don’t know how to respond. 
In some places there is talk of running independent 
candidates. In others there is preparation for direct 
action. And in all of them, there is an impressive amount 
of organising that is happening outside the networks of 
the big political parties. 

There is no doubt that we will lose some of the specific 
campaigns against coal and gas proposals. But the 
community is winning in many places, and there is 
nothing like winning to drive further action. This rural 
mobilisation is a long way from reaching a high water 
mark: it is starting to build strong links in metropolitan 
areas, constantly building the skills of its members, 
linking up with other groups and operating in new 
spheres, such as applying pressure to investors who 

would otherwise support fossil fuel projects. If you 
want to see good old fashioned community organizing 
delivering powerful results in Australia in the 21st 
century, then you need to look no further than the 
campaign against new coal and gas. Even better, get 
involved. There is room for everyone in this movement. 

*Cam Walker is campaigns co-ordinator with 
Friends of the Earth and based in Central Victoria. 
He is actively involved in the campaign against 
new coal and gas operations.

Further Reading:
Friends of the Earth:   
www.foe.org.au

Lock the Gate:   
http://www.lockthegate.org.au/about



12   Australian Options   Autumn 2014 Australian Options   Autumn 2014   13

Parts of these laws continued up to 1972; 
their effects continue to the present.

In 1966, Australian acceded to the 
International Convention on Civil 
and Political Rights but ratification 
depended on the removal of all racist 
legislation from Australian statutes. The 
Queensland Government argued with 
the Commonwealth that its legislation 
was not discriminatory.  However, the 
Commonwealth Government’s need to 
avert the growing UN surveillance and 
criticism saw unprecedented pressure 
applied to the Queensland Government 
during the 1960s and 1970s.   

In 1965 the Queensland Government 
introduced the Aboriginal Affairs Act and 
described it as ‘progressive’.  While it 
was an improvement on the Aboriginal 
Preservation and Protection Act 1939, the segregation 
and indefinite incarceration of Aboriginal families 
on reserves continued along with the confiscation of 
earnings and property. Aboriginal people could be jailed 
for being lazy, careless or leaving gates open, their 
bins unwashed or committing adultery. None of these 
applied to non-Aboriginal people. The state controlled 
the movement of inmates, restricted Aboriginal people 
from setting up businesses or growing fruit, vegetables 
or keeping livestock or any other use of reserve lands to 
supplement their income.  

Ironically, at the same time, and as a result of pressure 
from the Commonwealth, the Queensland Government 
adopted a policy of assimilation which it defined as 
follows:

The policy of assimilation seeks that all persons 
of Aboriginal descent who choose to attain a 
similar manner and standard of living to that of 
other Australians and live as members of a single 
Australian community, enjoy the same rights and 
privileges, accepting the same responsibilities and 
influenced by the same hopes and loyalties as other 
Australians.

While the adoption of the assimilation policy indicated 
a shift towards recognising that Aboriginal people had 
rights similar to those enjoyed by non-Aboriginal people, 
the Queensland Government had difficulty upholding 
and implementing it. 

In 1965, despite removing the discriminatory provisions 
which disallowed Aboriginal people’s right to vote, the 
State Government disqualified eligible voters from the 
State and Local Government elections. This was done 

because of concerns from non-Aboriginal people about 
Aboriginal domination in Burke, Cook and Carpentaria 
Shires; these electorates contained Doomadgee, 
Mornington Island, Hopevale, Mitchell and Edward River 
Aboriginal reserves. 

Variations to the Station Hands Award (Qld) in 1968 
made equal pay a formal requirement and pastoralists 
lost the ability to easily and openly exploit Aboriginal 
workers. Many Aboriginal workers were subsequently 
paid off and forced to leave pastoral properties (generally 
established on workers’ traditional lands) and move into 
Queensland towns and cities. The changes made in the 
1965 and 1971 Acts saw authorities lose the ability to 
apprehend any Aboriginal person and incarcerate them 
indefinitely against their will on Government reserves. 
Taken together with the variations to the Station Hands 
Award these led to a rapid influx of Aboriginal people 
into Queensland towns and cities - for many of these 
places for the first time in the colonial history. 

There was much resistance throughout Queensland to 
the influx of Aboriginal people into towns and cities. 
Colonisers resented having to share public spaces with 
Aboriginal people. Many Queensland colonisers and 
settlers were simply not ready to embrace Aboriginal 
people as Australian citizens and did not support 
the policy of assimilation. This was witnessed by the 
numerous complaints about Aboriginal people being 
housed in towns and cities, receiving Department of 
Social Security benefits and sharing public spaces such 
as schools, hospitals and alcohol outlets with Australian 
citizens. The sentiments are stark in a racist poem 
published in the Goondiwindi Argus as recently as 1973.
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by Valerie Cooms*

In the 1960s and 1970s, while Aboriginal 
people in Queensland were suffering from 
disease and malnutrition, having their under-
award wages confiscated, or being jailed for 
being lazy, idle, careless or leaving gates open, 
their bins unwashed or committing adultery, 
newly decolonised Asian, African, and Pacific 
nations were watching. 
For a settler colony like Australia to be effective, 
Aboriginal people's rights had to be compromised, 
lands stolen and labour exploited.  Aboriginal 
resistance resulted in annihilation, incarceration and 
segregation which were generally acceptable methods of 
colonisation in the 18th and 19th centuries.  Given the 
nature of Governments, where the needs of the majority 
of the population must prevail, Aboriginal people are 
left dramatically over-represented in the criminal justice 
system and with unacceptable health, education and 

employment levels. This continues to attract attention in 
the international political arena. Aboriginal people only 
became citizens of Australia in 1967. They remain at a 
distinct disadvantage to all other groups of citizens while 
Governments grapple with how to appease the majority 
non-Aboriginal populations and deal with the impact 
that colonisation continues to have upon those who 
were colonised.  

United Nations’ expectations and surveillance and the 
global anti-racism movement that intensified during 
the post-World War II period meant, that by the 1960s, 
Australian Federal and State Governments could no 
longer justify the deliberate denial of citizenship rights 
for Aboriginal people. Even Queensland, perhaps 
the most recalcitrant of the state governments, was 
obliged to begin to lift restrictions denying equal 
citizenship rights for Aboriginal people. The oppression 
in Queensland was extreme and culminated in the 
Aboriginal Protection and Preservation Act (Qld) 1939. 

demands with the concerns and demands of community 
members involved in child care, faith communities, 
local government, farmers, tourism and others. It 
provided a forum for these demands to be articulated, 
and it certainly took workers and their unions out of 
the workplace and into the community. The campaign 
became as much a dialogue about what comprises a 
decent life, as it was about getting rid of John Howard 
and WorkChoices.

The success of YR@W has been recognised 
internationally. The ACTU, which had moved to close 
down the campaign on the election of the Labor 
Government, is now campaigning about similar 
themes, under the slogan, “Unions: For a Better Life”. 
Nearly all trade unions are joining in the campaign and 
endorsing its themes. It’s no accident that conservative 
governments around Australia continue to attack trade 
unions. We can change the world.

We are, or can be, a lucky country. But to do so, we have 
to act collectively, to create and realise our common 
interest. We have to make our own luck. Capital will 
never give it to us. We have to distinguish ourselves 
from the “Great Nothing” which exemplifies the hole 
at the heart of neoliberalism (and which Abbott and 

his acolytes fill with their religion). By articulating the 
values of collective action and thought, we articulate 
the values of a country which can be lucky; an inclusive 
society and economy, respectful of and engaged with 
our Indigenous communities, welcoming to others 
who wish or are compelled to come here to live, 
supportive of communities in dialogue with but not 
subservient to capital, and capable of reaching out to 
other communities and other nations in equality and 
brotherhood and sisterhood. To articulate such values, 
unions have a crucial role to play, in making sense of 
capitalism, in confronting its excesses, and articulating 
and developing the values of a better world. 

These were the aims of the founders of my union, people 
like John Smith and Tom Mann, and as carried on by the 
likes of Laurie Carmichael. The trade union movement is 
often distracted by the latest headline-grabber. But it’s 
in articulating these principles of a better world that we 
reach out and make the demands on behalf of working 
people which can help to realise it.

A better life is possible and unions can help to make it so.

*Andrew Dettmer is National President, Australian 
Manufacturing Workers Union (AMWU)

There is still distinct disadvantage in Australia
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Oh say can you see by the dawn’s early light, 
How he sits be de creek for dem fishes to bite,
We is non-working Abos wid nary a care,
Cause de Government send date lovely welfare…
Day pays us to vote, an’ rewards us for sin,
While dem sweet Laborites keep de cheques rollin’ in,
We wait every month for de slips wid de figgers,
An’ dats’ all we do … we damn lucky we niggers.  
Signed Apartheid, Goondiwindi

In the 1950s and 1960s, support for the rights of 
Aboriginal people came from the United Nations, 
international organisations such as Amnesty 
International, the London Anti-Slavery Society, US Black 
Panther Party, Australian resistance organisations like 
the Federal Council for the Advancement of Aboriginals 
and Torres Strait Islanders (FCAATSI) and the Queensland 
Council for the Advancement of Aborigines and Torres 
Strait Islanders (QCAATSI), Trade Unions and Churches. 
They continued to highlight, both in Australia and 
overseas, the unacceptable draconian tactics and 
appalling conditions and treatment of Aboriginal 
people on Queensland Government reserves.  FCAATSI 
and QCAATSI and other resistance organisations 
lobbied the Commonwealth as well as the UN to hold 
a referendum to enable the constitution to be altered 
to remove discriminatory provisions and to allow the 
Federal Government the power to legislate on behalf of 
Aboriginal people. After the Commonwealth agreed to 
hold a referendum in 1967, nearly 90% of the Australian 
population voted to have the constitution amended 
leaving the Commonwealth with no more excuses 
for not intervening on behalf of Aboriginal people in 
Queensland.

After the 1967 referendum, the Commonwealth 
was initially reluctant to ‘intrude unnecessarily’ and 
committed to maintaining the ‘status quo’ in relation to 
States’ responsibilities to Aboriginal people. However, 
the Commonwealth’s need to have UN conventions 
ratified dictated its policy commitments in relation to the 
treatment and condition of Aboriginal people.

In 1968 the Commonwealth announced its plans to 
establish the Council for and Office of Aboriginal Affairs 
Chaired by Herbert (Nugget) Coombs, the former 
Reserve Bank Chair. Coombs understood the need to 
provide services for Aboriginal people particularly since 
the enhanced collection and collation of census data 
in relation to Aboriginal people after the referendum 
highlighted not only the extent of suffering but the rapid 
growth rate of Aboriginal populations.  Coombs was keen 
to provide health and housing services for Aboriginal 
populations as well as enhance economic development 
with land allocations. The Queensland Government 

opposed the provision of services to Aboriginal people 
outside of State reserves. The Queensland Government 
was also strongly opposed to any form of land rights for 
Aboriginal people. 

With the enhanced involvement of the UN and the 
continuing relationship with resistance organisations, the 
Commonwealth had to not only address the suffering 
and treatment of Aboriginal populations, but also had 
to remove racist legislation from all Australian statutes 
(including its own). It was forced to commit to a program 
of land rights for Aboriginal peoples to address the 
disadvantage associated with the dispossession of lands 
by the colonisation process.  The UN also demanded 
Australia put anti-discrimination legislation in place.  
By 1975, the Commonwealth had removed its own 
discriminatory legislation, undertaken an investigation 
into a national land rights program by engaging Justice 
Woodward, and introduced the Racial Discrimination 
Act 1975 as well as the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders (Queensland Discriminatory Laws) Act, 1975. 
The latter was introduced specifically to over-ride the 
1971 Queensland Act which the State Government 
had refused to acknowledge contained discriminatory 
provisions involving the confiscation of earnings and 
property of Aboriginal workers. Though, according to 
John Pilger, no federal government ever enforced the 
1975 Act about Queensland.  

