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Editorial

The 2014 Budget; 
how to be cruel to be 
unkind
The first budget of the Abbott-led Coalition 
will be remembered for its politics and not its 
economics. Despite very loud rhetoric about 
debt and deficit, the macroeconomic settings 
left by Labor are little changed. The last Swan 
budget of 2013 forecast a budget deficit of 
A$18 billion in 2013-14, moving to a surplus 
in 2015-16. The Hockey budget of 2014 shows 
a deficit $29.8 billion for this year with the 
move to surplus being put back to 2018-19.

Deficits and surpluses are small balancing items between 
much larger flows of income and expenditure. Treasury 
estimates government receipts for 2014-15 will be 
$385.8 billion (23.6 per cent of GDP) and government 
expenditures will be $412.5 billion (25.3 per cent 
of GDP). The Coalition, like Labor in government, is 
basically relying on expenditure cuts to balance the 
budget. 

The Coalition, again like Labor, is not giving serious 
attention to the revenue side of the budget. Tax reform 
is being shirked and instead company tax is cut and 
the mining and carbon taxes abolished. The temporary 
‘deficit levy’, an increase of 2 percentage points on the 
income tax of those with annual incomes over $180,000, 
is the only progressive element albeit small and 
short-term. It amounts to an increase of $7 per week 
for someone on $3,460 per week. Perhaps it is only 
coincidental that this is same amount as the co-payment 
from poor and rich alike who visit a doctor. 

Social services and public infrastructure in Australia 
are strained because public revenues are too low. Yet 
generating the needed revenue is straightforward; 
close the rorts and distortions associated with family 
trusts and negative gearing; remove the advantages 
in superannuation given to high income earners and 
close the gaping loopholes by which the largest mining 
business in Australia paid no company tax for the last 
three years.

The Abbott government is using the deficit as cover for a 
combination of ideological warfare and plain meanness. 
The five largest areas of expenditure cuts over the four 

years of budget estimates are $8.5 billion from welfare, 
$7.6 billion from foreign aid; $6.6 billion from education; 
$6.4 billion from Medicare and $3.5b from pensions. 
16,500 jobs are to be cut from the public service, 
including 4,500 from the Taxation Office. 

Some of these savings will not go to reducing the deficit. 
S10.1b will go to building roads and helping the States 
privatise. $1.1b is allocated to pay for the ‘direct action’ 
policy on carbon emissions. The revenue from the 
proposed GP co-payment is to go to a Medical Research 
Future Fund though it is unclear whether this is actually 
additional to existing medical research funding. 

The report of the National Commission of Audit that 
preceded the budget mapped out the ideological 
agenda. Chaired by Tony Shepherd from the Business 
Council of Australia, it predictably emphasised policies 
for ‘smaller government’ and more private rather than 
public provision of services. It recommended that 
single people between 22 to 30 unemployed for more 
than a year should be required, at the penalty of losing 
benefit, to relocate to a high employment area. It also 
recommended that the minimum wage be brought down 
from the current 56 per cent of average weekly earnings 
to 41 per cent and that the uniform national minimum 
wage be replaced by one that varies between States. 

The Commission recommended co-payments, increased 
incentives for private health insurance, tightening 
eligibility for all welfare benefits and increasing the 
share of university fees paid by students. Significantly 
though, the Audit Commission thought the deregulation 
of university fees was a step too far and it warned 
that deregulation could lead to higher costs for the 
Government as well reducing equity of access. This 
has not got in the way of Minister Pyne’s crusade for 
a US-style higher education system that is also being 
embraced by the Vice-Chancellors of the Group of Eight 
universities some of whom were progressives in previous 
lives. 

The Audit Commission looked for a return to Australian 
federalism of the early twentieth century based on 
what it terms the two principles of subsidiarity and 
sovereignty. The former is that everything should be 
done at the 'lowest' level of government, while the latter 
is that each level should stick to their knitting. The States 
would need more of the total public revenue and the 
Commission argued for the States to get a share of the 
personal income tax collected by the Commonwealth.. 
However, the ‘realpolitik’ of the 2014 budget seems to 
be to manoeuvre the States into accepting broadening 
the GST and increasing its rate. A yet more regressive tax 
system beckons.

Public rallies and opinion polls show a wholesale 
rejection of the Budget. It is a very strong reaction so 
early in the Government's term and hopefully is more 
than the personal 'hip-pocket' nerve. If so, it might be 
a basis to build awareness that taxes are not a 'cost' 
but the means to fairness, a sane society and good 
environmental protection. 

There is a high probability that the budget will be 
mangled in the Senate by combinations of Labor, Greens, 
Palmer and the rest. It is hard to see any coherent 
outcome. Meanwhile, it is refreshing to know that 

A question of 
political will
by Jenny McAllister

In 2006, Sheri Berman put the case that 
'the ideology that triumphed in the 
twentieth century was not liberalism… 
it was social democracy.'
As the Abbott Government commences a full 
scale assault on the social democratic institutions 
which have defined Australian national life, 
Berman’s bullish assessment provokes the 
obvious counterpoint – Ah yes, but what of 
the 21st century? For the social democrat, the 
answer is surely – 'It depends'. That’s because for social 
democrats, political outcomes are always dependent 
on political action. Rejecting both the invisible hand 
lauded by classical liberals, and the historically inevitable 
revolution anticipated by Marx, social democrats assert 
that political action can and should shape history.

Certainly, the Government’s agenda is far from assured. 
Its proposed measures to attack Medicare, cut indexation 
of pensions, and increase fees for higher education face 
significant hurdles in the Senate and a hostile reaction 
on the ground. The institutions of civil society, including 
the trade union movement, are rallying in response to 
changes which were both unheralded during the election 
and profoundly unfair.

However, the Government is also rallying its significant 
political resources in support of their budget and their 

broader vision for Australian society. As progressives 
develop our response at this pivotal moment, it worth 
considering the balance of these resources, before 
assessing how best to mobilise our own.

Conservative politics in Australia
The US conservative Joseph Overton coined the term 
‘the Overton window’ to describe the range of ideas 
that the public will find acceptable; essentially the ideas 
a politician can recommend without being considered 
too extreme to hold public office. The main game for a 
political movement is to move the window, by pressing 
on issues which currently lie outside this window, 
creating space for sympathetic elected politicians to 
move their position, or forcing unsympathetic politicians 
to abandon theirs.

Rupert Murdoch is happy and optimistic. He has been 
reported as saying 'Tony Abbott is an admirable, honest 
and principled man', and that Australians 'should not be 
building windmills and "all that rubbish"'. The solution to 
climate change according to Rupert is to adapt -

"If the sea level rises six inches, that's a big deal in the 
world, the Maldives might disappear or something, 
but OK, we can't mitigate that, we can't stop it, we 
have to stop building vast houses on seashores.

Oh well, with insight like this, who needs universities or 
even government?

Focus: Roads To Nowhere?
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Despite their endless complaining about institutional 
left wing bias, the Australian Right has been extremely 
successful over the last twenty years in influencing 
the terms for Australian public debate in this way. 
If you spend even a moment on the internet, in the 
rabbit warren of conservative websites, think tanks, 
conferences and organisations, you’ll appreciate the 
depth of their commitment. A brief scan reveals the 
Australian Taxpayers Alliance, the Australian Liberal 
Students’ Federation, the HR Nicholls Society, Americans 
for Tax Reform,  www.stopgillardscarbontax.com, 
Menzies House blog, the Conservative Action Network, 
the Conservative Leadership Foundation, Free Speech 
Australia, and the Australian Libertarian Society – all with 
interconnecting institutional and personal relationships.

I do not raise these connections in order to assert a vast 
right wing conspiracy. I raise them because they suggest 
a level of political organisation which the progressive 
side of politics would find hard to match. It’s a rational 
response to the declining (but still significant) influence 
of their other great political tool – the radio shock jocks – 
whose influence is waning as broadcast media gives way 
to social media.

Playing a different role are the two large think tanks 
– the Institute for Public Affairs and the Centre for 
Independent Studies. These organisations sit at the 
centre of the Right’s ideological architecture. In his 
speech last year to the IPA, Tony Abbott paid grateful 
tribute to them, and reassured them of his commitment 
to implementing important parts of the agenda the IPA 
had set out in its 75-point plan. The plans at that time 
included demands to repeal the carbon tax; abolish the 

Department of Climate Change; repeal Section 18C of the 
Racial Discrimination Act; repeal the renewable energy 
target; repeal the National Curriculum; means test 
Medicare; eliminate the National Preventative Health 
Agency; cease subsidising the car industry; break up 
the ABC and put out to tender each individual function; 
privatise SBS; and reject proposals for compulsory food 
and alcohol labelling.

Just over twelve months later, much of this agenda is 
underway. Again, I do not assert a conspiracy. This is a 
conservative government; we knew it would implement 
conservative policies. But it does suggest the broader 
question: where is the progressive equivalent?

A robust social democratic architecture
If we are serious about winning as social democrats, 
we need a serious political architecture that can match 
the architecture of our opponents. For me, this involves 
three core elements. 

The first is that Australian progressives need a more 
mature appreciation of the relationship between 
parliamentary and non-parliamentary political 
activity. This would require activists in both spheres to 
acknowledge their mutual responsibility for the current 
position of the 'centre' of politics in Australia. It would 
mean an end to finger pointing about the responsibility 
for our position and a constructive engagement about 
how to assert a progressive vision for Australia. It would 
mean also mirroring the Australian Right’s capacity to 
paper over the many significant differences in parts 
of their ideology, and instead collaborate in areas of 
agreement.

In fact, it would mean accepting that, in any 
successful movement, different people play 
different roles. Rather than seeing different 
elements of our movement for change as a threat 
or a waste of time, we would instead harness that 
diversity to move the debate along.

It might mean questioning the wisdom of having 
two progressive parliamentary parties, a situation 
which sees resources diverted to internal contests 
between progressive candidates and arguably 
distracts both parties from the task of shifting the 
overall debate in Australian politics.

The second element requires a renewed focus on 
progressive grass roots networks. People are more 
and more suspicious of big organisations – banks, 
corporations, government, and political parties. 
At the same time, the media is changing; the 
business model which supported large, centralised 
media outlets is profoundly challenged by the rise 

of the internet and the proliferation of more targeted 
media channels, including social media.