While the Racial Discrimination Act was watered down 
to a conciliatory process, its introduction along with 
the engagement of Justice Woodward and the removal 
of overtly racist legislation cleared the way for the 
Commonwealth to have UN conventions ratified.  The 
Commonwealth also established the National Aboriginal 
Consultative Congress (NACC) in 1973 and informed the 
public it would be advised by the representatives elected 
from across Australia.  However, the Federal Government 
failed to fund NACC’s secretariat or to take advice that it 
either could not address or did not agree with. Arguably, 
the NACC was put into place to quieten the growing 
Aboriginal activism which was in constant contact with 
not only the UN but other international resistance 
organisations.

Indisputably it was the need to avert UN and 
international criticism in order to have conventions 
ratified that saw the Commonwealth remove or over-ride 
racist legislation and address the appalling treatment 
and condition of Aboriginal people in Queensland. Yet 
as clearly demonstrated here, the Aboriginal policies 
of all Governments were merely modified into more 
acceptable methods of colonisation that could avert 
international criticism.

In 2014 and with decolonialisation almost complete, 
the critical United Nations' body is the United Nations 
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues which first met 
in 2002. The UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (UNDRIP) was adopted by the UN General 
Assembly in September 2007. Only four countries, 
Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the United States, 
voted against. In 2009, the Rudd Government reversed 
the position that had been taken by the Howard 
Government and endorsed the UN Declaration.  The 
Howard Government based its opposition on claims 
that the declaration allowed customary law to override 
legislative law. The current Attorney George Brandis said 
in 2009 that the UN Declaration had provisions 'that go 
well beyond the rights recognised in Australian domestic 
law'. He said it conferred the right to seek compensation 
for land taken without permission and to veto projects 
affecting land, without providing recognition for the 
rights of third parties.  

As the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social 
Justice Commissioner said The Declaration is the most 
comprehensive tool we have available to advance the 
rights of Indigenous peoples.  The Australian Human 
Rights Commission in its Community Guide to the 
Declaration says that the preamble makes some key 
points including that 

The UN and international law have an important 
role in protecting the rights of Indigenous peoples. 
Governments cannot avoid international scrutiny for 
the mistreatment of their Indigenous peoples.

Professor James Anaya's is the United Nations Special 
Rapporteur on the human rights and fundamental 
freedoms of indigenous people. His 2010 report on 
the Situation of Indigenous peoples in Australia is a 
good example of international scrutiny. For example, 
Anaya says that the leasing scheme under the National 
Partnership on Remote Indigenous Housing 

Promotes individual land tenure to the detriment 
of traditional indigenous communal land tenure 
and diminishes indigenous control over lands that 
traditionally have been held collectively. In this 
regard, the individualization of lands could implicate 
threats to indigenous peoples’ cultural integrity and 
way of life, in addition to affronting their property 
rights.  

In a detailed review of the Northern Territory 
Intervention and after taking account of changes made 

by the ALP Government, he 

reiterates the need to fully purge the NTER of its 
racially discriminatory  character and conform it to 
relevant international standards, through a process 
genuinely driven by the voices of the affected 
indigenous people. 

Self-determination, rights to ownership and control, 
cultural integrity and to free, prior and informed consent 
are some of the recurring themes of the UN Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. The United Nations 
has established the Permanent Forum on Indigenous 
Issues which has a mandate to discuss indigenous issues 
related to economic and social development, culture, the 
environment, education, health and human rights. The 
United Nations World Conference on Indigenous Peoples 
will be held in New York in September 2014. 

The themes of the Conference are set out in the Alta 
Outcome Document named after the global preparatory 
meeting held in the Sami Parliament in Alma. The four 
themes are right of self determination and permanent 
sovereignty over lands, territories, resources, air, ice, 
oceans and waters, mountains and forests; UN system 
action for the implementation of the rights of Indigenous 
Peoples; Implementation of the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples; Indigenous Peoples’ priorities for Development 
with free, prior and informed consent.

The final paragraph of the Alta Document is 

We further call upon States to ensure the full, equal 
and effective participation of Indigenous Peoples 
in the development of mechanisms to ensure 
that ecosystem based sustainable development 
is equitable, non-discriminatory, participatory, 
accountable, and transparent, with equality, consent 
and decolonization as important overarching themes 
that protect, recognize and respect the rights of 
Indigenous Peoples and that are in harmony with the 
sacredness of Mother Earth.

This could set a new standard for Australia as a whole.

* All views in this paper are the private views of the 
author, Dr Valerie Cooms, and in no way reflect the 
view of the National Native Title Tribunal where 
she currently works as a Member.

Full references for this article are available in the on-
line edition 
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On the Road to 
Recognition
by Tanya Hosch*

Tanya Hosch, deputy campaign 
director for the growing movement 
to recognise Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples in 
Australia’s Constitution, explains 
why recognition and removing 
discrimination from our national 
rule book matters to every 
Australian.

On one of the late lingering days of 
autumn last May, two thousand people 
turned up to Melbourne’s Federation 
Square to hear some speeches about a 
Constitution. 

It was the morning after Dreamtime at the G, and scores 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander leaders and 
senior political figures from across the party spectrum 
had come together to pledge themselves in pursuit of a 
great task for the nation: fixing the silence of Australia’s 
founding document about the long and impressive 
story of our country’s first peoples, and removing 
discrimination from it.  

In the crowd, as well as on the stage, there were many 
familiar faces. Legendary Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander campaigners and political leaders of every 
hue could be spied amongst the young families and 
schoolchildren, the pensioners and the parishioners 
who had turned out to be part of this journey towards a 
referendum. 

And together, we walked the first kilometre of Australia’s 
Journey to Recognition. The crowd was led by AFL legend 
Michael Long, in a tribute to his walk to Canberra almost 
a decade earlier.

In the ten months since, that relay has travelled over 
17,300 kilometres.

Travelling through 130 communities, it has connected 
with over 10,500 Australians.

It has held more than 140 events and meetings and 
worked closely with over 200 organisations.

And in important moments such as these, a movement 
has begun to grow.

In tiny towns and big cities, more everyday Australians 
and community leaders have begun to take personal 
ownership of making the case for this recognition 
referendum in their own families, workplaces, 
institutions, sports clubs and houses of worship.

They have given speeches at school assemblies and 
written email bulletins to staff. They have asked 
organisations to adopt a statement of support and 
commitment to the principles of this movement. And 
they have worn the R for Recognise, as a way to spark 
conversations with other Australians about the task 
ahead and the responsibility we have to complete it. 

Most importantly, they have invested their own time, 
energy, time and commitment in the recognition 
movement.

And, as a result, 180,000 Australians are now supporters 
of Recognise.

That growing number is a credit to the leadership of 
many people across the nation.

But we know that number needs to keep growing as we 
build further and deeper ownership for an idea that can 
be traced back decades in the calls of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander leaders in our country.

And so we need your leadership, too, in the months 
ahead.

A joint select committee of the Parliament has been 
asked to extend the Expert Panel’s important work 
in 2011 and “to build a secure, strong, multi-partisan 

parliamentary consensus around the timing, specific 
content and wording of referendum proposals for 
Indigenous constitutional recognition”.

This year there will also be a parallel review of public 
readiness for a referendum, by a panel comprising 
former Deputy Prime Minister John Anderson, senior 
federal public servant Richard Eccles and myself.

While these processes are underway, and are taking 
input from Australians across the nation, there is another 
piece of important work that also must be done.

It’s the work already begun with the Journey to 
Recognition.

It’s the work of building that unstoppable momentum 
from the Australian people.

For while the leadership of political figures will be crucial, 
so will ours.

All of us who are working hard for this goal are guided 
and inspired by the feat of the great 1967 referendum 
campaigners, and the example they set us.

For in their deeds, they showed us the kind of unity, 
discipline, partnerships and coalitions that must be built 
for referendum success in this country.

We know that referenda are hard to win, even with a 
proposition that is so just.

The double majority required for victory – an overall 
national majority plus majorities in four of the six states 
– is a very high bar to clear.

And that is why nothing can be left to chance, and 
everyone’s active leadership in pursuit of this shared 
achievement is crucial.

Among the many voices heard at the Journey to 
Recognition launch last May, there was a consistent 
theme.

Those senior leadership figures from such different 
backgrounds and political leanings were beginning to 
flex some new muscles – muscles of cooperation and 
coalition building and consensus and setting aside the 
differences they have on many other issues to find 
common ground on this one. These muscles will need to 
be in top shape as we head towards a referendum date. 

Greens and Labor MPs will need to work side by side 
with Liberals and Nationals. And all of them will need to 
work with the wide spectrum of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander leaders – just as we will with political 
figures.

Among the many things said on that day the relay was 
launched, Indigenous Affairs Minister Jenny Macklin 
spoke of how referendum success required a people’s 
movement, and Opposition Leader Tony Abbott 
declared: “This is a journey we have to embark upon and 
complete.” Former Australian of the Year Mick Dodson 
reassured his fellow Australians that: “There’s nothing to 
fear about it. It’s the proper thing to do for our country.” 
And Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice 
Commissioner Mick Gooda said of recognition that “this 
is going to be a good thing for Australia.” As she walked 
that day, young recognition campaigner Charlee-Sue 
Frail – now one of the coordinators of the Recognise This 
youth offshoot of the broader Recognise campaign – was 
inspired by the grace and forgiveness of an Elder she 
walked alongside, a member of the Stolen Generations 
who had found it in her heart to forgive and who talked 
about why she wanted to see this day of this recognition 
come.

And on the walk along the banks of the Yarra, on the 
traditional lands of the Kulin nations, it was the actor 
Aaron Pedersen who reminded us how changing a few 
words in a document can have a profound ability to bring 
us together in shared pride about the awe-inspiring story 
of our nation’s first peoples.

People can start to be proud of the long history of this 
country, because for me, it’s the longest living culture 
in the world, and to have a connection to that, makes 
us so unique in the world, makes us so unique as a 
country.

Sign up today at www.recognise.org.au and get active in 
the movement.

* Tanya Hosch is deputy campaign director for 
Recongise the growing movement to recognise 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in 
Australia’s Constitution
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A new model
for fairness in 
employment  
by John Buchanan*

The reality of work in contemporary Australia 
is hugely different from the conventional 
narrative that everyone who wants a good job 
can get one. Instead, limited private sector 
job growth and deteriorating job security 
are making employment economically and 
socially unsustainable. 
Employment is now the bearer of inequality and 
unfairness. Output per worker has nearly doubled over 
the last three decades but average real wages have 
improved only slightly. The wages share of GDP dropped 
from 62 to 52 per cent between 1978 and 2010. This 
is a massive shift in national income and means the 
resources that provide material welfare for the bulk of 
the population through paid employment have been 
shrinking.  

There is a gulf between the sources of economic 
prosperity and where net jobs growth has occurred. 
Growth in the mining and finance sectors has made 
substantial contributions to GDP but these sectors have 

Australia currently has one of the lowest unemployment 
rates of any country within the OECD but this gives a 
misleading picture of Australia’s employment portfolio, 
which has a high degree of fragmentation.  One of the 
greatest changes has been the demise of standard 
working hours. In aggregate, approximately a third of 
the workforce works part-time, a third works extended 
hours, and a third 'ordinary hours' of 35 – 40 per week. 
There are significant gender differences with a larger 
proportion of women than men working part-time but 
the fall in the proportion working 35 – 40 hour per week 
is common to both genders. The result is that men's 
relative position in the labour market has been slipping.

Towards more sustainable employment 
The recasting of Australia’s employment portfolio cannot 
be attributed to the ascendancy of ‘free market’ policies 
alone. The changes accelerated in the early 1980s – a 
period when a Labor government, running an active 
incomes policy with union support, held office. While 
three decades of neoliberal inspired policies may have 
made the situation worse, the current problems have 
deeper roots in the structure of the economy and the 
labour market. 

The problem has not primarily been whether there has 
been any productivity growth. Rather, the really big 
change has been in its distribution between wages and 
profits. A huge shift in how the uncertainties (or risks) of 
life are managed underpins this. The responsibility for 
managing the risks of life has shifted from governments 
to households and the risks of production and work 
shifted from large businesses to workers and smaller 
players in production networks. The relative decline 
of males in the labour market has come from the 
new growth regime based on inequality and not the 
feminisation of work.

Where will the future jobs come from? 
Governments, we are frequently told, cannot ‘pick 
winners’. This leaves the failures of the alternative 
regime – that of leaving the outcome to ‘the market’- 
unquestioned.  Yet the market has problems of its own, 
not the least being deteriorating job quality, including 
labour under utilisation and disgruntled full timers 
working extended hours.  

There are frequent calls by employers in growth sectors 
for assistance in overcoming ‘skill shortages’. Yet these 
shortages are not so much supply side failures as the 
end result of workforce development regimes that have 
left few resources, especially time, for the development 
of practical know how on the job. The starkest examples 
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come from Australia’s two largest export earning sectors: 
mining and agriculture. Together they account for the 
bulk of Australia’s export income, yet companies in both 
sectors have reported chronic problems in recruiting and 
retaining labour. 

The case of mining is particularly instructive since labour 
shortages coincide with the highest wages in the country. 
This shows that labour market ‘prices’ do not lead to 
sustainable adjustment in ‘quantities’ and that the 
market is not the way to quickly create large numbers of 
quality jobs. 

New jobs and new workers need nurturing, not market 
mechanisms. They must be based on notions of human 
capability, vocational streams and support structures that 
pool risks and give workers and businesses more capacity 
to adapt to rapidly changing circumstances. 

Supporting changing life courses 
According to the Harvester Man model of employment, 
men went to school, worked as breadwinners, had a 
brief retirement and then died. Women went to school, 
worked briefly prior to marriage, left work once married 
to care for the household and then died. 

 Life was never as straightforward as this but it provided 
a useful approximation for reality until the 1960s. Life 
courses today are now far more diverse. As Günther 
Schmid describes, there are now four key transitions 
involving work on the one hand and education, family 
formation, spells of non-paid work and retirement. 
Hours of work and time out of the labour market vary as 
people move between these transitions. Currently the 
transitions are not only experienced as more choice – 
which is desirable, but as a source of stress – especially in 
the squeeze on discretionary time.  

Changed working time arrangements as well as income 
and social support are needed to help people navigate 
increasingly diverse life courses. This requires a 
renewal of the welfare state. Recent research on Nordic 
capitalisms and globalisation has established that strong, 
effective social policies based on universal entitlements 
have been integral to some of the most successful 
models of economic development and renewal in our 
turbulent times. 

The class dimension: sustainably managing the 
productivity dividend 
The Australian economy has been producing a significant 
economic surplus but with the shift in factor shares most 
has accrued to large firms able to push risks and cost on 

not been the dynamos for employment growth. Rather it 
has been driven by healthcare and community services, 
professional and technical services and administrative 
services much of it in the public sector. 

The rise of female workforce participation has been 
one of the most dramatic changes. Overall increases in 
female workforce participation have not been matched 
by equal access to all domains of work and both a 
significant gender wage gap and sex-based occupational 
segregation remain.

 Yet, there has been a profound shift in the relative 
proportions of men and women holding low pay jobs. 
While a larger proportion of women than men are 
still low paid, the difference between the male and 
female rates of low paid work is shrinking. In short, a 
growing proportion of men find themselves in low wage 
jobs – while for Australian women at least the relative 
proportion in low paid work has been relatively stable.  

Productivity growth has not been used to generate new 
sources of sustainable jobs in the private sector or to 
create jobs that promote innovation, skills deepening 
or employee well being. Instead, the public sector has 
been needed to make up for anaemic growth in the 
private sector and there has been deterioration in job 
quality, especially hours of work, that compromises flows 
of economic and social reproduction. At the same time 
the prevailing business models have shifted risks from 
governments to households and from large firms to 
workers and smaller businesses.
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to workers and smaller businesses.  A better alignment 
of risks and rewards in economic life is needed that 
would result in more – not less – investment in adaptive 
capacity and support for navigating the challenges of 
labour market transitions.  

This will only occur if a social (or productivity) coalition 
emerges committed to such an alignment. In the past 
this was achieved through full employment supported 
by an industrial relations system that monitored and 
actively realigned movements between wages, prices 
and productivity.  

The challenge is not to restore the old regime – it 
was not without its faults, especially for women and 
other disadvantaged groups in the labour market. The 
notion of active coordination was, however, sound and 
needs to be extended.  In today’s world, a progressive 
productivity coalition would need to involve and give 
voice not just to workers, employers and government 
but also NGO’s covering the disadvantaged and labour 
market intermediaries such as labour hire, group training 
and employment services providers. This coalition 
needs an agenda about the sustainable generation and 
distribution of productivity improvements since the 
current approach to productivity management is clearly 
inadequate.  

Conclusion 
After the upheavals of the 1890s and 1930s, Australia 
struck out in new directions away from the laissez 

faire and pioneered better ways of promoting the 
well being of its population.  It is time we recovered 
this self-confidence.  Many of the legacies of those 
earlier, innovative times remain including an extensive 
award system, a strong trades training system, strong 
public education and health systems and a widespread 
consensus about the importance of increasing the 
number and quality of jobs as the basis for ensuring all 
citizens share the benefits of growth.   

The challenge is not to return to some mythical golden 
age. While the achievements of the past were real they 
did not represent perfection.  The struggle for women’s 
equality has been long and many challenges remain – 
especially in the provision of care.  The struggles for the 
rights of the Indigenous and the disabled populations 
– especially in terms of labour market access – have, in 
many ways, only just begun.  So the issue remains, we 
have choices to make – and we need to make better 
ones.  

*John Buchanan is the Director of the Workplace 
Research Centre, University of Sydney

This is an edited and shortened version of Changing 
employment portfolios and inclusive growth in Australia 
by John Buchanan, Gary Dymski, Julie Froud, Sukhdev 
Johal, Karel Williams and Serena Yu in the book 
Inclusive Growth in Australia: Social Policy as Economic 
Investment, edited by Paul Smyth John Buchanan, Allen 
& Unwin, 2013.

Then there have been repeated reports of the increasing 
difficulty of first home buyers to enter the housing 
market. The problem largely arises from the expanding 
proportion of houses being purchased for investment to 
achieve capital gain, both by increasing numbers of non-
resident overseas buyers and by local buyers. The latter 
have been encouraged by negative gearing, costing the 
budget, and thus taxpayers, around $7 billion annually. 
But neither the Government nor Opposition have offered 
the obvious solutions to this ongoing housing crisis.

………………

The Abbott government’s changes to, or attempts to 
remove, legislation of the previous government have 
included amendments to Labor’s Future of Financial 
Advice legislation, originally designed to give greater 
protection to consumers paying for financial advice. 
Commissions were disallowed to help clients’ interests to 
be placed ahead of those of their advisers. The recently 
‘stepped down’ Assistant Treasurer, Arthur Sinodinos, 
reinstated these commissions and, to use the words 
of Fairfax’s business columnist, Michael West, this was 
‘a boon for the banks’. And it was a decision from a 
person who stood to make $20 million if he secured an 
Australian Water Holdings contract with Sydney Water 
and who received $200,000 a year from AWH for two 
hours a week’s work. 

Similar corporate support has come from the Assistant 
Health Minister. She recently allowed her chief-of staff, 
who with his wife runs a lobby firm for the packaged 
food industry, to remove a website which lists packaged 
foods on a star rating according to their healthiness. The 
previous government developed this policy over two 
years.

The amendment to Labor’s legislation with perhaps the 
most profound impact has been the abolition of the 
Climate Change Commission, the Government’s climate 
advisory authority.  Subsequent attempts to abolish the 
Climate Change Authority and the Clean Energy Finance 
Corporation were blocked by the Senate but could 
succeed when a new Senate takes its place this July. 

The attempt to repeal the mining tax was also blocked 
in the Senate. When, and if, the Abbott Government 
succeeds in getting this change through, it will prevent 
the government, and therefore the community, having 
access to a share of the super profits of the mining 
industry, which is 70% foreign owned. The Senate’s 
blocking of the Government’s attempt to abolish the 
carbon tax has also saved an annual loss to government 
revenue of $7.6 billion, but that too is likely to be only 
temporary until the new Senate is in place in July.
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The Abbott 
Government’s 
Damning Record 
by Harold Levien*

During the six months since the Coalition 
achieved government it has pursued an 
extraordinary mix of behaviours and 
policies.  Its inaction to major economic 
events has had disastrous impacts on the 
future of the economy. It has amended 
or attempted to remove legislation of the 
previous government, including the attempted 
emasculation of the Labor Government’s 
climate change policy. It has done a policy 
backflip with a double somersault over the 
Gonski education reforms.  It has performed 
a hypocritical reinterpretation of the deficit 
policy it regularly espoused prior to the 
elections. It has made continual attacks on our 
most respected media organisation, the ABC, 
while it cosies up to our least respected media 
group, the Murdoch empire. Meanwhile, 
foreign affairs blunders have trashed relations 
with both our largest neighbour, Indonesia, 
and our smallest neighbour, East Timor, with 
whom our morality and empathy with the less 
fortunate appear to ‘ have been buried and 
cremated’, to quote the Coalition leader on 
another matter. 
The ‘inactions’ in chronological order started with 
the Coca-Cola Amatil threat to close SPC Ardmona, 
Australia’s last remaining fruit cannery. That business 
has been at least temporarily saved by the Victorian 
Government’s financial assistance, probably because it 
is facing elections this year on an electoral knife-edge. 
The announced closure of Ford, Holden, and Toyota - a 
complete wipe-out of our motor vehicle industry by 
2017 - received no policy response. And when QANTAS 
announced a six months loss of $252 million and a plan 
to sack 5,000 workers the Government  simply sought 
the Senate’s approval (not granted) for the domestic 
(profitable) arm of the airline to become majority foreign 
owned.  
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The Government’s major turnabout on the budget deficit 
deserves particularly critical comment. Throughout the 
three years prior to the elections and during the six 
months since, the Coalition furiously attacked the size of 
Labor’s budget deficit, despite the fact it was one of the 
lowest among the developed economies. Yet since the 
elections it has taken action, it appears deliberately, to 
increase the deficit. The reason presumably is its ability 
to quote a figure of the ‘immensity’ of the deficit and 
then to attribute this to the previous government.  Since 
the elections it has done this on countless occasions 
in press and TV interviews.  Its $8 billion grant to the 
Reserve Bank was not requested; and it has reinstated 
the fringe benefits tax for motor vehicles, which the 
previous government cancelled as a tax rort, costing tax 
revenue nearly $2 billion over four years. The Senate’s 
defeat of the Government’s bill to abolish the carbon tax 
must have brought the Government mixed feelings since 
it ensured the deficit would be much less than it would 
otherwise have been.