In this environment, there is nothing more politically 
powerful than an organised group of supporters. Think 
about the NDIS. If you’d asked in 2007 whether disability 
would be at the top of the political agenda in 2013, few 
people would have said yes. Labor winning government 
was critical. But this policy needed more than a position 
on the government benches – it also needed a capacity 
to argue the case on the ground. A grass roots campaign, 
built on principles of community organising, was able to 
lock in bi-partisan support for Disability Care in 2013.

These ideas of organisation have been powerful in the 
Australian union movement for twenty years. They are 
increasingly powerful in Labor’s thinking about our 
campaign capability. Over the next few years Labor will 
need to further intensify our focus on our members and 
supporters, which in turn will require further democratic 
reform inside our organisation. We will also need to 
collaborate more effectively with the many other grass 
roots campaigns which are emerging as the media 
landscape changes. 

Finally, we need to get serious about our intellectual 
architecture. At its heart, this is a battle about ideas. 
Over the last decade, we have seen a range of new 
progressive voices enter Australian politics. The Fabians, 
Per Capita, the Centre for Policy Development, Catalyst, 
the McKell Institute, the Chifley Research Centre, the 
Australia Institute and the Evatt Foundation all contribute 
significantly to the social democratic universe. 

Given their limited resources, these organisations punch 
above their weight. However it’s not a fair contest. The 
Centre for Independent Studies lists 11 administrative 
and program staff on its website, and an additional 
17 research fellows. The IPA website lists a staff of 29. 
Presumably not all of them are paid; Chris Berg is on 
record conceding that the IPA makes it through each 
financial year with a budget of less than $2 million.  This 
dwarfs anything available to progressives.

For progressive think tanks to compete, two things 
must happen. First, there should be some consolidation 
amongst the think tanks. It is simply not realistic to 
imagine that a host of brands, each staffed with 1 or 2 
people can compete in this David and Goliath contest. 
Second, as a progressive movement we need to get 
serious about finding additional resources for these 
organisations, through both small and large donations.

Could this actually happen?
Politics is a game for optimists. I do see signs of a new 
wave of thinking and campaigning. Progressives are 
ahead of the curve on social media and campaigning. But 
we are well behind on the think tanks.

Ultimately, as Sheri Berman reminds us, this is a question 
of political will.

Jenny McAllister is the ALP’s National President. 
This article draws on material first developed for a 
speech delivered to the NSW Fabians in 2013.

Focus: Roads To Nowhere? Focus: Roads To Nowhere?
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So there is no crisis, and to the extent there is a deficit it 
is the result of low tax revenues. Remember that, because 
this budget proudly boasts that it cuts taxes. You may 
have missed that in the extended discussion about the 
deficit levy and fuel excise. Yet there are three large tax 
cuts – the abolition of the Mining Tax and the Carbon Tax 
and a cut in the company tax rate. These taxes are all paid 
by corporations, particularly the largest polluters. 

This explains perhaps the most striking feature of the 
budget. Despite all the cuts – attacks on Medicare, 
pensions, the unemployed, single parents, universities, 
the states, the environment, public transport and more – 
it makes very little difference to the bottom line. Once you 
take out some tricky accounting, our return to surplus is 
much as it was before the budget.

What does all this mean? If the cuts are not addressing 
a crisis, then the government is doing them for other 
reasons. It is difficult to see the budget as anything other 
than an attempt to tear up the social contract and to 
redistribute income from households and public services 
to corporations and private business.

There are three substantial components to the cuts. 
First are changes to payments, indexation, eligibility and 
mutual obligation rules that undermine the reliability 
and fairness of social security. Second are attacks on 
institutions designed to promote alternative ideas, or the 
voices of weak groups. And finally, there are changes that 
dismantle public provision, allowing greater reliance on 
private, for-profit, businesses.

The first set of changes effectively pay for the corporate 
tax cuts that are the centerpiece of much of the budget. 
Most concerning, there are changes to access. Workers 
will have to wait until 70 to access the pension, those 
with disability will be subject to more frequent medical 
examinations, and the younger (under thirty) unemployed 

This substantially increases the total cost of health care, 
because hospital treatment is much more expensive than 
early intervention.

The government claims many of these changes are 
needed because Australia’s population is ageing and that 
will force up public spending, which the government 
claims is unaffordable. That is not a new claim. Labor 
governments have said much the same. And it has been 
a key theme of three Inter-Generational Reports from the 
Treasury.

But as the Medicare changes show, changes designed 
to address population ageing often cost more than they 
save. This is even more true in relation to pensions. The 
Treasurer, Joe Hockey, has cited pension costs as the 
largest component of social security, and the fastest 
growing. This has justified a higher retirement age, lower 
indexation and tighter eligibility.

What Mr Hockey does not mention is that Australia’s 
pension costs are one of the lowest in the developed 
world, and will remain one of the cheapest schemes in 
the future. That’s partly because Australia’s population 
is relatively young, and will age relatively slowly. It is also 
because our pension system is very efficient, targeting 
those on the lowest incomes.

Mr Hockey has also carefully avoided talking about how 
we support alternatives to the pension. And here lies the 
rub. The alternative is to encourage private savings, so 
people can pay their own pension, and become ‘self-
funded retirees’. The two main forms of savings are 
superannuation and housing.

This is the huge hidden story of this budget (and many 
before it). While the pension is a large part of the budget, 
and is growing, it is only as large as the tax breaks for 
superannuation. Unlike the pension, such tax breaks go 

Debt and discipline 
from cradle to grave
by Ben Spies-Butcher

It is hard to underestimate the scale of the 
transformation being attempted by this 
budget. It is true that it continues trends 
begun earlier, and that many changes face 
substantial opposition in the Senate. It may be 
that this is an ambit claim. However, if it is to 
be implemented it will fundamentally reshape 
the social contract, and even if it fails, it will 
signal an ongoing struggle.
Before looking at those changes, it is important to 
understand the fiscal arguments that justify its severity. 
Like many first-term budgets, it takes a political 
opportunity to blame poor economic conditions, 
attributed to a past government, for forcing upon a 
reluctant government choices it would prefer not to make. 
Except, that story is particularly weak this time.

First, Australia’s public debt, at 14 per cent of GDP, is 
a fraction of the average of rich nations, now over 70 
per cent and of key countries like the US (72 per cent) 
and Germany (80 per cent). The deficit that does exist 
is almost entirely the result of falling revenues. If tax 
receipts were the same now as they were during the 
Howard years the deficit would shrink by more than 80 
per cent. Australia’s overall level of taxation remains one 
of the lowest in the rich world, ahead of only Korea, the 
US, Chile and Mexico. 

will lose their benefits entirely for periods of six months 
at a time – while continuing to be subject to mutual 
obligation.

Families, particularly single parents, lose payments and 
the school bonus. Travel concessions are cut. And there 
are cuts to the formula for indexing a range of benefits. 
The message is clear – those reliant on any form of direct 
government assistance should be allowed to fall behind. It 
is not the role of government to mitigate inequality. These 
changes will increase poverty and homelessness.

The second set of changes dismantles those public 
institutions that give voice to views of which the 
government does not approve. Gone are the Climate 
Change Authority and Clean Energy Finance Corporation. 
There are significant cuts to most of the institutions 
of science, like the Bureau of Meteorology, to those 
representing the Arts, like the Australia Council, to those 
defending the poor or the environment, like legal aid, and 
to those supporting non-corporate news reporting, like 
the ABC. The purpose here is to reshape civil society and 
silence critics. 

Finally, the budget transforms social services. Changes to 
universities and Medicare, to schools and hospitals via 
the states, and to housing and retirement savings, all shift 
funding away from direct public provision towards user-
pays systems based on competition and profit.

These changes are not primarily about savings, but about 
changing the nature of service provision. Take the GP co-
payment. There is a reason bulk billing is so popular, not 
only with the public, but with doctors. Medicare only pays 
doctors 85 per cent or less of the fee they would normally 
charge a patient. But that is still worth it for doctors 
because they don’t need to administer payments and cash 
– which dramatically reduces their administration costs. 

Bulk billing isn’t just cheaper for 
the patient, it is more efficient for 
the doctor. So the government 
is threatening to fine doctors 
that don’t charge their patients, 
precisely because doctors 
wouldn’t have any incentive to 
charge fees otherwise.

Charging fees does reduce the 
number of times people go to 
the doctor. The problem is that 
reduction is not based on how 
sick you are, but how poor you 
are. So poor sick people stop 
going to the doctor, while better 
off, less sick, people continue to 
go. The result is people become 
so sick they end up in hospital. 

Focus: Roads To Nowhere? Focus: Roads To Nowhere?
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Treasury and the 
Budget: is there an 
alternative?
by Geoff Dow

Liberals do not know as much as they think 
they do about how capitalist economies 
operate. Nor do they care as much as non-
liberals about some of the problems – 
unemployment, structural change and crisis 
– that recurrently plague capitalist economies. 
These are the outcome of interplay between 
long-standing institutional biases and 
prevailing intellectual conditions.

The federal Treasury is and has been the most 
important, because most malignant, institutional player 
in the Australian policy-making firmament. This is 
not the case in non-English-speaking regimes, where 
more substantive developmental or state-building or 
industrial preferences have been seen as legitimate. The 

background of the treasury can be 
traced to dissatisfaction in England 
with the fiscal improprieties of 
monarchs, particularly Henry VIII. 
This led in 1688 to the ‘Glorious 
Revolution’ and the eventual 
endorsement of the supremacy of 
parliament that gave control over 
public finances to a scrupulous and 
competent part of the bureaucracy. 

These qualities of scrupulous control 
of public finances have crystallised 
in the Australian Treasury into 
conventions dubbed ‘rigorous 
parsimony’ and ‘civilised scepticism’. 
However, these now operate to 
constraint governments from acting 
to reduce unemployment or to 
promote the public good. It has been 
a three-century-long transition from 
a defence of democracy to its denial.

We now have an ‘elite within an elite’, almost a ‘state 
within the state’, able to keep government impotent, to 
implement what it calls ‘sound finance’, to be recurrently 
suspicious of all other departments and programmes and 
to be adept at creating a crisis mentality whether one 
ought to exist or not. This is the famous ‘Treasury view’. 
It persists, even more tendentiously, in the utterances of 
former Treasury officials who leave to establish private 
consultancies.