………………

Industry policy, or its absence, is a particularly 
contentious area. This is highlighted by the two major 
economic issues since the change of government – 
announced car plant closures and the failing policies 
of QANTAS. In both cases it is worthwhile examining 
possible alternative responses.

The pending demise of the motor vehicle 
industry
Following the announced demise of Toyota, which is set 
to be our last motor vehicle manufacturer in Australia, 
neither the Prime Minister nor the Opposition Leader 
offered a solution. Yet Australia is a rich sophisticated 
economy.  During World War 2, when Australia’s 
economy was a small fraction of our current economy, 
the government quickly organised the efficient 
production of a great deal of sophisticated defence 
equipment, from planes to tanks. This was an example of 
what necessity and political vision could achieve.

We now have the skilled work force to design and 
produce motor vehicles. We have the equipment which 
presumably could be purchased from Toyota and from 
the other car companies closing down. We have a new 
annual car market exceeding 1.1 million sales, leaving 
aside potential exports, more than enough to sustain 
one competent manufacturer producing a high-tech 
electric or hybrid vehicle which could save consumers 
from $50 to well over $100 a week on escalating petrol 
costs. At the same time it could lead to a huge reduction 
in carbon pollution. We have three years to organise it. 
Perhaps this could be achieved, at the outset, through 
partnership with Toyota producing a Koala, say, lower-
cost version of its Prius. On the other hand, to do nothing 
will cost the Australian economy dearly:  increased 

unemployment, including the multiplier effects on other 
parts of the economy, possibly exceeding 100,000 people 
whose jobs are at risk, and probably over $1 billion in 
annual unemployment and other social service payments 
for several years. There are also the enormous human 
costs.

QANTAS
The QANTAS bombshell showed there is now only one 
way of ensuring QANTAS continues as an Australian 
airline with both its domestic and foreign arms: returning 
it to public ownership as existed before Keating’s 
1993 privatisation. QANTAS is an integral part of the 
Australian economy, directly employing 32,000 and 
indirectly responsible for the employment of many 
thousands more servicing its operations. QANTAS has 
been part of the Australian ethos for generations and 
an Australian icon throughout the world. Its current and 
previous board and CEOs have driven the company into 
its present quagmire through outsourcing much critical 
maintenance, abandoning key overseas destinations thus 
narrowing its clientele, diverting international passengers 
flying to a European destination other than London to 
a foreign airline in Dubai, closing down the airline in 
2011 ‘to stand up to the unions’ and stranding scores 
of thousands of passengers,  establishing several Asian 
Jetstar airlines which have incurred substantial losses, 
loading QANTAS with much of the cost of servicing 
Jetstar, and entering into cut-throat competition with 
Virgin causing substantial excess capacity on competing 
routes.

 Should the Government stand aside while QANTAS now 
sacks 5,000 workers? To return it to public ownership, 
as is the norm in many developed economies, would 
not cost taxpayers a dollar. Yet the taxpayer cost of its 
current downsizing, let alone its possible demise, will be 
huge through the inevitable unemployment and social 
service payments. The Government could readily borrow 
to purchase QANTAS’ current $2 billion share capital—
close to its lowest ever price. With interest rates also at 
an all-time low, the annual interest cost would be under 
$80 million and become part of QANTAS’ cost structure 
as a public corporation.  A new competent Board and 
CEO, combined with a less accommodating government 
policy to foreign subsidised airlines, could soon return 
QANTAS to profitability. This occurred in New Zealand 
after their national carrier was renationalised. It would 
then be appropriate to spell out the important role of 
our national airline.  

It is difficult to understand why a Government prepared 
to spend $36 billion of taxpayers money on building 12 
new submarines (for what purpose?) is unprepared to 
borrow $2 billion to buy a long established enterprise 
iconic in Australia and throughout the world.  To put it 
in perspective, it should be noted that superannuation 
funds are increasing by over $130 billion annually! Public 
ownership of QANTAS could actually be at no cost to 
the budget since, as explained above, the borrowing 
and interest payments would become part of QANTAS’ 
balance sheet.  By contrast, the proposed taxpayer 
funded submarine program was described by Fairfax’s 
conservative columnist, Paul Sheehan, as ‘one of… the 
most dysfunctional, most wasteful and most misguided 
programs’.

The current priority of a privately owned QANTAS is 
to make profits for shareholders. Under Government 
ownership the priority was, and should be, to run a 
quality, safe airline. Even if it were only to ‘break even’, 
it could once again become an airline of which all 
Australians could be proud and which would serve as a 
symbol to the world of Australia as a modern, well-run 
nation. Simply in expanded trade and tourism this could 
annually be worth several billions to the economy and 
therefore more than pay for itself. Facing such an obvious 
solution, where is the Labor Opposition leadership? 

………………

With such a damning record, the Government’s support 
ought to have shrunk considerably - certainly by much 
more than its minimal diminution so far. The explanation 
cannot be only the ignorance of the electorate and the 
fawning support of the Murdoch Press. It must partly 
lie with the lack of Opposition leadership in strongly 
presenting appealing alternative policies. 

* After graduating in arts/ economics in the 
50’s Harold Levien began and edited a monthly 
journal of comment entitled Voice, The Australian 
Independent Monthly. It’s outlook was similar 
to that of Australian Options. It lasted 5 years 
and reached a circulation of 6,500. Following its 
demise he taught economics. Since retirement he 
writes occasional articles for journals and on line 
websites.
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Debts and Deficits: 
A Primer
by Jim Stanford*

Introduction: Never Let a Crisis Go to Waste
By any yardstick – international, historical, financial – 
Australia’s public finances are strong and stable.  There 
is no question about government’s ability to pay its bills.  
Indeed, government could certainly mobilize additional 
resources to finance expanded public sector activity, if 
Australians decided that was appropriate.

But this fiscal strength is inconvenient to the Coalition’s 
ultimate goal of rewriting the social contract, privatizing 
big parts of the state, and retrenching public services.  
It wants to do these things not because they are 
fiscally necessary, but because they will cement the 
economic and social power of corporations and the 
wealthy individuals who own them.  So they invoke 
strong rhetoric about fiscal “crisis” to facilitate political 
acceptance of painful (but unnecessary) cutbacks.

The government appointed a National Commission of 
Audit (led, incredibly, by the President of the Business 
Council of Australia) to provide a pseudo-rational 
(but heavily biased) justification for cuts.  Coalition 
ministers invoke fiscal constraint to justify all austerity: 
cutting industry aid, cutting health care, deferring 
the age pension.  And like incoming governments 
everywhere, it accuses the former Labor administration 
of mismanagement, “leaving the cookie jar bare.”  
They throw around numbers that sound big and scary.  
And their mid-year fiscal outlook was clearly aimed 
at promoting fiscal panic, with spending and deficit 
estimates that were transparently inflated.

These are old tricks in the neoliberal book.  But they 
could work again if we aren’t ready to innoculate 

Australians against this coming fiscal “shock therapy.”  
The coming 2014-15 budget will be a watershed moment 
in the Coalition’s strategy.  Progressives must be ready to 
reject the false language of fiscal crisis, to defend each 
and every public program that is worth defending on 
the basis of its social benefit, and to show that a strong, 
positive public sector can be sustainably funded long into 
the future.

Deficit and Debt
The deficit measures the difference between the 
government’s revenue (inflow) and its outflow 
(expenditures) in any given period of time (usually one 
year).  If the government takes in more than it spends, it 
has a surplus (the opposite of a deficit).  

The government’s debt is the cumulative sum of all 
previous deficits up to that point in time.  The debt is a 
bigger issue than the deficit: it usually takes many years 
of deficits to build up a big debt, and it takes longer to 
reduce the debt.  [Making things more confusing, the 
debt is sometimes called the “accumulated deficit.”]

Debts and deficits are usually reported in simple dollar 
terms, so they sound very large.  Just like any other 
national macroeconomic variable, they are measured in 
tens or hundreds of billions of dollars.  Australia’s federal 
deficit last fiscal year (running from July 1 2012 through 
July 1 2013) was $23.5 billion; the Coalition currently 
predicts that it will expand to $41.8 billion this year 
(though that prediction is clearly exaggerated to justify 
coming cutbacks).  The net federal debt was $153 billion 
as of July 1 2013.

However, like for any borrower, the amount of debt 
in dollars is meaningless without considering the 
borrower’s ability to finance that debt – and that, in 
turn, depends mainly on the borrower’s income.  (It 
also depends on interest rates.)  That’s why when an 
individual goes to a bank to borrow money for a home 
or a car, the first question they are asked is: “Do you 
have a job, and what is your income?”  A debt of any 

given size is less worry if the borrower has a high 
income (allowing them to comfortably pay the 

interest and ultimately repay the loan).

For public debt, the best 
measure, therefore, is the 
ratio of deficit or debt to GDP.  
Australia’s GDP in fiscal 2012-13 
was over $1.5 trillion.  So the 
actual federal deficit in 2012-13 
was just 1.5% of GDP.  Not much 
at all.  And the federal debt at 
year’s end was 10% of GDP.

Are Australia’s Deficit and Debt 
Large?
Table 1 lists the deficit and debt-
to-GDP ratios for Australia, several 
other major countries, and the 
overall averages for the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD).  [The OECD 
figures for Australia differ from the 
official government figures above, 
because they correspond to calendar 
2012, and include state governments.]

Australia’s total government deficit 
and debt (for all levels of government) 
are much smaller than in most other 
countries.  Australia’s deficit in 2012 
was about half the OECD average, and 
the debt was one-seventh the OECD 
average.  In the U.S., the deficit was 
over 9% of GDP (close to three times Australia’s), and 
debt was 80% of GDP (eight times Australia’s).  Many 
other countries have even larger public debt.

Another factor to keep in mind is that interest rates on 
government debt are very low, and likely to stay that way 
(due to continuing weakness in the global economy).  
So the cost of servicing public debt is reduced further.  
Last year, for example, the Commonwealth government 
spent only 0.6% of GDP on debt service charges – one-
third as much as it spent in the mid-1980s.

So never mind the “big numbers” invoked by Coalition 
leaders in the months ahead.  In any real economic 
sense, Australia’s debt and deficit are small.  There is no 
fiscal crisis here.

What Causes the Deficit?
Annual deficits (and, if those deficits last, longer-run 
increases in debt) can occur for different reasons.  
The most important factor is the state of the overall 
economy.  Deficits automatically grow during a 
recession: workers lose their jobs, incomes decline, and 
income tax revenue shrinks.  Discretionary consumer 
spending also declines, and hence GST revenues are lost.  
Profits also fall in a recession, and so do corporate tax 
revenues.  Finally, there will be at least some automatic 
increase in government spending on unemployment 
insurance and other social benefits during the 
downturn (although the generosity of those payouts 
has been reduced during the neoliberal era).  So a 
recession automatically creates a deficit – even without 
discretionary stimulus spending.

Australia’s deficit mostly reflects these cyclical factors, 
rather than a longer-term structural mismatch 
between revenues and expenditures.  After all, the 
Commonwealth experienced six straight years of fiscal 
surplus until 2008.  Australia can afford to pay for existing 
public programs (and more) – so long as unemployment 
is reduced, incomes are repaired, and tax revenues are 
consequently repaired.  Putting people back to work is 
the best way to pay for current programs; that should 
be the left’s first line of defence against the coming 
cutbacks.