Liberals fear debt – not because it is not frequently 
justifiable, but because it gives politics and public 
finance a role and influence liberals cannot abide. Public 
finance empowers deliberation rather than markets as 
the determinant of economic outcomes – employment 
levels, infrastructure provision, living standards, health 
and education standards, and even investment in social 
capital. Liberals are intolerant of any suggestion that 
public finance derives from entirely different principles 
from those that pertain in private financing. Depending 
on where public investment is directed, it can create 
substantially more wealth, more quickly, than private 
investment. Realizing this, Oliver Wendell Holmes 
observed that ‘taxation is what we pay for civilised 
society’.

The 2014 Australian budget was created against the 
background of a 'Commission of Audit' report that 
generated proposals favourable to the government's 
preferences and have profoundly shaped the 
environment in which the budget itself has been 
received. The Commissioners included a former business 
council leader, a former Liberal minister, a former Liberal 

advisor and an economist with minimal commitment to 
full employment. The report contended that Australia 
was living beyond its means, that public debt and budget 
deficits were unsustainable, and that ‘repair’ of the 
nation’s finances was urgent. It was gleefully embraced 
by government ministers. The chorus was joined by 
the Parliamentary Budget Office (PBO), established to 
provide ‘independent and non-partisan analysis of the 
budget cycle’. 

The advice is neither independent nor non-partisan since 
it is designed to reach only one conclusion, without any 
analysis of the reasons for public deficits and public debt 
and without any understanding of their role in counter-
cyclical economic management during times of crisis. 
The government’s advisers have apparently decreed that 
a projected gross debt of around 40 per cent of GDP 
would be a disaster for Australia. In fact, all the orthodox 
claims are incorrect, doom-laden and damaging – 
notwithstanding a disturbing similarity to some Marxists’ 
anticipation of a ‘fiscal crisis of the state’ (a thesis that 
was initially elaborated forty years ago and regularly 
recycled, in lieu of analysis, ever since).

Actually, the level of debt, the history of budget deficits 
and the size of government in Australia are remarkably 
modest. We have one of the smallest public sectors in 
the OECD – spending at 36 per cent of GDP, taxation 
at 34 per cent (compared with the OECD average of 41 
per cent and 37 per cent, respectively, for 2014). Public 
debt is currently only 36 per cent of GDP (compared 
with over 100 per cent for the OECD as a whole); and, 
in the context of steadily increasing budget deficits 
throughout the OECD for the past 40 years, a current 
budget deficit of less than 2 per cent of GDP (about 3 per 

overwhelming to the rich, and are growing at twice the 
rate of pension costs. By 2016, they will cost $45 billion a 
year, well in excess of the total cost of the pension.

How does it work? If you put money into super you pay 
a flat rate of tax. For low-income, part-time, workers that 
means they pay more tax on super than on money they 
get now – to pay the rent or the GP co-payment. But if you 
earn over $180,000, you pay just a third of your normal 
rate. That is a huge discount, and has led many high 
income earners to put large parts of their income into 
super accounts, costing the budget billions.

There are similar tax breaks for housing, which mean 
investors can write off their mortgage interest costs and 
pay less tax on capital gains than most workers pay on 
their wage. It means that people who can afford to save 
can make serious money at the expense of other tax 
payers who are forced to pick up the bill.

This is the real effect of the changes the government 
justifies on the grounds of population ageing – they mean 
those on low incomes pay, while those on high incomes 
have their savings subsidized. This has a significant impact 
on people’s experience of social security and taxation 
across the life course.

For those on low incomes, the budget reduces their 

income directly, by cutting parenting payments, pensions 
and benefits. It will substantially increase the amount they 
pay for university, because it increases the interest rate on 
HECS debt, meaning moderate income earners will take 
longer to pay it off and pay more. That debt will make 
it harder for them to afford a mortgage, trapping them 
in private rental. And they will receive relatively little in 
superannuation. 

Alternatively, if you are lucky enough to have a family of 
means you can pay those fees upfront, making it easier 
to get into the housing market, and by your 50s you will 
likely be buying investment properties and making top-up 
payments to your super. That will cost the budget more 
than all the welfare payments going to someone on a 
lower income, but it will feel like you’re the one paying 
your way.  

This is the profound change we are seeing. Gone is a 
commitment to provide equity and security. This is the 
welfare state as a tax minimization strategy for some. For 
most people it means debt and discipline from cradle to 
grave.

Ben Spies-Butcher is senior lecturer in sociology 
and teaches in the political economy program at 
Macquarie University.
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The end of public 
higher education in 
Australia
by Paul Kniest
Australia’s system of public higher education 
will come to end if Christopher Pyne and Tony 
Abbott are successful in getting their proposed 
changes to higher education regulation and 
funding through both houses of Parliament. 
No longer will entry into a public university 
be determined on the basis of a student’s 
academic ability but on their ability to pay. In 
the new privatised higher education sector 
merit will matter, but money will dominate.

Cuts to funding 
In a series of policies euphemistically referred to in the 
Budget papers under the broad heading of ‘expanding 
opportunity’, the Government will:
• Cut funding for Commonwealth supported places 

(CSPs) on average by 20 per cent.
• Open up CSPs to non-university higher education 

providers, including for-profit providers, and
• Expand CSP funding to sub-bachelor higher 

education qualifications.

These measures are forecast to increase total CSP 
enrolments by 80,000 full time equivalent students, and 
yet save the Commonwealth in the order of $1.1 billion 
annually.

The cuts to Government funding vary considerably from 
discipline to discipline. While the average cut of 20 per 
cent is $2,120 per CSP, funding for engineering, surveying 
and science will be cut by $4,717 per student (-28.1 per 
cent) and social studies by $3,567 per student (-37.2 per 
cent). On the other hand, funding per mathematics and/
or statistics student will increase by $2,458 (+25.6 per 
cent).

The critical point about these changes is that, with the 
exception of mathematics and statistics, universities have 
little or no capacity to reduce fees, assuming they will 
need at least the current level of resourcing to provide a 
quality education. Indeed, in the vast majority of cases, 
universities will be forced to increase fees (in the case 
of engineering, surveying, science and social studies by 
over 50 per cent) simply to maintain the same level of 
resourcing they now receive. It is highly disingenuous for 
the Minister to say that it is entirely up to universities 
to set their fees and that it has nothing to do with the 
Government.

Other higher education cuts
Other cuts to higher education announced in the Budget 
include:

• 10 per cent reduction in government funding to 
Research Training Scheme places (saving $171 
million over four years) and the consequent 
introduction of tuition fees for Ph D and Masters 
research students.

• $51 million expenditure cuts over four years by 
reducing participation grants under Higher Education 
Participation and Partnership Program (HEPPP). 

• $121 million cuts over four years by ceasing reward 
funding.

• $87 million cuts over four years by ending the 
scheme which discounted HECS repayments for 
graduates who take up related occupations or work 

in specified locations.

The Government also forecasts expenditure 
cuts of more than $200 million over 4 years 
by indexing all higher education grants to 
the Consumer Price Index (CPI) from 2016, 
which in the vast majority of cases will be 
far less generous than the current Higher 
Education Grants Index.

While this measure might only save 
relatively small amounts of money in the 
short term, over the longer term it will be a 
significant loss of funding to the sector. The 
Government’s forward estimates show it will 

Figure 1:  Proposed Changes in Government Funding 
for Different Disciplines (2014 Values)

cent last year) which is lower than the OECD average of 
about 4 per cent for the 2000s. We also have problems 
– infrastructure shortfalls and long-term unemployment 
– that increased public spending and public debt could 
readily alleviate.

Quite simply, there is no emergency in the Australian 
fiscal firmament, even if public debt continues to rise 
as expected. Debt and deficits could well be seen as 
solutions to a problem (insufficient activity for full 
employment and civility), not the problem itself. These 
realities are hidden by the current state of ignorance 
about the value of public spending. 

If there is any indication of a ‘fiscal crisis’, it is the 
debilitatingly low level of our taxation revenues – long-
standing, but intentionally exacerbated by the enormous 
income tax cuts made by a Liberal treasurer in 2007 and 
fatefully maintained by Labor immediately thereafter. 
Our weakened revenue base is entirely unsustainable; 
and the Australian government could easily eliminate the 
deficit with an income tax increase equal to 2 per cent of 
GDP (about $3000 per taxpayer on average). This would 
still leave Australians under-taxed by OECD standards, 
but it would give the federal government a revenue base 
more in line with the functional needs of a complex, 
mature society. This would be a less regressive ‘solution’ 
than increasing the inegalitarian GST, as currently 
favoured by some economists and all Liberals.

An emergent problem for public finances in Australia and 
most other rich countries, where growth is now low, is a 
widely imagined incapacity to increase taxation. The case 
has been put, surprisingly, by Wolfgang Streeck, a left 
economic sociologist of long-standing and influence. He 
argues, implausibly, that taxation increases are no longer 
generally feasible in the age of austerity, despite a long-
term and ‘structural’ mismatch between public spending 
and public revenues seen as a function of welfare 
state ‘maturation’ and allegedly unfundable citizenship 
entitlements.  Such evaluations bring critical appraisal 
alarmingly close to the Liberal position. 

The presumption that taxation has reached its limit is 
not borne out by the evidence; most countries have 
continued to increase their public revenues over the past 
50 years. Taxation receipts have dropped below their 
long-term trajectory in the past decade, but not when 
viewed from the vantage point of the last half-century. In 
2014 the OECD level of total taxation receipts was 37.5 
per cent of GDP, slightly below its peak of 38.5 per cent 

in 2000, but still above the figure of 36.5 per cent for 
1974. Government spending in the OECD peaked around 
2009, but is still above the figure for the 1970s despite 
all the attempts under neoliberal auspices since then. 
These suggest that the panics about unsustainable public 
expenditures are misguided. We would do better to try 
to come to an intellectual or institutional consensus 
about when and why debt and deficits are justifiable. 
The Treasury cannot provide this.

In Australia the most pressing fiscal problem is to 
increase public revenues – through taxation – on a 
permanent basis. All wealthy societies have reached 
a stage where social transfers consume a large part of 
the national budget. In Australia, it is a little over half of 
federal spending each year (social security plus health 
are budgeted to cost $213 billion this year out of about 
$415 billion total commonwealth expenditure). Much of 
this is distributed in the form of citizenship entitlements 
that labour movements have always fought for and 
liberals have resisted. 