Must the Deficit and Debt be Eliminated?
The government does not need to balance its budget in 
any particular year.  Indeed, even trying to do so when 
the economy is weak is self-defeating and destructive.  
The government does not even need to balance its 
budget “over the cycle”: that is, with deficits in bad years 
alternating with surpluses in good years.

In fact, public debt can keep growing in the long-run at 
the same average rate as nominal GDP: this maintains a 
stable debt/GDP ratio (which, remember, is the best way 
to measure debt in the first place).  That would allow for 
relatively large occasional deficits (during the worst years 
of a recession), modest deficits most other years, and 
perhaps a balanced budget only during the peak years of 
an expansion.

In fact, when the G-20 finance ministers and central 
bankers met recently in Sydney, their only agreed 
statement on budget deficits was that fiscal policy 
should “support economic growth and job creation, 
while putting debt as a share of GDP on a sustainable 
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path.”  That is not a call for spending cuts (though the 
Coalition is trying to manipulate it as such).  To the 
contrary, even the G-20 recognized that government 
spending is essential to improving employment and 
incomes.  Stabilizing the debt-to-GDP ratio is the 
only ultimate constraint, and that does not remotely 
require the harsh austerity being planned by the Abbott 
government.

Consider a simple numerical example.  Instead of 
slashing spending to eliminate the deficit in a year or 
two, government could take a gradual approach.  Aim 
to reduce the deficit by, say, one-half point of GDP 
per year, relying on job-creation and rising incomes 
(underpinned by strong public investment) to do the 
heavy lifting.  (In contrast, the Coalition’s austerity, 
including the elimination of 12,000 public service jobs, 
would have the opposite, perverse effect: weakening 
employment and incomes, and exacerbating private-
sector job losses in construction, manufacturing, and 
airlines.)  Debt would stabilize relative to GDP within 
five years, at well under 20% – a fraction of debt 
levels in other OECD countries.  And Australians could 
continue to benefit from the public programs and 
services that currently exist.

Public debt plays several important, productive 
functions.  Deficits stabilize the economy during 
recessions.  Long-term public debt (especially when 
used to finance productive public 
investments) is beneficial, within 
limits.  In financial markets, a 
healthy level of government 
debt is also a positive force: it 
gives investors a rock-solid asset 
to stabilize their portfolios.  For 
all these reasons, any political 
leader who argues debt reduction 
or elimination must be the top 
priority is motivated by a political 
agenda, not an economic one.  
They are using fear of deficits and 
debt to downsize and privatize the 
state, permanently reduce social 
security, and undermine the living 
standards of ordinary Australians.

*Jim Stanford is economist with Unifor, Canada’s largest private sector trade union.  He is currently a 
visiting scholar at the Political Economy program at Sydney University.  He is one of the co-authors of the 
Alternative Federal Budget, an annual project of the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives which shows 
that Canadian budgets can be managed sustainably, while still paying for valuable social programs.  The 
AFB is available at www.policyalternatives.ca/afb2014.  Thanks to Tom Skladzien and Frank Stilwell for 
helpful comments.

Table 1
General Government Deficit and Debt

Selected OECD Countries, 2012
Deficit1

(% GDP)
Debt2

(% GDP)

Australia 3.5 10.9
U.S. 9.3 80.0
Japan 9.5 135.6
Germany -0.1 50.3
U.K. 6.2 69.3
France 4.8 70.3
Italy 2.9 113.2
Canada 3.4 43.6
Greece 9.0 102.5
OECD Average 5.9 68.3
Source: OECD Economic Outlook database.
1. Net annual lending, all levels of government.  A negative 

number (for Germany) indicates a surplus.
2. Net financial debt, all levels of government.

On War, Water and 
Information
by Travers McLeod*

Carl von Clausewitz told us war has always 
been shaped by the “spirit of the age” and 
adapted to the prevailing conditions of 
the era. One wonders whether Clausewitz 
envisaged the 24/7 news cycle when he 
penned these words. 
William Darley, a former U.S. Army Colonel and public 
affairs officer, gives Clausewitz the benefit of the 
doubt. He argues 'what we understand today as the 
specialties and disciplines' of modern Information 
Operations (otherwise known as “IO”) 'are in orientation 
and principle what Clausewitz may have had in mind 
when prescribing measures to deal with the "moral" 
dimension of war'. 

What Clausewitz may not have had in mind is Operation 
Sovereign Borders, Australia’s 'military-led, border 
security operation'. This article reflects on the IO of 
that operation. It begins from an assumption that the 
lessons learnt from recent wartime experiences in Iraq 
and Afghanistan may be apposite given the militarisation 
of the policy on asylum seekers and the framing of that 
policy as a matter of border protection and breach of 
sovereignty. The article reveals how IO has become a 
fundamental building block of modern war and how a 
lack of transparency can be counterproductive over the 
long-term. 

Governments and Information
The merits and methods of government provision, 
restriction and manipulation of information have long 
been debated. Provision of information is facilitated in 
a number of ways, including in response to freedom 
of information (FOI) requests. Tony Blair lamented the 
encroachment of FOI requests, which he championed, 
on the ability of governments to operate confidentially. 
Manipulation of information, on the other hand, is 
often attempted by governments to influence the media 
cycle. Former media adviser Sean Kelly described the 
Rudd Government’s 2009 attempt to wedge the Liberal-
National Opposition on an emissions trading scheme via 
a “media strategy” as a clear case of 'winning the battle 
and losing the war'. 

The Abbott Government’s early months were bereft of 
information and featured limited media appearances. 
This is not necessarily a bad thing. Too little time in 
government is spent thinking, planning and governing. 
Too much time can be spent spinning “the cycle”. 
Respected commentators such as Laurie Oakes, however, 
argued the Abbott Government had overcompensated 
on silence. The leading example has been Operational 
Sovereign Borders. Kelly described information flow here 
as 'between a trickle and a drought'. 

Information and War
Information Operations are an intricate aspect of 
modern war. The nature of the modern audiences and 
the ubiquitous, often uncontrolled, type of medium used 
for communication ensures this dimension is especially 
challenging. This is particularly so given messages that 
might historically have been tailored to specific wartime 
audiences are now intertwined with other audiences, 
especially those with access to the Internet. 

The Australian Defence Force (ADF) defines IO as 'the 
coordination of information effects to influence the 
decision-making and actions of a target audience and to 
protect and enhance our decision-making and actions in 
support of national interests'. Frank Hoffman, a former 
strategic planner for the U.S. Marine Corps, has dubbed 
IO’s objective 'manoeuvring against the mind', whereby 
'perception may matter more than factual results in the 
physical battlefield'.

In Iraq and Afghanistan it took U.S. forces some time to 
grapple with 'the rising salience of the virtual dimension' 
of armed conflict. Indeed, it is striking how unprepared 
the U.S. and other coalition countries were for the 
magnitude and velocity of information operations. In 
2006, then Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld conceded 
the U.S. deserved a “D” or “D+” for its job in the “battle 
of ideas”. What became increasingly apparent was the 
moral dimension of the information battlespace. This 
meant accurate, regular information became paramount. 
Commanders were told not to put “lipstick on pigs”. 

The importance of IO was particularly striking in 
detention operations. In his 2009 Campaign Assessment 
for Afghanistan, later leaked to the Washington Post, 
General McChrystal observed the 'Afghan people see 
U.S. detention as secretive and lacking in due process'. 
To overcome this, Combined Joint Interagency Task Force 
435 (CJIATF 435) was established to oversee detention 
and interrogation operations for all U.S. held detainees 
in Afghanistan. Of CJIATF’s six lines of operation, two 
stand out: the Engagement and Outreach Group, and 

Focus: The Organising Agenda
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the Legal Group. The latter was to 'identify gaps in the 
Rule of Law Framework … inhibiting U.S. and Afghan 
detention operations from completing their mission', 
and the former was to 'formulate and implement 
strategic communication and outreach as a proactive 
tool to protect and defend the truth of U.S. detention 
and interrogation practices'. 

CJIATF 435 was modeled on an Iraq Task Force. A 2008 
Strategic Communication Plan for that Task Force 
identified eight principles for communications, three 
of which are particularly relevant here: Rule of Law; 
Dignity; and Transparency. The execution of this plan 
became a “strategic priority”. On transparency, the 
plan was explicit. U.S. willingness to open up detention 
operations to public scrutiny was seen as an enabling 
vehicle for the U.S. to “influence public opinion of 
detainee operations” and demonstrate to the world 
that it respected 'the Rule of Law and individual 
human dignity'. The Plan concluded: 'The principle of 
transparency pertains to both action and intent. It must 
apply across all warfighting functions, to include areas 
traditionally considered to be protected.'

Sounds of Silence on the High Seas
In 2007, Australian Lieutenant Commander Chris Watson 
wrote 'the key for IO is choosing to release information 
to the media on one’s own terms, for example as 
regards the timing and quantity of material released'. He 
described IO and “Shaping and Influencing” as 'potent 
but underutilised tools available to government' during 
peacetime. 

The Federal Government appears to share this view. 
Those who designed Operation Sovereign Borders 
believe the campaign can be won through an absence of 
information. Militarisation, or the military coordination 
of policy execution, may have been pursued partly 
to control the flow of information. This invites 
considerations of the lessons learned about IO from 
recent wartime experiences. The Prime Minister has 
defended the secrecy of the current ‘battle’ by saying: 'if 
we were at war we wouldn’t be giving out information 
that is of use to the enemy just because we might have 
an idle curiosity about it ourselves'. 

British General Sir Graeme Lamb, a key adviser to 
General Petraeus and General McChrystal during the 
Iraq and Afghanistan wars, has said: 'the greatest 
common of the 21st century will be communications. 
Perceptions become reality.' This is something that 
should be borne in mind by those in charge of IO for 
Operation Sovereign Borders. One particular difficulty 
is multiple target audiences: Australians, regional 

governments (not least Indonesia), asylum seekers and 
people smugglers. A lack of footage from the High Seas 
and detention facilities also makes it problematic for 
actions to articulate a message in and of themselves. 
Those in charge would prefer no boats, and therefore 
no actions. No information means no boats. No boats 
means mission accomplished. The Prime Minister and 
Minister for Immigration and Border Protection declared 
as much at the end of March when they announced that 
no boat had reached Australian territory in 100 days.

Lieutenant General Angus Campbell, Commander of 
Operation Sovereign Borders, has stressed 'efforts with 
regard to the management of information are singularly 
focussed' on a particular combination of issues, namely: 
'avoiding advantage to people smugglers'; 'manipulation 
of potential clientele of people smugglers'; 'the safety of 
the Australian people'; and 'the management of bilateral 
and regional relationships and their sensitivities'. 
According to Lt Gen Campbell: 'Those issues in the 
context of this problem, Operation Sovereign Borders, 
is why I have come to a position on the management of 
public information relating to on-water activities'. 

Jim Molan, the Prime Minister’s Special Envoy for 
Operation Sovereign Borders, will be well aware of the 
significance of IO. Molan served as Chief Operations 
Officer under U.S. General George Casey in MNF-Iraq 
from 2004-2005. In his 2008 book, Running the War in 
Iraq, Molan describes how during the second Fallujah 
operation in Iraq in November 2004 he was instructed 
'in no uncertain terms' by General Casey to ensure a 

response to any media allegation of illegality within one 
hour. Molan described this as a 'manifestation of the 
information war', recounting: 'We were confident about 
winning the physical fight. The only question was at what 
cost. On the other hand, I was not so confident about 
winning the information war'.