This trend towards extra-market provision is neither 
exceptional nor unaffordable by rich-country standards, 
but it is not matched by appropriate levels of public 
investment, which is only about 2.3 per cent of GDP 
($36bn) this year. The demands registered through 
political processes for public infrastructure have long 
been ignored and disparaged by liberals on both sides 
of politics. Even the Commonwealth Treasury concedes 
an infrastructure deficit of about $700bn. Whether 
this is funded in the future by debt – paid for by future 
generations – or by taxation – paid for by current 
taxpayers – is less important than the recognition of the 
need for this public investment in public goods.

Social democrats should be demanding taxation 
sufficient to pay for current expenditures and debt to 
pay for capital expenditure, as was made explicit in the 
1945 Full Employment White Paper. While we have 
such extensive unutilised resources going to waste with 
unemployment stuck around 6 per cent for forty years, 
the renunciation of past knowledge by Treasury and its 
ministers further impoverishes the economy while being 
intellectually and morally inexcusable.

Geoff Dow is a political economist and joint author 
with Winton Higgins of the recent book Politics 
against pessimism: social democratic possibilities 
since Ernst Wigforss (Peter Lang Publishers 2013).
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save only $24 million in 2015–16, rising to $109 million 
by 2017–18 and then growing exponentially.  .

Changes to student scholarships
The Government proposes to make expenditure cuts of 
over $800 million by abolishing existing student start-
up scholarships and cutting out relocation scholarships 
for students moving between or within capital cities. 
Despite these dramatic cuts, the Minister for Education 
has continually referred to a massive increase in 
scholarships for disadvantaged students.

The Minister is referring to his new ‘Commonwealth’ 
scholarships that will be funded from $1 out of every 
$5 of increased student fees. As Mary Kelly points out, 
these scholarships 'cut $800 million from the existing 
scheme, trash the Liberal legacy of Menzies and Nelson, 
and make things worse for low-income students'. 

Changes to student fees
In an attempt to allow the market to ‘work its magic’ 
in relation to higher education, the Government has 
decided to completely deregulate university fees and 
open up public funding to non-university providers, 
including for-profit private providers. As we have seen 
with the similar policy framework for VET in Victoria, the 
market is more likely to weave mayhem than magic.

From 2016, universities and other providers will be able 
to charge Commonwealth supported students whatever 
they think the market will bear. While it is impossible 
to know the full impact of unregulated prices and 
competition, educated estimates can be made based on 
factors like:

• The relative popularity of different degrees – the 
more popular, the higher the price.

• The levels of income students expect to earn 
from different types of qualifications – the higher 
expected income, the higher the price.

• The likely level of competition from non-university 
providers (based on the costs of delivering a degree 
and the need to obtain professional accreditation) – 
the greater the level of competition, the lower the 
increase in price.

There will be substantial increases in fees - very likely in 
the range of 30 to 100 per cent with massive increases in 
some disciplines. According to Professor Ross Milbourne, 
Vice-Chancellor of the University of Technology Sydney, 
the deregulation of university fees will see the cost of 
some degrees rise to as much as $100,000 or $200,000. 
Modelling by Universities Australia, following that by the 
NTEU, comes to similar conclusions. This is not denied by 
the Minister.

Changes to HELP
The Budget changes to HELP (formerly HECS) will mean 
that the costs of servicing HELP debts will increase 
considerably. The HELP repayment thresholds will be 
lowered and students will be charged market interest 
rates on outstanding HELP loans by indexing them to the 
10 year government bond rate, not the CPI as is currently 
the case. 

These changes will dramatically increase the cost of 
servicing student debt ($2.1 billion over 4 years). These 
billions are offset by saving $23 million abolishing 
administrative fees! The changes to HELP are very 
inequitable. Students whose families are wealthy enough 
to pay their fees up-front will avoid having to pay real 
interest on HELP loans. 

Modelling the impact
In order to understand the impacts of fee increases 
and the changes to HELP, the NTEU has undertaken a 
comparative analysis that demonstrates the impact of 
the proposed changes. It takes the example of a student 
undertaking a three-year Accounting degree under 
the conditions that applied before Budget night, and 
a student undertaking a similar degree under the new 
arrangements.

The analysis (in current 2014 values, and assuming that 
the real interest rate is 2% above the inflation rate) 
shows that if the student was enrolled before the Budget 
they would have a HELP debt of $30,255 which would 
take about 10 years to repay. If, however, the student 
enrolled after the new arrangements come into place 
they would graduate with a debt of $75,000 (as a result 
of fee deregulation), take 23 years to repay it and end up 
paying a total of $99,000, including $24,000 in interest.

Figure 2:     Estimated Income, HELP repayments and 
HELP debt 

(for a student completing a 3 year Accounting degree, 
who takes a career break)

While these changes are worrying in themselves, when 
the analysis is undertaken for someone taking a career 
break, say to have a child or to care for family members, 
it shows they will suffer from cumulative outstanding 
debt and interest payments mounting up over time. 
Figure 2 shows that if a student undertaking a three 
year, $75,000 accounting degree takes a six year career 
break,she or he would end up taking 36 years to repay 
a total of $120,000, which includes $45,000 in interest 
payments (calculated in 2014 dollars). It also shows how 
compound interest impacts, with the level of outstanding 
debt being higher when they return from their career 
break.

Conclusion
There is little doubt that the changes to higher education 
funding and regulation announced in the first Abbott 
Budget will have profound and radical implications for 
our universities, students and communities. The removal 
of the upper limit on university fees together with cuts 
to government funding means higher fees for students. 
Access to a public university place will no longer be solely 
determined by academic ability but will also depend on 
ability and willingness to pay.

For the first time higher degree research 
students will be asked to pay tuition fees of up 
to $3,900 per year. It is yet to be determined 
what impact this will have on the number of 
students prepared to undertake a PhD.

Higher fees, together with the imposition of 
real interest rates, will increase the cost of 
servicing student debt. This is highly inequitable 
especially for students, predominantly women, 
who take a career break.

Paul Kniest is Policy & Research 
Coordinator with the National Tertiary 
Education Union
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Abbott’s cuts to the 
International Aid 
Budget
by Ken Davis

Two days before the election, Joe Hockey 
broke Coalition promises to increase 
international development assistance by 
announcing that $4.5 billion would be 
removed from the forward budgets and re-
routed to Australian roads infrastructure. 
Prior to the May budget, the government had made cuts 
of over $600 million to the 2013-14 year’s international 
aid expenditures.

One of the largest cuts in the recent 2014-15 budget is 
to the overseas aid program, representing more than a 
fifth of the total 'saving' of $36 billion over five years. The 
annual aid allocation will be frozen at around $5 billion, 
resuming cost of living increases only in the financial year 
2017-8, by which time the aid budget will be reduced to 
just over 1% of the total budget.

The total cut against planned aid budgets over the next 
five years is $7.6 billion, sending a very poor message 
about Australia’s foreign policy and global citizenship, 
after an uninspiring stint in the UN Security Council.

Australia in 2000 signed on to the UN Millennium 
Development Goals with an objective of raising the 
expenditure on international poverty 
alleviation to 0.7 per cent of gross national 
income (GNI) and was on the way to 
raising the level to 0.5 per cent. Under 
Labor the figure had grown to 0.35 per 
cent. It is now set to fall to under 0.3 per 
cent of GNI.

But the quantity of the aid budget is not 
the only issue. The cuts are in the context 
of two regressive changes. The first is the 
'deep reintegration' into the Department 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade of AusAID, 
which under the last Rudd government 
had its own Minister, Mellissa Parke. 
The second is the replacement of the 

objectives of poverty alleviation and environmentally 
sustainable development, with aid 'in the Australian 
national interest', focusing on economic growth, 'aid for 
trade', and greater direct benefit to Australian business.

The new agenda remains undefined, and seems 
somewhat superfluous given the largest share of 
the aid program has long been contracted to high-
profit Australian companies. Large allocations to the 
multilateral development banks are maintained. The 
allocation for Australian volunteer and non-profit NGOs 
is only 4 per cent of the aid budget in the current year.

A further problem is the distortion to Australian 
international aid expenditures by allocations in support 
of overseas detention of asylum seekers. Under Labor, 
$375 million of the AusAID budget was directly diverted 
for asylum seeker processing. The issue now is increased 
bilateral aid budgets to particular countries in the Pacific 
and Asia to reward governments for cooperation with 
Australian asylum seeker containment strategies.

The changing aid policy is a reversion to the neo-
liberalism of the 1990s with its lie about increasing 
wealth trickling down to raise living standards of workers 
and the poor. Yet the operation of the international 
markets and increasingly deregulated profits for the 
few, along with the climate crisis, are rapidly increasing 
inequalities both within countries and between regions.

Ken Davis is International Programs manager at 
Union Aid Abroad - APHEDA, the international 
agency of the ACTU, and has been a gay liberation 
and international solidarity activist in Sydney since 
1972.

Tony Abbott off the 
rails
by Anthony Albanese

Legendary American musician Frank Zappa 
once noted that the human mind was a bit 
like a parachute. 'It doesn't work if it is not 
open,' Zappa said.
When it comes to the issue of Commonwealth 
investment in public transport, Tony Abbott has a closed 
mind. Because his mind is closed, his urban transport 
policy will never work.

The problem is that Mr Abbott believes in building roads 
but not railways. His recent Budget scrapped billions of 
dollars that had been allocated to urban rail projects 
including the Melbourne Metro, Brisbane’s Cross-River 
Rail, Perth’s Airport Rail Link and light rail, and Adelaide’s 
Tonsley Park public transport project.

Mr Abbott has re-allocated the funding for these 
projects to roads – not one of which has been the 
subject of a proper cost-benefit analysis to check 
whether it represents value for public money. That’s 
despite the government promising explicitly in its 
election infrastructure policy that it would subject any 
infrastructure spending proposal valued at more than 
$100 million to cost-benefit analysis.

This roads-only policy makes no sense. Careful 
investment in both roads and rail optimises the chance 
that public money will be invested in whichever 
transport mode has the greatest impact on reducing 
traffic congestion and driving productivity gains. In other 
words, Mr Abbott is looking at only half of the transport 
equation.

Labor’s approach in government was to invest in roads 
and rail – to deliver an integrated transport network. 
To ensure we got the decisions right, we created 
Infrastructure Australia (IA) as an independent adviser 
to government to assess the potential of competing 
infrastructure proposals and recommend which 
represented the best bang for the public buck.

We took the organisation’s recommendations seriously, 
funding all 15 of IA’s priority project recommendations as 
we lifted Australia fromtwentieth among OECD nations 
in terms of infrastructure investment as a proportion of 
GDP to first.

Mr Abbott’s claim that the Commonwealth should fund 
roads while the states should fund rail is a completely 
arbitrary division of inter-governmental labour. But 
in any event, there is clear evidence that Mr Abbott’s 
position is actually not grounded in this policy – even if 
this policy thinking is badly muddled.

The evidence suggests Mr Abbott has a trenchant and 
illogical bias against public transport. His 2009 book 
Battlelines gives a candid account of his position, which is 
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weirder than anything the famously unusual Frank Zappa 
ever produced.

Public transport, Mr Abbott argued, was 'generally slow, 
expensive, not especially reliable and still a hideous 
drain on the public purse'. He continued: 'Mostly, 
there just aren’t enough people wanting to go from a 
particular place to a particular destination at a particular 
time to justify any vehicle larger than a car and cars need 
roads.'

Mr Abbott went on to argue that policy makers 
misunderstood the 'sense of mastery' that Australians 
felt when driving cars. 'The humblest person is king in 
his own car,' he wrote. 'Drivers choose the destination, 
the route, the time of departure, the music that’s played 
and whether to have company. For people whose lives 
otherwise run lately at the beck and call of others, that’s 
no small freedom.'

Mr Abbott’s argument became even more bizarre 
when he linked his dislike for public transport to 
his irrational hatred of trade unionism. 'Part of the 
problem is inefficiency, over-manned, union-dominated 
government-run train and bus systems,' he wrote.

He went on to argue that the former Rudd Government’s 
economic stimulus package, designed to counter the 
Global Financial Crisis, was 'light on new and upgraded 
roads' because of the policy makers’ 'hang-ups'. 'The 
Rudd Government is more likely to opt for more union-
friendly infrastructure investment (in underused railways 
or metros, for instance).'

So Mr Abbott believes that Labor’s key concern in 
framing the stimulus package was to appease unions, 
rather than to protect Australia from a recession. The 
Treasury has calculated the package saved 200,000 
Australian jobs. 

It would be difficult to imagine a worse case in which 
ideology (in this case anti-union ideology) has so blinded 
a national leader to the public interest. The unedifying 
truth is that Australia is being run by a man who does 
not want to invest in public transport because he likes 
cars and hates unions.

That’s no basis for sound policy-making. It also 
ignores the fact that literally millions of Australians 
use public transport every day. For many people, it is 
the convenient transport of choice. Others have no 
alternative to public transport because they cannot 
afford to buy and run a car.

A 2013 report by the Bureau of Infrastructure Transport 
and Regional Economics found urban public transport 
use had been increasing since 1980 and was expected 
to grow by 1.35 per cent a year between now and 2030, 
increasing the public transport task by one third in the 
same period.

That forecast challenges policy makers to ensure the 
infrastructure is in place to meet this growth. But 
because Mr Abbott’s mind is so ideologically addled, he’s 
wilfully turning his back on this challenge.

The practical effect of the Government’s position is that 
cash-strapped states will now be left to fund all public 
transport infrastructure.

The results are already becoming clear. When 
Infrastructure Australia assessed the original Melbourne 
Metro proposal, it named it the highest priority for 
infrastructure spending in Victoria in terms of its ability 
to contribute to productivity growth.

Now that Mr Abbott has withdrawn Labor’s $3 billion 
commitment to the project, the Napthine Government 
is proposing an inferior alternative that does not even 
pass through the city’s CBD. The Government has used 
the money being saved to forward an advance payment 
of $1.5 billion for the city’s proposed East-West Link – a 
road project that has not yet been the subject of a full 
cost-benefit analysis.

Interestingly, $1 billion of this allocation is for Stage II 
of the project, which won’t be spent until the 2015-16 
financial year. Mr Abbott appears to have handed over 
the money early to pad the Victorian State Budget for 
his coalition colleague Premier Denis Napthine. That’s in 
direct contravention of another election promise to set 
clear construction milestones for states to pass before 
the Commonwealth would hand over money.

Similarly, in Brisbane, the Queensland Government is 
redesigning the Cross-River Rail project into a second-
rate alternative. We can do better.

Outside of city-states like Singapore, Australia is among 
the most-urbanised nations in the world. Our cities must 
become more productive, more sustainable and more 
liveable. That will require commonwealth leadership, the 
type of leadership now sorely lacking under the current 
government.

Anthony Albanese is the Shadow Minister for 
Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism

The Coaliton versus 
Medicare
by Judith Kiejda 

When my organisation, the NSW Nurses and 
Midwives’ Association, ran a TV advertising 
campaign prior to the 2013 federal election, 
warning a Coalition victory would deliver a 
shift towards a US-style healthcare system, we 
were castigated by the usual partisan interests 
in the media.  A political fact-checking outfit 
on one of the commercial networks even gave 
us their highest negative rating of: 'Liar Liar 
pants on fire!' Well, I know who the liar is and 
it is certainly not us.  
It was clear, months before the election, that a successful 
Coalition would implement changes and shift the 
burden of health costs on to individuals.  On April 5, 
2013, the Australian Financial Review ran an interview 
with the then Federal Shadow Health Minister, Peter 
Dutton.  Dutton articulated that if the Coalition returned 
to power, all things health related would be open for 
discussion.  He said the Coalition did not see public 
hospitals as immune from its drive to find savings in the 
Health budget, and went on to say: 

The Coalition would work with state governments 
that have delivered services through private hospitals 
and not-for-profits.  If that means it's more efficient 
to spend through change management at public 
hospitals, then we should not be afraid of that 
debate.

This position is anathema to our Association.  We believe 
access to adequate healthcare is the right of every 
Australian and a crucial element of our social compact.  
We are committed to publicly funded universal health 
insurance as the most efficient and effective mechanism 
to distribute the system.  We are fundamentally 
committed to equitable access to affordable healthcare 
on the basis of clinical need, rather than capacity to 
pay.  We believe the principles on which Medicare was 
founded must be preserved: equity, efficiency, simplicity 
and universality.

The Coalition has had a longstanding antipathy to 
universal publicly funded healthcare.  The introduction 
of Medicare was strongly contested by the Coalition from 
1983.  It was only after a fifth successive defeat at the 
1993 election that John Howard committed to retaining 

Medicare, finally accepting Australian’s valued Medicare 
and wanted it retained.  It was according to Boxall and 
Gillespie

An acknowledgement that the party had destroyed 
its chances by failing to heed public opinion.  But 
this was no Damascene conversion: at no point did 
Howard claim his earlier views were mistaken, merely 
impolitic.

The Abbott government is now walking away from 
agreed funding arrangements with the States and 
Territories under the National Partnership Agreements.  
This shift will cost the States and Territories billions 
of dollars in future health funding and create deep 
uncertainty for the people of NSW, given our already 
stretched hospital services.  

This shift is likely to be replicated by the NSW 
government to justify further privatisation of health 
services despite the evidence that privatisation is not 
associated with improved quality and safety. 

In Western Australia, the Barnett government has 
privatised, or is looking to privatise, services at Peel 
Health Campus, Fiona Stanley Hospital and the Midland 
Health campus.  Already they have run into difficulties 
and reports into the Fiona Stanley project have found 
the privatised system does not work in the interests of 
patients.

In Queensland, operation of the new Children’s Hospital 
is on the table, while day oncology services at the Mater 
Public Hospital in Brisbane have been privatised to form 
a new Mater Cancer Care Service.  Thankfully, as a result 
of pressure from the public (much of it generated by the 
Queensland Nurses Union) plans for full privatisation of 
Sunshine Coast University Hospital have been scrapped.  
The Queensland Government’s own Commission of Audit 
report stated clinical services could be more efficiently 
supplied by the public sector.

Meanwhile in NSW, the state government refuses to 
identify the new Maitland Hospital as a public facility 
– but they reiterate it will have some public beds.  
Have they forgotten the Port Macquarie Base Hospital 
experience? A public hospital handed over to the private 
sector to operate, only to be returned to the government 
when the arrangement failed.  

Privatisation is creeping its way further into public 
health services in NSW.  Palliative care services have 
been sold off and we will see wholesale privatisation of 
our disability services by 2018.  Consider for a moment 
the catalogue of quality issues in the aged care sector, 
which is dominated by for-profit providers.  Labeling 
its qualified staffing ratio as ‘skeletal’ is too generous.  
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Typically, we see just one qualified nurse responsible for 
60-80 patients often with chronic and complex needs.  I 
hope very much that the NDIS is a new era for quality 
care for people with disabilities but I have grave concerns 
the profit imperative will be pursued at the expense of 
quality care.

One prominent privatisation underway in NSW is the 
Baird government’s invitation to design, build and 
operate a new hospital at Frenchs Forest, replacing 
the very tired Manly and Mona Vale hospitals.  The 
government intends to close Manly Hospital, downgrade 
services at Mona Vale and the bright new Northern 
Beaches hospital will be a Public Private Partnership 
(PPP).  This is despite the fact 40 per cent of people on 
the Northern Beaches have no private health insurance.  
When I mentioned this to the current Health Ministry, I 
was told, 'but Judith 60 per cent do' - which says it all!  

The justification that there will be public beds in this 
facility means very little.  Private operators only enter 
into this space if there is opportunity to generate 
revenue for shareholders.  Imagine the following 
scenario and ask who will get the bed?  Two people 
need a bed; one has insurance and the other does not.  
Common sense says that in a private system the one with 
money will get the bed.  

Although PPPs do shift capital expenditure to the 
private sector, their support relies primarily on a claim 
that they provide value-for-money and result in higher 
quality services.  The Australian experience however, 
shows partnerships involving private provision of clinical 
hospital services have a high rate of failure. Contract 
failures have resulted in higher costs to taxpayers, 
buyout costs and the administrative transfer back to 
state management.  For example, operating efficiencies 

were not achieved at St Vincent’s Hospital in Robina or 
at La Trobe Regional Hospital, while Port Macquarie Base 
cost the government 30 per cent more than the public 
sector. 