Curiously, April 2014 marks the month Australia 
officially joins the Open Government Partnership, a 
multilateral initiative now boasting over 60 participating 
countries committed to 'more transparent, effective 
and accountable governments'. Signing up requires 
committing to 'improving access to information about 
government activities'. The IO in Operation Sovereign 
Borders, therefore, appears to run counter not only 
to the lessons of recent military campaigns but also 
moves towards greater transparency in government. 
The debate about its efficacy reveals the disconnect 
between those who argue for greater transparency of 
government, including military operations, and those 
who believe restricting information flow curtails the 
capacity of people smugglers to attract clients and do 
business. Additional unease exists because many 'clients' 
are found to be genuine refugees feeling persecution'. 

It would be folly to ignore the potential long-term 
impact of a lack of transparency about on-water actions 
and the conduct of detention operations. Silence may be 
correlated with tactical success in stemming the flow of 
boats, but risks longer-term consequences, including for 
civil-military relations and diplomatic relations. The key 
policy goal should be a long-term regional framework 
to manage displaced persons. If 
all countries pass the buck and 
refuse to resettle refugees who 
arrive by sea, the prospect of 
such a framework diminishes. 
It further diminishes if there 
is an unnecessary restriction 
on information about what is 
actually going on. Put simply, 
Australia may win its battle with 
boats, but lose the broader war. 

*Travers McLeod is the Chief 
Executive Officer of the Centre 
for Policy Development 
and an Associate of the 
Oxford Martin School at the 
University of Oxford. Thanks 
are due to Kunal Sharma for 
his research assistance with 
this article.
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Labor Scrapes
Back for a Fourth
Term in SA
By John Wishart and Jack Humphrys*

The Result
The ALP has won a fourth term after 12 years in office. 
It will rely on the support of Port Pirie Independent Jeff 
Brock. Labor won 23 seats, the Liberals 22 and 2 sitting 
independents were returned. Bob Such, the second 
independent, is likely to support the ALP Government, 
although he has yet to commit and has dramatically 
taken a 2 month leave of absence due to a medical 
condition. In the Legislative Council election, the status 
quo has been maintained with 4 ALP, 4 Liberals, 1 Green, 
I Family First and 1 Xenophon Team member being 
elected. Independents and smaller parties have held the 
balance of power in the Upper House since 1975.

To form government the Liberals needed to win six of 
Labor’s marginal seats, but only managed to win three. 
The Liberals achieved a 2% swing, but not enough in 
the key marginals where it counted. For a second time 
the Liberals have failed to win office despite winning a 
majority share of the popular vote. 

The Campaign
A steady Labor campaign was led by Premier Jay 
Weatherill, who replaced Mike Rann as leader of the ALP 
in late 2012. Since his elevation, there has been a more 
consultative style of government, rather than the top-
down approach of the previous leader and his bellicose 
Deputy, Kevin Foley.

Weatherill’s  main election pitch was that in uncertain 
times people needed a state government to intervene 
and continue to build vital infrastructure. The Liberals 
under a new leader, one term Steven Marshall, 
emphasized cutting debt, the public service, red tape and 
land tax as the way forward for a business led recovery 
to create an ‘entrepreneurial’ SA. 

Weatherill campaigned competently both before and 
during the election campaign. He improved the River 
Murray Agreement for SA and fought hard to keep car 
manufacturer Holden in SA.  A big new city hospital, 
a $575 million upgrade of the Adelaide Oval and 
improved public transport infrastructure to some extent 
neutralised the fallout from the loss of the second phase 
of investment by BHP Billiton in the giant Roxby Downs 
copper/gold/uranium mine and the general lethargy in 
the jobs market.

As disclosed by Labor strategists shortly after the 
election, Labor combined the state wide 'Jay for SA' 
media campaign, with a well-researched and targeted 
marginal seat focus which raised issues of concern in key 
marginals.

Features
Marshall adopted a very small target strategy, hoping 
to sail into power on an “it’s time” sentiment.  The 
Liberals may have paid dearly for this, compounded 
when Marshall kept most of his policies very general and 
did not release costings until the Thursday before the 
election. 

Looking Ahead
Looking ahead, the spectre of coast–to-coast 
conservative governments has been averted, with both 
the ACT and SA able to stand up more effectively on 
issues at the Council of Australian Governments (COAG). 
As well, it shows other parts of Australia that, even 
in conservative times, the electorate does not reject  
governments that put jobs, services and infrastructure 
ahead of an obsessive concern about credit ratings, “red 
tape”  and  budget deficits. The policy priorities simply 
need to be clearly and sensibly explained.

The Greens have established themselves as a credible 
minor party, with two Legislative Council positions 
guaranteed until 2018, and a minimum of one through 
to 2022. However, The Greens’ vote is stuck in the 6% 
to 7% range, less than a quota (8.3%)but enough to 
win with other preferences in recent Legislative Council 
elections. They need to find added momentum if 
they want to really lift their influence in SA. As for the 
maverick Nick Xenophon’s influence, it may have passed 
its high point in SA. After gaining an unheard of 25% of 
the first preference vote in the 2013 Senate election, the 
“Xenophon team” achieved a more modest 12.5% for the 
Upper House in the 2014 SA elections. 

 The Labor government now has plenty of challenges, 
which include reflecting on and fixing up a mixed 
performance on environmental issues. Property 
developers seem to hold sway with both major parties in 
SA. Significant chunks of arable farmland have been lost 
to urban sprawl in the Adelaide Hills and other areas.

In the Premier’s own electorate in the western suburbs, 
a chance to create significant open space and water 

conservation options was overruled by a housing project. 
Colonel Light’s vision for a parkland city stopped around 
the CBD – a modern government has to apply the 
principle to a much broader metropolitan area.

With thousands of jobs to go at Holden and allied 
companies in Adelaide’s northern suburbs in 2017 or 
possibly earlier, there is also a real challenge to build on 
advanced manufacturing proposals, linked to a higher 
skills base. 

Disappointingly, the government in its preceding term 
did not take a responsible line on invasive gas and coal 
extraction. In fact, it encouraged big energy companies 
to pursue environmentally destructive projects, including 
on valuable agricultural land, offering companies a 5 
year royalty free holiday when production occurs. These 
policy priorities need to be re-thought.

All of these concerns have in common the problematic 
issues of what type of growth is needed in our society 
and how socially useful investment can create jobs. 
These are the fundamental concerns for a modern social 
democracy.

Premier Weatherill is from the Left of the ALP. He is a 
fundamentally progressive minded leader who has won a 
mandate in his own right. This will enhance his standing 
inside the ALP and, with the right decisions, among the 
electorate. He  needs  to take some more calculated 
risks, within the philosophical framework for SA that 
was outlined by former Labor Premier Don Dunstan in 
his Whitlam lecture of 1998, entitled : ‘We Intervene 
or We Sink’(See: www.dunstan.org.au/resources/
speeches/1998_Whitalm_L)

*John Wishart is an Adelaide based ESL teacher 
and environmental activist.

Jack Humphrys is a member of the Australian 
Options Editorial Committee.
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contracts in the case of Work Choices. This 
argument sets up the tired old dichotomy 
between what was termed by the economic 
elite as the old protectionist inward looking 
economy of the pre-Hawke era with the 
outward looking market driven competitive 
period that followed. In other words, there 
was no alternative. 

Garnaut voices his concern at the rise of 
sectional interests in the media, private 
financial groups and academia. He argues 
for the emergence of an independent 
centre for debate, comprising people 
and groups interested in looking at the 

effects of policy in the national interest rather than in 
looking at personal and corporate interests. Citing the 
decline in a commitment to accuracy and balanced 
reporting, he acknowledges the negative role of the 
mainstream media and looks at the long term costs 
of monopolisation in media ownership, the growing 
importance of classified advertisements, “24 hour” 
news cycles and the demise of informed debate about 
economic issues. In parallel, the growing professionalism 
of a political class has been associated with a decline 
in citizen engagement with political parties and the 
increasing influence of focus groups. This is not a new 
finding for those on the left but it is refreshing that these 
developments are recognized by mainstream thinkers 
such as Garnaut. 

The main challenge with Garnaut’s analysis is the 
limitations of the neo-classical economic framework. 
It is the faith in market mechanisms and market-
based reforms as drivers of prosperity that needs to 
be challenged. Unfortunately Garnaut’s “independent 
centre” is comprised of groups trained in the narrow 
discipline of neo-classical economics. In highlighting the 
significance of market-based reforms, Garnaut doesn’t 
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Gina Rinehart, like 
Margaret Thatcher 
before her, seeks to 
divide and conquer
by Billy Bragg*

A rich man, a worker and a poor man are 
sitting around a table. On the table are 12 
biscuits. The rich man takes 11 of the biscuits, 
and says to the worker: “that poor man wants 
your biscuit.”
In her pugnacious attack on the recipients of state 
welfare, mining heiress Gina Rinehart has outed herself 
as the villain of this piece of twitter-friendly agit prop. 
Not content with being the richest individual in Australia, 
she seeks to create division between her fellow citizens 
and the most vulnerable in society whom she accuses as 
having an “entitlement mentality” towards government 
welfare.

Never mind that, like most super-rich entrepreneurs, 
she feels entitled to subsidies and infrastructure 
investment funded by the Australia tax-payer to prop up 
her business empire. She demands that the government 
put out a “welcome mat” to big corporations, cutting 
business taxes, dumping regulations and removing the 
need to gain approval for projects. With an agenda 
like that, there is no surprise that the medicine that 
Rinehart prescribes for Australia is “a healthy dose of 
Thatcherism.”

Australians curious as to what 
effect such policies might have 
on society need to look no 
further than the Tory-led coalition 
currently seeking to reform 
welfare payments in the UK.

Under the new hard line taken 
by the department of work and 
pensions, almost a million people 
have faced benefit sanctions in 
the past year, the highest number 
since the Job Seekers Allowance 
– what we used to call the dole 
– was introduced in 1996. As a 
result, one charity food bank in 
Newcastle has seen those seeking 

help leap from 30 people a week to 1,600 in less than a 
year. 

The latest sign of how desperate things have become is 
the introduction of “kettle boxes” for food bank clients 
who cannot afford to switch on their cooker to boil pasta 
or rice. For the even more destitute, a “cold box” food 
parcel has been developed, containing tinned groceries 
that can be prepared without need for heating or hot 
water.

No doubt Rinehart will find some satisfaction that, 
thanks to policies initiated by her heroine and 
implemented by her heirs, some Britons – many with 
young children to feed - are now facing a daily choice 
between heating and eating.

Australians attracted to Thatcherism should reflect on 
how the Iron Lady’s career ended. She wasn’t thrown out 
of office by the British electorate – it was her own party 
that stabbed her in the back.

Her cabinet colleagues eventually came to the same 
conclusion that many of us had reached years before: 
Thatcher was a divisive figure, seeking to make 
scapegoats of the most vulnerable in society, while caring 
nothing for the consequences. In her determination to 
follow in her footsteps, Rinehart takes the biscuits.