Australia can afford a publicly-funded universal 
healthcare system that provides access to quality 
healthcare for everyone.  In 2013, national expenditure 
across all of the OECD on healthcare was $3,322 per 
capita, Australia came in almost on par at $3,800, while 
the US was $8,508.  Australia spends 8.9 per cent of GDP 
on healthcare, the US spends 17.7 per cent, while the 
OECD average is 9.3 per cent.

Under our current health system, life expectancy in 
Australia is 82 years, which is above the OECD average 
of 80.1 years and the US at 78.7 years.  The US achieves 
nowhere near the level of efficiency, equity and 
effectiveness that we do.  No Australian wants a US-style 
health system.  Australians are committed to Medicare - 
we can afford it.

Measures proposed in the 2014-15 Federal Budget 
support privatising and shifting to user-pays for many 
elements of healthcare.  Unless we stand up and 
fight these moves, a tipping point will be reached and 
Medicare will be re-cast as merely a welfare program for 
the poor.

We reject the Abbott government’s proposal to 
implement a $7 co-payment for GP visits and out of 
hospital pathology and radiology.  General practice 
is where prevention, early intervention and hospital 
avoidance occurs.  Data shows out-of-pocket expenses in 
Australia are already high, too high for some, and this is 
creating an unacceptable barrier to effective healthcare.  

In 2013, 16 per cent of Australian adults experienced 
cost-related access 
problems and out-of-pocket 
expenses were second only 
to the US.   The imposition 
of a compulsory co-
payment on GP visits would 
exacerbate these concerns.  
We know Australians most 
in need of healthcare are 
the ones least able to afford 
it.  Delaying or avoiding 
consultations, diagnostic 
tests and prescriptions 
could have catastrophic 
consequences for both 
health outcomes and costs 
of care. 

Australia, climate free 
rider or free falling?
by David Ritter and Jessica Panegyres

Introduction
When it comes to global climate change, Australia is 
looking more and more like an exemplar of the free rider.  
Commonly known in economic and political theory, a 
free rider is one who benefits from a good made possible 
by the collective actions of others, but refuses to 
contribute their share towards that good. This article will 
outline recent actions of the Australian government, with 
particular analysis of its recent budget, and will argue 
that Canberra is attempting to free ride on the efforts of 
other nations when it comes to tackling climate change. 
Yet, as the rest of the world moves to deal with global 
warming, Australia may find itself playing a losing game.

Climate change and the ‘free rider’ problem
Academics and commentators sometimes describe 
climate change as a particularly knotty prisoner’s 
dilemma, in which – as Stephen Gardner explains - it 
is collectively rational for all countries to contribute to 
the cost of tackling the problem, but it is individually 

It is crucial to realise the insurance companies’ role in 
this.  The private hospital and private health insurance 
lobby are already crowing about how receptive the 
government is to helping them expand their markets 
in Australia.  There is a pilot program underway in 
Queensland paving the way for insurance companies 
to start managing primary care, just like they do in the 
US.  If we do not change direction, very soon, it will be 
insurers dictating what treatments can and cannot be 
accessed.  It is called ‘managed care’ and would be a 
profoundly regressive direction for Australia.

We have to tell this government to get its hands off 
our universal healthcare system - it is not in crisis.  The 
reality is that spending on healthcare will grow in coming 
decades, but incomes will also grow.  Households will 
decide how to spend real income growth but it can 
be anticipated they will be willing to spend more to 

maintain their health.  This increased spending can be 
done in a user-pays system or in the form a universal 
insurance system, such as Medicare.  The key difference 
is, in a highly privatised user-pays system, there will be 
winners and there will be losers.  Never forget the highly 
privatised US healthcare system costs far more and 
delivers far less compared to those based on universal 
insurance.

No one is pretending changes could not be made to 
improve the efficiency of our 30 year old Medicare 
system. However, the notion that dismantling 
universalism, increasing privatisation and shifting costs 
to individuals is the answer is undoubtedly a recipe for 
higher costs and rising social inequity.

Judith Kiejda is the Assistant General Secretary of 
the NSW Nurses and Midwives’ Association

rational for each country to avoid paying the cost. 
On the short-term view, the cost of acting to mitigate 
emissions is greater than the benefit of free riding on 
the mitigation efforts of others. Therefore, while world 
governments have committed to keeping global warming 
within two degrees above pre-industrial levels, national 
governments – mindful of domestic priorities - have 
not acted consistently with meeting that goal. Almost 
everyone, it seems, wants to be the free rider. 

Presenting the findings of the Fifth Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) late last year, Co-Chair 
of Working Group 1, Thomas Stocker, emphasized that, 
‘…scenarios that envisage continued carbon dioxide 
emissions or postponed reductions of these emissions, 
indicate that options of limiting global warming to 2°C 
may become unattainable.’ In other words, we need to 
rapidly cut our emissions if we are to have any hope of 
achieving the 2°C goal. Following the expiry of the first 
commitment phase of the Kyoto Protocol – and with it 
the legally binding targets set by developed countries - 
hopes for a binding climate deal are now pinned on Paris 
2015. Ideally, a legally binding international agreement 
will bring world governments out of their prisoner’s 
dilemma and make free riding impossible. 

Australia: climate backslider?
Australia is already far from pulling its weight globally 
when it comes to climate change. Under the first 
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primary renewable energy policy driver, the Renewable 
Energy Target.

Australia had also promised to contribute to stop 
destruction of the world's remaining rainforests, 
especially in Indonesia. Globally, deforestation 
contributes about 12 per cent to global emissions as well 
driving numerous plant and animal species to extinction. 
Australia had previously contributed significantly to 
international forest and environmental programs, but 
almost all such funding appears to have been cut. 
Most of the cash for tackling deforestation previously 
came from Australia’s Foreign Aid budget, yet aid 
spending suffered the biggest single cut in the Budget, 
compromising Australia's promised contribution to the 
Millennium Development Goals.

At the same time, the recent Budget makes life easier for 
the small number of coal and other fossil fuel companies 
who drive climate change – those Tom Burke calls the 
‘climate makers’. Corporate tax rates have been reduced 
and many company tax concessions maintained. Fossil 
fuel companies keep their fuel tax rebate, gain an 
exploration development incentive and have been told 
to expect the repeal of the carbon and mining taxes. 
In Australia, big business no longer has to pay for the 
pollution it pumps into the atmosphere. 

Australia: free rider or free falling? 
This domestic recklessness in dealing with climate 
change echoes in the government’s international stance. 
Australia has gained a reputation for attempting to 
‘wreck’ international climate negotiations.  After failing 
to send a Minister to last year’s Warsaw negotiations, 
the Prime Minister has reportedly indicated he will not 

commitment period of Kyoto, 
Australia was one of the few 
developed nations allowed to 
increase emissions, managing 
to secure the so-called ‘Australia 
clause’ - an eleventh-hour land-
clearing loophole that meant the 
country sailed through its target. 
Australia’s official commitment 
now is to reduce its emissions by 
five per cent by 2020. Yet recent 
actions appear inconsistent 
with meeting even this modest 
objective.

In a recent analysis of 66 
countries’ action on climate 
change, Australia was one of 
two countries – Japan was the 
other - that had regressed by 
moving to reverse credible domestic climate legislation. 
Australia’s government has introduced legislation to 
repeal the country’s so-called carbon tax, pledging to 
replace it with a policy it calls ‘Direct Action’ – voluntary 
payments under a form of baseline and credit scheme 
to businesses which pledge to reduce emissions. This 
measure is predicted to be highly expensive - as subsidies 
usually are. Yet the recent budget confirmed that 
expenditure on the Government's so-called Direct Action 
climate policy will be capped, irrespective of whether 
Australia's promised 5 per cent reduction in emissions is 
achieved.

Additionally, the Australian institutions that helped 
the country understand and act on climate change 
have all been weakened. Funding for Australia’s public 
science institution the Commonwealth Scientific and 
Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) and Bureau 
of Meteorology has been reduced and the Australian 
Climate Change Science program amalgamated. The 
government has also introduced legislation to abolish 
the Climate Change Authority, the independent body 
established to advise the government on its climate 
change targets and policy mechanisms. The Authority 
recently recommended that Australia aim for a 15-20 
percent reduction in emissions by 2020.

The programs and institutions that were helping to make 
Australia a part of global solutions to climate change 
have also been cut. The Government's decision to 
abolish the Australian Renewable Energy Agency is just 
the latest attack on one of the fastest growing industries 
in the country, following the introduction of legislation 
to abolish the Clean Energy Finance Corporation, and 
coinciding with the ominous ‘review’ of the country’s 

attend this year’s crucial climate talks. Australia has 
sought to create an international alliance against pricing 
carbon, so far reportedly winning Canada to that ignoble 
cause. Hosting the G20 summit this year, Australia has 
refused to allow climate change on the official agenda 
as a standalone item. Such deliberate sabotage is worse 
than free riding, and the world can only hope Australia 
does not succeed in its attempts to derail international 
progress on climate change.

With his eye firmly on domestic audiences, the 
Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott said recently 
that he would not ‘take action on climate change which 
clobbers our economy’. Free riding is only ‘rational’ if 
the free rider receives a benefit despite their refusal to 
contribute. The IPCC’s latest report on climate impacts 
confirms that climate change will hit Australia hard, 
so Australia’s gamble will only pay off if the rest of the 
world still manages to take effective global action: either 
Australia succeeds in free riding, or succeeds in wrecking 
the game for everyone.

Yet there is a third option: that, as the rest of the world 

moves to tackle climate change, Australia becomes 
isolated and losing the game, with stranded coal assets, 
tourism assets like the Great Barrier Reef degraded 
by coal expansion, and a workforce unprepared for 
the decarbonised economy. Already Australia’s trade-
exposed coal export industry is being hammered by 
a depressed thermal coal market, and while analysts 
debate whether low prices are cyclical or structural, 
the news that the United States and possibly China 
are imposing hard caps on coal pollution can be read 
as hastening structural decline. In this context, the 
government’s choice to place its faith in coal over 
renewable energy seems reckless at best. As the rules 
of the global economy change in response to tackling 
climate change, Australia’s attempts to wreck or free ride 
on global climate solutions look increasingly irrational: 
moves made by a government in climate policy free fall. 

David Ritter is the CEO of Greenpeace Australia 
Pacific and Jessica Panegyres is Policy Advisor to 
the CEO. This article was originally published in 
Global Policy online.
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The Coalition budget 
and the feminisation 
of austerity
by Mark Dean

The Coalition Government’s budget represents 
a feminisation of austerity that will impact 
women most of all, and particularly so in 
disadvantaged urban settings.

The extreme economy of austerity urbanism
Contemporary life in many disadvantaged areas 
in Australia and much of the developed world is a 
lived reality of ‘extreme economy’. In urban areas, 
neoliberalism favours property development over social 
development, and this, as David Harvey shows, hurts all 
but the wealthy. Extreme economic policies are most 
common in the agendas of conservative governments. 
They target the very institutional foundations of socio-
economic inclusion – the public sector, unions, welfare 
services, health and education. Cuts to these services 
emphasise the inherent class basis of austerity which 
punishes vulnerable social groups while employing 
deceptive rhetoric around debt crisis.

In Australia’s case, there is no debt crisis. Despite this, 
the Coalition Government is introducing a raft of cuts 
that will hurt the poor and disadvantaged. Women are 
the majority in many of the groups that will experience 
deep cuts to essential welfare services especially in 
disadvantaged urban settings. Austerity policy in urban 
areas can be accurately represented as the feminisation 
of austerity. In the United States, austerity targets three 
public sector groups – welfare recipients, workers and 
unions – with women forming the majority of each 
group.

Austerity’s feminisation
The May 2014 budget makes clear the Coalition’s agenda 
to radically alter the social and economic framework 
of Australia. This will shift our political and economic 
landscape further towards a US-style free-market system 
that all but criminalises the most vulnerable citizens 
for their economic misfortune and class identity. Socio-
economic modelling by NATSEM has found that the 
burden of budget changes 'falls most heavily on low and 
middle income families with children'. It finds that by 
2017-18, low income couples with children – a group 

already in the bottom 20 per cent of income earners – 
are worse off by almost 7 per cent of total income, while 
single parents are worse off by nearly 11 per cent.

The budget cuts over 16,500 jobs in the public sector 
with the largest cuts in the Australian Tax Office and the 
Department of Industry. These job cuts fit neoliberal 
principles of de-regulation; after all, when you’re 
collecting less tax and ignoring science, why continue 
paying tax collectors and scientists? But Health and 
Education are the next two departments most affected 
by cuts. The Australian Public Service Commission 
reported in 2013 that Health had the highest employee 
representation of women at 70 per cent and Education 
had the second highest representation of female senior 
executives at 57 per cent. The flow-on of the education 
cuts to the States and Territories will also hit women 
since a majority of teachers are women.

The Coalition seems to believe that welfare, education, 
health and workers' rights are disposable; they go, in 
their terms, to 'leaners' not 'lifters'. The Coalition is 
cutting funding and jobs on the basis of un-modelled 
assumptions that the community service sector will pick 
up the slack. The UK experience of the outsourcing of 
essential services has been anything but a success, but 
Australia’s government has not paid heed to this, nor to 
the wider international evidence of austerity’s failures. 
ABS figures from 2011 show that 84 per cent of workers 
in community service industries were women, compared 
with 45 per cent of workers in all industries. Budget 
cuts will impose heavily increased workloads and longer 
hours on the remaining workers. Service recipients will 
wait longer to have their essential needs met. Because 
women comprise the majority of both service workers 
and recipients, it is easy to see how cuts will have severe 
detrimental impacts on work-life balance, families and 
communities.

Workers in the service industries rely heavily on unions. 
In many workplaces women will disproportionately bear 
the burdens of neoliberal-oriented changes and at the 
expense of the labour movement’s crucial frontline role 
in protecting workers and their families from the harsh 
impacts of austerity. Beyond the budget, the Coalition 
Government is developing other ways to ensure that 
social institutions cannot impede the imposition of 
austerity. For example, its Policy to Improve the Fair Work 
Laws limits the ability of unions to represent employees 
on work sites and will re-establish the Australian Building 
and Construction Commission. This is a body favouring 
productivity over the fair treatment of workers, and 
increases the possibility of worksite accidents. In 
Coalition workplace policy, ‘improve’ is a heavily loaded 
word.

Focus: Roads To Nowhere?
Responding to the challenges of urban 
austerity
The extreme economic conditions of austerity have 
largely displaced concern for social development. 
The feminisation of austerity can be challenged with 
broader feminist and social democratic policies and 
discourses aimed improving the circumstances of women 
who live in disadvantaged urban regions. However, 
no challenge to austerity and its feminisation will be 
successful without women playing a central role in urban 
policymaking processes. This requires an understanding 
of the intersecting issues that women in disadvantaged 
settings face and an overall understanding of the 
(masculinist) power structures of neoliberalism. The 
latter includes the suppression of alternative (feminist) 
discourses.

Many conservative pundits enjoy highlighting the left’s 
"out-of-context" use of Margaret Thatcher’s quote '…
there is no such thing as society'. They accuse the left of 
omitting the second part of the statement that 'There 
are individual men and women, and there are families'. 
But conservatives themselves miss the obvious lesson. 
Thatcher’s words were in fact a declaration of the only 
power conservatives understand – private power and 
the traditional values it implies. Simply put, power 
held by predominantly white, wealthy, male property 
owners has always suppressed the minority voice of the 
disenfranchised, dissenting majority.

The Coalition’s budget attacks on public life represent an 
affront to this minority voice.  In response, the left must 
mobilise to protect our most important institutions of 
social democratic power – the public sector and unions 
– in order to protect our most vulnerable citizens. Public 
institution employees, union members, and those served 
and protected by them will continue to be the polar 
opposite of those that push austerity.

Mark Dean is a PhD Candidate at The University of 
Adelaide.
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Jellyfish and chips?
by Annie March

My childhood reeks of the sea. My 
father had been in the navy; we were 
invariably woken up by shanties – 'What 
shall we do with the drunken sailor?' 
was a favourite – and at mealtimes the 
salt was never passed, it was “given a 
fair breeze”. We were a nomadic family 
but the sea was never far away, whether 
we were paddling on pebbly English 
beaches, digging for toheroas between 
wintery tides in the far south of New 
Zealand, or falling in and out of dinghies 
on Sydney Harbour.
Australians have a particular love for, intimacy 
with and vulnerability to the ocean. This puts 
us in the front line as humankind struggles 
with a whole raft of issues that are compromising 
marine health. These include overfishing – a third of 
the world’s fish stocks have been exploited beyond 
recovery. Another is massive extinctions, raising the 
very real spectre that the glorious diversity of life in 
the seas will be reduced to what it was millions of 
years ago – jellyfish. Pollution from sewage, pesticides, 
fertiliser runoff, toxic waste dumping, oil spills, ongoing 
radioactive leaks from Fukushima in Japan; rising sea-
levels; and the tragedy of coral reefs – cathedrals of 
the deep – which are dying, bleached and destroyed as 
climate change drives up ocean temperatures.

Two issues seem to me of particular concern. The first is 
a phenomenon known as 'great ocean garbage patches'. 
These are slow-moving gyres of rubbish, like unflushable 
toilets, one each in the Atlantic, Pacific and Indian 
Oceans. The Pacific gyre is as big as New South Wales, 
and every square kilometre contains 50,000 pieces of 
plastic waste. A 2006 United Nations report estimated 
that this toxic soup annually kills a million sea-birds and 
a hundred thousand sea mammals. Over time, drifting 
plastic breaks into particles that absorb toxins like 
mercury and pesticides and are then eaten by small fish. 
The plastic concentrates its poisonous load as it moves 
up the food chain. This means that when we eat seafood, 
especially tuna or shark, we’re ingesting our own waste.

The second issue concerns the effects on the oceans 
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of atmospheric carbon which between 1750 and 2011 
has increased by forty per cent. As the oceans absorb 
some of this excess they are becoming more acidic. 
In a process similar to osteoporosis, acidifying sea-
water leaches calcium from the shells and skeletons 
of marine organisms which can no longer reproduce. 
This is especially dire for phytoplankton – microscopic, 
exquisitely diverse and beautiful creatures – and hence 
for us, since every second breath we take is fuelled by 
the oxygen they generate. We are destroying an invisible 
matrix on which our lives depend.

If humanity is to survive, I see no option but radical, 
inevitable, impossible change. How do we shift from 
the anthropocene era to the ecozoic, and begin to live 
in the knowledge that our wellbeing is inseparable from 
the health of the 8.7 billion non-human species with 
whom we share our only planet. True wealth, safety 
and freedom lie in pure air, clean rivers, living forests, 
abundant biodiversity, rich tilth and salty-sweet oceans.

Annie March is a writer, teacher, gardener, crone 
and grandmother with a passion for ecological 
and social justice. Her collection of essays, 'As 
A March Hare; dances of personal and cultural 
transformation' (Ralph Wessman, Walleah Press) 
was published in 2011. She lives in Hobart. Her 
blog is http://asamarchhare.org.
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Building bridges 
and rebuilding 
communities in the 
campaign against 
coal and gas
by Drew Hutton

The English historian, EP Thompson, wrote 
in the Preface to his epic The Making of 
the English Working Class: 'I am seeking 
to rescue the poor stockinger, the Luddite 
cropper, the "obsolete" hand-loom weaver, 
the "utopian" artisan, and even the deluded 
follower of Joanna Southcott, from the 
enormous condescension of posterity.' For 
Thompson, the English working class “made 
itself as much as it was made' on the basis 
of its communitarianism. Its culture became 
an important factor in the consciousness 
developed by that class and the nature of the 
resistance it forged against the excesses of 
capitalism. 
Like Thompson, I am trying to rescue a history: that 
of the people and communities of this country locked 
in conflict with resource companies. As a Marxist, 
Thompson rescues the culture of the English working 
class under attack from the "condescending” Whigs 
who were promoting the Industrial Revolution with all 
its brutality and cultural obliteration while, at the same 
time, he agrees with his bourgeois opponents that many 
of the beliefs of this emerging class were anachronistic 
and opposed to real progress. For my part, I want 
not only to recognise the positive role of Australian 
communitarianism and its contribution to the resistance 
against a nihilistic, “disaster” capitalism (to quote Naomi 
Klein) but also to emphasise its importance to the 
current struggles against the fossil fuel industry and for a 
democratic and sustainable society.