*Billy Bragg is a British singer songwriter and 
activist, whose latest album is Tooth and Nail 
(Cooking Vinyl, 2013). Bragg’s Union Chapel 
DVD is out in mid April, 2014.This edited article 
is reprinted from theguardianonline:www.
theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/march/11/
gina-rinehart-like-margaret-thatcher-before-her-
seeks-to-divide-and-conquer

Dog Days:
Australia After
the Boom
Authored by Ross Garnaut 
(2013). Black Inc., Melbourne 
(302pp). ISBN 978-1-8 
639562-2-2 (paperback)

Reviewed by Graham Larcombe *
Ross Garnaut is one of Australia’s most well-known 
conventional economists. Unlike many of his academic 
peers, Garnaut has actively contributed to many of our 
most complex economic debates including resource 
taxation, economic liberalization and deregulation, 
maximizing national benefits associated with the rapid 
growth of China, and what economic tools should be 
used to address the threat of climate change. 

Dog Days refer to major policy challenges facing 
the Australian economy following the ending of 
the resources boom, and the artificial housing and 
consumption boom that preceded it. Garnaut’s analysis 
is that the high currency associated with the boom 
damaged many productive sectors of the economy, many 
of the benefits of the boom were squandered through 
tax cuts and sectional interests are pushing policy 
agendas to receptive governments that are less inclined 
to implement reform policies in the public interest. 
Garnaut warns that unless action is taken to address 
major imbalances in the economy, we will witness a 
deep economic recession with high unemployment, and 
recurring recessionary episodes.  

Garnaut is technically brilliant but his intellectual 
framework is wrong. His analysis suggests that the 
building blocks of a dynamic and prosperous economy 
were put in place from 1983 onwards by the Hawke-
Keating governments, and continued by the Howard 
government up to the early 2000s, after which more 
populist measures became the norm, including a lack 
of commitment to productivity and hand-outs such as 
tax cuts to cater for sectional interests. Highlights of 
this reform period focused on market-based reforms 
– floating of the dollar, deregulation of interest 
rates, privatization of core public assets, user pays 
services, targeted social security, and a shift towards 
a decentralized industrial relations system, including 
enterprise agreements favoured by Labor and individual 
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address the extraordinary upheavals and disruptions 
in the Australian economy since the 1980s including: 
Keating’s “recession we had to have” in 1990-91, 
massive increases in wealth and income inequality, 
stock market and housing bubbles, the destruction 
of key strategic industries particularly in high value 
added manufacturing,  unstainable household debts, 
dramatic increases in precarious employment and 
under-employment, and increased instability in the 
global economy including the global financial crisis and 
its aftermath. 

In my view, more emphasis should have been given 
to the alternatives. The track record of this “reform” 
period is uneven to say the least. Why do we accept 
higher rates of unemployment and widespread 
precarious unemployment as normal, rather than 
making a commitment to full employment, which of 
course was a centerpiece of the post-war period? What 
is the obsession with budget surpluses got to do with 
managing the economy, apart from keeping discredited 
financial rating agencies happy? Are privately owned 
enterprises more efficient compared to publically owned 
predecessors such as electricity utilities and Qantas? 
Why is it that the reform period was unsuccessful in 
generating major world class enterprises in strategic 
industries such as resource value-adding, advanced 
manufacturing, renewables and engineering services? 

One of the key themes of the book is the importance 
of productivity growth, normally measured as the ratio 
of output to labour. Garnaut cites the period from 
1991 to the early 2000s when Australia attained high 
rates of productivity growth, and laments the fact that 
productivity growth has stalled. But productivity itself is 
often a messy concept. Many of the productivity gains 
of the 1990s were driven by corporate downsizings, 
cutting employment, privatization of public assets and 
improved employment growth following the 1990-91 
recession. Highly productive enterprises were downsized 
and stripped of important assets. With fewer workers 
and the same output, productivity grows. But problems 

tend to accumulate over time including lack of skilled 
maintenance workers. The debacle of the privatization 
of Qantas and its inability to compete with publicly 
owned airlines, and the lack of investment in energy 
infrastructure and maintenance by privatized energy 
utilities are good examples. 

The focus on productivity is a central element of 
a prosperous and sustainable economy. But in the 
Australian case the focus is on cutting costs rather 
than building innovative businesses. High performing 
enterprises usually have strong engagement from highly 
skilled and knowledgeable workers. As in successful 
German and Scandanavian models, this requires good 
communications and input from management, unions 
and workers. 

One of the most dramatic changes not addressed by 
Garnaut is the financialisation of the economy and its 
implications for other industries such as manufacturing 
and agriculture. The financialisation of the economy 
resulted in asset stripping and increased redundancies in 
some of Australia’s most well-known companies.  In Dog 
Days, Garnaut distinguishes fundamentalist approaches 
to reform such as unrestricted financial deregulation 
pursued in the US compared to a more regulatory 
approach pursued in Australia. But why is it that the 
financial sector has become more monopolized, resulting 
in unprecedented profitability compared to previous 
eras?  The monopoly profits and predatory behavior of 
Australia’s big four and their affiliated companies need to 
be urgently addressed. Garnaut’s solution is to promote 
more competition in financial services. But that strategy 
to “open up” the financial sector has been tried and 
failed. Essentially banks have evolved from organisations 
that align savings with investment opportunities into 
the central groupings of advanced capitalist economies, 
where finance capital dominates all other forms of 
capital accumulation.

*Graham Larcombe is Director of Strategic 
Economics, Austinmer, NSW.
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Challenging 
the Orthodoxy: 
Reflections on Frank 
Stilwell’s Contribution 
to Political Economy
Schroeder, Susan K and Lynne Chester eds 
(2014) Springer: Heidelberg, New York, 
Dordrecht and London. ISBN 978-3-642-
36120-3 (hardback)

Reviewed by Ray Broomhill*

Readers of Australian Options will be familiar with the 
work of Sydney political economist Professor Frank 
Stilwell. This edited book is the outcome of a conference 
in April 2013 to celebrate and acknowledge Stilwell’s 
immense contributions to Australian social science 
research, public policy debates and the teaching of 
Political Economy over the course of 40 years at the 
University of Sydney.

What some may not fully appreciate however is the 
breadth and depth of the theoretical and policy debates 
that Stilwell has contributed to during his career as an 
activist academic. This breadth is powerfully illustrated 
in this collection of 15 essays organized under 6 themes. 
The 6 themes – the contest of economic ideas, teaching 
political economy, inequality, economic policies, cities 
and regions, and green economics – each represent a 
major strand of Stilwell’s writing in the 11 books and 
numerous journal articles and opinion pieces that he has 
authored.

Throughout his career, Stilwell has provided a powerful 
but highly accessible critique of mainstream economic 
theories – including most recently the fallacies that 
are to be found in contemporary neoliberal ideas. In 
the section on contesting economic ideas, John King 
has revisited Stilwell’s 2000 book Changing Track in 
order not only to acknowledge the contribution of 
this book to progressive thinking about Australia’s 
economic problems and alternative possibilities but 
also to highlight some of the issues not touched on by 
Stilwell in that book, such as the problems associated 
with international financialisation and global warming. 
In ‘Constructing Policy Contributions from Critiques’ 
Therese Jefferson has employed Stilwell’s technique 
of demonstrating how an analysis of the flaws in 

mainstream economic theory can lead 
to a positive research agenda and 
progressive policies – in this instance 
improving equity in Australian care 
work. In doing so, she shows how a 
feminist economic perspective can 
enhance political economy. 

Frank Stilwell is a brilliant and 
charismatic teacher - providing 

generations of students with a distinctive political 
economy perspective. In the chapter ‘Teaching Political 
Economy’ Andrew Mearman asks whether there is a 
distinctly political economy teaching methodology. 
His tentative answers provide some worthwhile points 
although perhaps without the clarity and insight 
provided by Stilwell himself in his own writings on this 
topic – including in his own contribution to this volume 
of essays. Stilwell advocates introducing students to 
different analytical approaches to economic issues, 
thereby demonstrating that all aspects of economic 
enquiry are subject to debate and controversy. Rod 
O’Donnell takes up this theme, arguing that political 
economy graduates are likely to possess a much broader 
range of capacities and skills than the average economics 
graduate – including ‘knowledge of all the main 
analytical frameworks available, a reflective awareness 
of the nature, methods and history of economics, and a 
wide range of generic or transferable skills’.  O’Donnell 
identifies these skills to include ‘analytical, critical and 
holistic thinking, the ability to ask questions and suggest 
alternative perspectives, public speaking, creativity and 
innovation, leadership, mentoring/menteeing, gender, 
ethical and cultural awareness, and reflectiveness 
on one’s activities’. These are not qualities that one 
generally expects to find in graduates of orthodox 
economics departments.

The analysis of inequalities in capitalist society has been 
an enduring theme of Stilwell’s writing. In the spirit of 
his work, three chapters of this book address aspects of 
contemporary inequality in Australian society. Georgina 
Murray and David Peetz provide an excellent analysis 
of the growing inequality in income and wealth shares 
in Australia and internationally – a theme visited many 
times by Stilwell himself. On the other hand, two other 
chapters by Gabrielle Meagher (‘The Distribution of 
Money, Time and Care’) and Gaynor MacDonald and 
Danielle Spruyt (Aboriginal Inequality’) effectively utilise 
a political economy framework to address issues that 
extend and update (Meagher’s words) Stilwell’s work on 
inequality.

Frank Stilwell has been, and is, the model of the 
‘engaged academic’ – not only publicly critiquing 
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existing policies but daring to actively promote ideas for 
alternative policies and strategies. Two chapters explore 
critical contemporary policy issues utilizing a political 
economy framework clearly inspired by the work of 
Stilwell. Jane Kelsey has for many years played the same 
sort of activist intellectual role in New Zealand as Stilwell 
has in Australia. Her essay ‘The Neoliberal Emperor 
Has No Clothes: Long Live the Emperor’ provides a 
brilliant Stilwellesque analysis of the current status 
of neoliberalism in Australia and NZ. With clarity and 
passion she demonstrates how neoliberal ideology has 
become deeply embedded ‘through an integrated and 
mutually reinforcing regime of meta-regulation’.

In the chapter titled ‘The Taxation of Capital in Australia: 
Should it be Lower?’ David Richardson provides a 
textbook example of political economic analysis – the 
type frequently found over the years in the Journal of 
Australian Political Economy. Beginning, as good political 
economy often does, with a historical overview of the 
topic, Richardson then systematically critiques the 
arguments presented in favour of cutting company tax.

Stilwell is not the only political economist who has 
spent considerable time reading the work of economic 
geographers. Over the years there has been a great 
deal of cross-fertilisation between the two disciplines. 
Brendan Gleeson has been one of many urban and 
regional geographers whose research overlaps with 
the concerns of political economists. In his essay ‘A 
Challenging Task’: Political Economy in/of the Urban 
Age’, Gleeson critiques the increasing influence of 
‘neoliberal urbanism’ and makes a case for a renewal of 
political economic perspectives and themes within the 
field of urban studies.

Over a long period Stilwell has recognised the 
importance of developing a green political economy 
analysis of the global environmental crisis. Chapters by 
Gareth Bryant and Mark Diesendorf in this collection 
utilise a political economy approach to address 
important issues raised by the struggle to create an 
environmentally sustainable economy and society. In 
his chapter Diesendorf proposes a number of radical 

policy changes including effective regulation of polluting 
industries and non-renewable resources as well as a 
range of environmental tax reforms. Bryant utilises 
Stilwell’s view that political economy should analyse 
the contest of ideas in discussing competing ideas of 
the green economy. He concludes that multilateral 
institutions, transnational corporations and mainstream 
environmental NGOs have promoted a market-based 
version of the green economy resulting in only minor 
gains in carbon reduction being achieved. 

Finally, in a typically eloquent piece, Frank Stilwell sums 
up the issues that were discussed at the conference in 
his honour – reaffirming the basic principles that have 
been the basis of his approach to political economy over 
the past 40 years. By all reports the 2013 conference 
was a great success and now thanks to the work of the 
two editors, Susan Schroeder and Lynne Chester, others 
can also benefit from this excellent collection of political 
economy writing.

*Ray Broomhill is Adjunct Associate Professor, 
Australian Workplace Innovation and Social 
Research Centre, University of Adelaide.

In this production, Rigoletto is no cartoon court jester 
but a servant with a disfigured body that is the butt of 
cruel jokes who must live by his wit to survive. Gilda, his 
daughter, is a child changing into her winter flannelette 
pyjamas fantasising about love before she is abducted 
by the Duke’s terror squad. Rigoletto is blinded by having 
his glasses stolen and regains them to discover his home 
ransacked and his daughter missing. This is opera with 
cinematic realism.  

The power of Hume’s direction builds as the opera 
approaches its conclusion. The Duke arrives in a 
seedy bar and sings his infamous sexist aria about the 
fickleness of women La donna e‘ mobile to a sex worker. 
But this is no opera cliche, prostitute and the aria do not 
go unprotested.  The woman disdains the liberties that 
the Duke is presuming and when he goes too far she 
throws her drink in his face, slams the empty glass on 
the bar, shoves him out of the way and storms out in fury 
slamming the door behind her. All in rhythm too! The 
sexism of the Duke’s aria is pointed up brilliantly.

In an opera where women are powerless creatures, 
Hume provides another surprise, a slight but powerful 
twist to the plot. The assassin hesitates, Gilda panics and 
turns to flee, and it is Maddelena who grabs the knife 
and performs the bloody deed. She disappears into the 
next room to expend her cocaine and blood charged 
adrenalin by mounting the Duke. This penultimate scene 
has the pace and darkness of a Quentin Tarantino film. 
And then there is that final scene - the child expiring 
in the arms of her father in the gutter and among the 
garbage. Those final limping phrases punctuated by 
the anguish of the father (non morir! non morir!) work 
their magic and close an opera that has been not only 
a powerful and intelligent mirror to our own times but 
the powerful human tragedy that Verdi wrote. This was a 
production that had to be seen to be believed. 

*Michael Browne is a marina manager, amateur 
musician and opera lover

Reviews

Rigoletto2 2014
Reviewed by Michael Browne*
In March and April I had an opportunity to revisit 
Rigoletto in two productions. In Brisbane, Opera 
Queensland restaged a production Lindy Hume had 
originally directed for New Zealand Opera. Opera 
Australia premiered their new production of Rigoletto 
in Melbourne. Musically, the two productions had 
everything in common – wonderful casts, thrilling singing 
and superb orchestras in the pit. However, the two 
productions were very different; one traditional and one 
up-dated. 

Rigoletto has been regularly up-dated to fascist Italy, 
mafia Manhattan, or in the Metropolitan Opera’s latest 
version, rat-pack Las Vegas. Lindy Hume’s production 
is of this latter variety, inspired by Berlusconi's Italy, 
complete with bunga bunga parties, celebrity bling, 
terrorism, vice and urban grunge. Opera Australia has 
opted for an old-fashioned Rigoletto set in something 
resembling a renaissance court. 

Roger Hodgman’s traditional production for the 
Australian Opera was disappointing. There was a large, 
impressive set, expensive looking costumes and a 
general sense of gloom. But this was a stand and sing 
production. The principals would take their place in the 
spotlight, sing their hearts out and resort to the most 
clichéd of opera acting I have seen for a long, long time. 
There was nothing in the production to help define 
their characters or the relationships between them. 
The marvellous sounding men’s chorus moved around 
the stage like a dutiful herd and the staging of the 
abduction was simply risible. Gilda looked like she was 
being escorted to a prom without protest or struggle. My 
friends were asleep at the end. There was drama aplenty 
in the singing, however, so I chose to close my eyes for 
that final duet to give Verdi’s music a chance. This was a 
production that had to be not seen to be believed. 

In complete contrast, Lindy Hume provided an incredibly 
detailed, fresh, imaginative and thrilling production. 
Up-dated operas can sometimes provide intellectual 
interest but sacrifice the emotional impact of the drama. 
Not so with this excellent production. Set in Berlusconi's 
court, this production took clear aim at the sexism and 
exploitation that is at the heart of the piece, and in our 
own culture. (The Duke’s court, after all, has about as 
many women as Tony Abbot’s cabinet.) The opening 
scene is of a politician celebrating election and Rosario 
La Spina provided a Duke that couldn’t believe his luck to 
have the power to dispense with rivals and press into his 
service any woman he chose. 
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The known mystery of joblessness
In an ultra frank column recently on the plight of the 
jobless Washington post columnist Robert J Samuelson 
publicly stated the hopelessness of the current situation.  
He said that 60 per cent of the long-term jobless were 
35 or older  and 36 per cent of  those previously held 
professional, technical, managerial and administrative 
jobs and the rest were in sales, service and blue collar 
areas. Despite his empathy, particularly for those 
accustomed to upper-middle-class salaries and benefits, 
Samuelson bemoans the incapable response to this 
global disappearance of work. 

The public policy question is, “What can we do about the 
long-term unemployed?” And the candid answer is, “We 
don’t know.”

More work for working less
A group of council workers in the Swedish city of 
Gothenburg will test run the benefits of a shorter 
working week.

The trial, spearheaded by the Left Party deputy mayor of 
Gothenburg, Mats Pilhem, will compare sick leave costs, 
productivity and job creation, between a group working 
a six hour day and one working the conventional 40 hour 
week.

During the one year trial staff in both groups will remain 
on full pay and more staff will be hired to make up the 
10 hours a week not worked by each staff member on 
the 30 hour week.

The extra expenses are expected to be recovered 
by greatly reduced sick leave costs and improved 
productivity.

A successful outcome of the trial will add evidence that 
sharing jobs creates employment and that potential 
collateral benefits include better work life balance, 
reduced medical costs and less damaging wealth 
disparity.

Although it is recognised that some tension can lead to 
working harder it is also well researched that working 
too hard or too long are associated with ill health and 
reduced output.

If estimates of days lost from the Australian ‘sickie’ are 
accurate, a policy move towards reduced working hours 
may be more cost neutral than previously thought.

According to Peter Wilson, national president of the 
Australian Human Resources Institute writing in the 
HRmonthly (November 2012), Australia’s 11 million 
workers take three unwarranted sick leave days a year 
that cost the economy about $10 billion annually.

Theoretically that value lost could be recouped by 
employing 200,000 on a $50,000 salary.

Happy, apart from work
Despite the archaic framing of industrial relations reform 
there’s no doubt that the eight hour day should be 
revisited in light of productivity, jobs, modern lifestyles 
and the progressive intrusion that IT systems make into 
non-work life. A Google investigation of its workers into 
this last aspect found that only 30 per cent were able to 
keep work apart from their lives.  In response its Dublin 
office experimented with a pilot called Dublin Goes Dark 
which involved an invitation to staff to check in their IT 
devices when they clocked off work.  It concluded that 
evenings were a lot happier but it is not clear if the pilot 
is going to be extended.

The insecurity of wealth
A visiting academic at Asialink and the Australia India 
Institute, Tejpavan Gandhok, in an opinion peace in 
the Financial Review of 15 April 2014, suggests that 
the rich pickings for Australia will not be from Asia’s 
growing middle class but its millionaires. He suggests 
that multimillionaires in the Asia-Pacific, China and India, 
who today number 6.5 million and will be more than 
11 million by 2018, will be in the market for a secure 
location to park some of their wealth. Australia could 
attract $US4 trillion-$US5 trillion of this wealth, an 
infusion which he claimed would more than triple the 
current largely domestic assets of about $US2 trillion 
wealth-management industry. He acknowledges that 
to an extent some of this wealth is already flowing in 
through the property market. But, encouraging the 
inflow needs more than business migration schemes and 
Gandhok argued that lower tax rates would draw wealth 
from alternative destinations like Dubai, Singapore and 
Hong Kong. 

“Most wealthy Asians want a safe haven for part of their 
wealth, not a permanent migration.”

The implied but unanswered question is what makes 
a place safe or unsafe for  wealth and the political and 
economic implications for the people in those regions.

Well Read Australian Options Subscription Form
Please tick appropriate boxes, enter details and return to:  Australian Options, Reply Paid 431, Goodwood SA 5034
Fax 08 8212 7566 (credit card payments) Online www.australian-options.org.au (Membership Options button)

Annual Subscription

I wish to subscribe to Australian Options:    New  Renewal  Gift Subs. Fee $ .........................  

Start subscription with issue:   Summer  Autumn  Winter  Spring O/S Post. $ .........................

Donations Welcome  I wish to make a donation to Australian Options  Donation $ .........................

  TOTAL $ .........................

Your Details

Name (please print)  .............................................................................................................................................................

Address   ...............................................................................................................................................................................

  ....................................................................................................................................   Postcode .........................

Phone (B)  .................................... (H) ...................................   Fax  (B) ................................... (H) ......................................

Mobile .........................................   Email .............................................................................................................................

Gift to (if applicable)

Name (please print)  .............................................................................................................................................................

Address   ...............................................................................................................................................................................

  ....................................................................................................................................   Postcode .........................

Phone (B)  .................................... (H) ...................................   Fax  (B) ................................... (H) ......................................

Mobile ..........................................  Email ............................................................................................................................

Send renewal notices to:   me  the gift recipient (Message:  ................................................................................ )

Payment Details  Receipt required

 Cheque / money order (payable to Australian Options) is attached

Please debit my  Mastercard  Visa (enter amount) $  .........................................................

Card number  Expiry Date

Name on card (please print)  ..............................................................................   Signature ...........................................

1 year     (4 issues) $20 $15 concession $10 student Overseas postage:  add $8

2 years   (8 issues) $40 $30 concession $20 student Overseas postage:  add $16

10% Discount for Members & Students Gift Vouchers

New and Second Hand Books
• radical classics
• politics
• alternative opinions
• a progressive view on pressing 

world issues

• peace studies
• culture and philosophy
• biographies
• great fiction and crime novels



PUT THIS POSTER IN YOUR WORKPLACE! DOWNLOAD FROM www.stoptafecuts.com.au

National TAFE Day
Wednesday, 18th June 2014
The Stop TAFE Cuts team is encouraging the whole TAFE 
community - teachers, students, unions, TAFE graduates, 
community members and Stop TAFE Cuts supporters to 
join in celebrating our world class TAFE system.

It is easy to get involved - a TAFE day celebration can be 
as big or small as you like. If you're a teacher at a TAFE 
institute, why not gather together your colleagues for a 
morning tea? If you're a proud TAFE graduate, you can 
encourage your colleagues to sign up as supporters at 
www.stoptafecuts.com.au

Whatever you decide to do to mark the day, June 18 
will be a day to celebrate the achievements of TAFE, and 
remind politicians and the broader community that TAFE 
is too good to lose.

Three ways to get involved:
1. Download a Stop TAFE Cuts sign 

from www.stoptafecuts.com.au. Take 
a photo of yourself holding the sign 
and email it to rscroggie@aeufederal.
org.au or post it directly to Stop 
TAFE Cuts Facebook page. Gathering 
these photos is a great way to show 
the breadth and diversity of TAFE 
supporters, as well as a demonstration 
of solidarity with TAFE teachers and 
students. 

2. Put up a National TAFE Day poster in 
your workplace! They are available to 
print from www.stoptafecuts.com.au. 

3. Encourage your friends, family and 
workmates to sign up as supporters at 
www.stoptafecuts.com.au