Thomson was describing a class-based communitarian 
resistance against an emerging and dynamic social 
order – industrial capitalism. I am talking about a socially 
inclusive communitarian resistance to a social order 

in decline – that based on fossil fuel. Like JRR Tolkien’s 
greedy dwarves in the mines of Moria, the fossil-fuel 
industry in the last years of its existence has dug too 
deep and released a monster in the shape of greatly 
expanded coal and gas projects that can lash out and, 
like the monstrous Balrog, destroy whole regions. The 
resistance by farmers, graziers, environmentalists, 
blockies, business people, professionals and others can, 
like the grey wizard, consign that monster to the depths 
and usher in a more peaceful, rational and humane 
world.

The social forces promoting the current coal and 
gas boom are nihilistic. Memory is the enemy of this 
corporate culture. It wants to persuade us there is 
nothing but change, that contentment equals constant 
movement, that the gross economic happiness is the 
same as economic growth, and that maximising the 
private interests of large corporations will inevitably 
lead to achieving the best possible public interest. In 
other words: what is good for Gina Rinehart, Rio and 
Whitehaven Coal is good for the whole country. In 
the words of coal seam gas giant Santos, the farmers 
opposing their huge CSG project in the Pilliga State 
Forest and on the Liverpool Plains are 'frightened of 
progress'.

The Lock the Gate movement
The Lock the Gate (LTG) movement was born specifically 
as a community-based struggle against the potentially 
massive social and environmental impacts of the coal 
and coal seam gas boom in Queensland. As with almost 
all major developments in the history of the Australian 
environment movement, its genesis was based in 
strategic rather than philosophical imperatives.

It was obvious to me in early 2010 that the devastation 
of whole regions was not going to be stopped as the 
result of campaigns by farmers and environmentalists 
working separately. Our opponents were too large, 
too powerful and too influential with all levels of 
government and all major political parties. Farmers 
and environmentalists needed to come together. Rural 
communities would need to build a defensive barrier 
against the encroaching mining industry and would 
require as much consensus as they could get. 

Nor would it be won by conventional strategies – 
lobbying local members and ministers, submissions and 
petitions. These had proven lamentably inadequate and, 
in Queensland, had failed to stop any major coalmine. 
We were blocked from anything other than noble (or 
perhaps pathetic) defeats and would need to go back to 
a previous era, the 1970s and 1980s, when working class 
militancy bridged the labour-green divide in the form 
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of the Sydney Green Bans, following which non-violent 
direct-action campaigns were mounted against forest 
and wilderness destruction in such places as Terania 
Creek, the Franklin and the Daintree.

Unfortunately, LTG started too late in Queensland to 
stop the three major CSG/LNG projects – led by the 
companies QGC, Santos and Origin – and the radical 
pro-mining stances of the Labor governments of 
Peter Beattie and Anna Bligh up to 2012, then the 
anti-democratic, anti-environmental fanaticism of the 
Newman government after that. As Campbell Newman 
said, soon after coming to office, 'We’re in the coal 
business.'

Lock the Gate straddles cultures and worldviews.   As 
such, it is qualitatively different from both representative 
farming groups and key environment NGOs (e-NGOs). 
Firstly, LTG has a broader and far more active and 
participatory base than most e-NGOs. A group like the 
Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF) will point out 
that it has a membership that is not only much more 
than that of LTG but represents a broad cross-section 
of the population. It was also a key player in setting 
up Landcare in the late 1980s, which has played an 
important, if patchy, role in forging an environmental 
ethic in rural Australia. So LTG has fewer members 
than NGOs like ACF but it undoubtedly has more active 
members, with many thousands participating actively in 
any given aspect of their local campaign.

Groups like Greenpeace, The Wilderness Society 
(TWS) and the Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF) 
have developed very specific cultures and struggle 
to utilise the skills and power of diverse grassroots 
movements but have rarely, if ever, organised at the 
local community level.  Representative farming bodies 
like the NFF or Agforce have similarly been caught by 
highly bureaucratic structures and are not often rapidly 
responsive to their members’ needs and wishes.  Many 
groups, particularly WWF and a number of farming 
bodies, have been caught by the 'inside track' of 
lobbying, and no longer know how to effectively exert 
pressure outside that paradigm.

Communitarian campaigning
Lock the Gate’s approach to campaigning, however, 
is communitarian in that local communities are 
encouraged to take the leadership of activities that 
occurs in their region. This usually involves an active 
process of community mobilisation that draws on 
social movement theory and complexity principles, 
both emphasising the positive role to be played by 
decentralised networks with LTG leadership playing a 
facilitating rather than directive role. Local cultures, 

political beliefs and lifestyles are all treated with respect; 
and consensus is built around a clear set of sustainability 
and social justice policies. Increasingly, the goal of 
participatory democracy is becoming part of the culture 
of resistance.

If a local community or regional alliance can obtain 
anything like consensus on the objective of setting up 
a gas-field-free (or mining-free) community, then the 
stage is set for that alliance to take strong action against 
any attempt by a mining corporation and a compliant 
state government to force such a development on the 
community. LTG supports an individual landowner’s right 
to make whatever agreement they want with a resource 
company but this does not gazump the right of the rest 
of the community to have a strong level of control over 
developments that have potentially severe impacts 
across the region. This is clearly the case with a large, 
open-cut coalmine or an unconventional gas field.

Even then, any resultant actions taken by the community 
to influence the decision-making process will not be 
aimed at the landowner who has signed the access 
agreement but at the company that wants to force 
its way into a reluctant community. This has been the 
process employed in most of the major campaigns that 
have captured popular imagination, especially the Pilliga 
State Forest, Leard Forest and, of course, Bentley, where 
Lock the Gate, CSG Free Northern Rivers, and a host of 
local community groups forced a back-down from the 
NSW Government and the departure of Metgasco. The 
aim of the community strategy is to turn passive support 
into active support, a defensive community into an 
assertive one.

In a recent interview on ABC Radio, ACF’s new executive 
director, Kelly O’Shanassy, stressed the importance 
of being “inside the tent” as well as working in the 
community. In other words, a NGO would rather be 
close to government and having a direct effect on its 
environmental policy than 'outside the tent pissing 
in'. This is reasonable but the question of being inside 
or outside the tent is a complex one. Clearly being 
completely inside the tent when you are getting nothing 
from government merely cuts you off from your 
supporters. Labor governments are getting much better 
at giving e-NGOs as little as possible and focusing the 
movement on incremental gains, while still remaining 
better on the environment than the conservative 
opposition.

Being completely outside and causing a hue and cry in 
the community leaves you with no clear communications 
with the people who will make the key decisions. In 
a period of conservative government, or of a Labor 
government with little motivation to deliver on 
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important environmental reforms, the movement needs 
to be able to have one foot inside the tent and one 
foot outside, while being prepared to move totally back 
to community mobilisation if government becomes 
intractable or obstructive.

Movements can threaten such governments with 
mobilising against them in the lead-up to the next 
election but even that can have its problems if it can’t 
force policy differentiation between the parties. Another 
strategy employed by the community movement against 
coal and gas has been to go around state governments 
and put pressure directly on the companies, either 
pressuring them to the negotiating table or forcing them 
out of business.

The key element for success in all of this is a large, active 
mass movement capable of exercising a significant 
influence over the wider population. Putting such 
a movement together involves developing lowest 
common denominators for both policy and strategy. An 
overarching philosophy or worldview is also very helpful.

My mantra with policy and strategy for Lock the Gate has 
been: 'be conservative in policy but, where necessary, 
radical in action'. Keeping consensus on policy has meant 
dropping platforms that cannot gain support across our 
wide membership base.

Radical nationalism
While considerations of strategy – communitarianism 
and non-violent direct action – have been the major 
elements in the reasons for LTG’s formation and for its 
continuing success, there is a third element. This has 
been the development of a philosophical framework for 
the struggle – radical nationalism.

In contrast to the Left's republican nationalism and 
the Right's imperial nationalism, Lock the Gate has 

attempted to develop a more 
inclusive, communitarian, 
land-based nationalism 
to frame its campaigning 
activities. Activists tend to 
call themselves “protectors” 
rather than “protesters”; they 
emphasise the need to have 
a stewardship or custodial 
attitude to the land; and they 
tend to identify iconic (and 
threatened) landscapes that 
need defending against the 
cultural and environmental 
barbarism of the mining 
companies and their political 
supporters.

This was seen at its most coherent in the LTG's campaign 
around the 2013 federal election: “Call to Country”. This 
campaign pointed out that coal or gas mining threatened 
11 out of the 16 “national landscape icons” identified by 
the Australian tourism industries.  Another important 
aspect of this frame is that it is inclusive of, and 
recognises the fundamental importance of, Traditional 
Custodians and their unique role and leadership in land 
stewardship in Australia.  This has led to a powerful 
tripartite alliance between farmers, environmentalists, 
and Traditional Owners, that is uniquely place-based 
and that is achieving a form of grassroots reconciliation 
through respectful campaigning.

When I first became involved in the current campaign 
against irresponsible coal and unconventional gas 
mining, I went to both the farmers’ representative bodies 
and the big environmental NGOs. The farmers’ bodies 
couldn’t remember which side they were on and the 
e-NGOs couldn’t remember how to fight. As the conflict 
has spread into Indigenous people’s country, the same 
dynamic is being observed. The alliances that develop, 
therefore, needed to be created outside the traditional 
representative bodies and done directly, person to 
person.  This alliance has been based on the three pillars 
of community-based campaigning, non-violent direct 
action, and a strong land ethic to frame the struggle. It’s 
that simple.

Drew Hutton is President of the Lock the Gate 
Alliance, was a founder of the Queensland Greens 
and The Australian Greens, and co-author with 
Libby Connors of 'A History of the Australian 
Environment Movement'. He was the Bob Brown 
Foundation's Environmentalist of the Year for 
2013.
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Opera options
by Michael Browne

Since the New York Metropolitan Opera 
started broadcasting live productions through 
cinemas in high definition in 2006-2007, 
rusted-on old opera tragics like me have 
been spoiled rotten. Each year the Met has 
been broadcasting a season of ten operas 
around the world, a judicious mix of old 
favourites, neglected masterpieces, rarely 
performed gems and the occasional and often 
scintillating avant-garde new work.  Other 
companies have followed suit - The Royal 
Opera Covent Garden, Opera Nationale du 
Paris, La Scala Milan, Teatro Reale Madrid. 
The production and musical standards are of 
a quality that only the most richly endowed 
opera companies can produce; and available 
at a price less than a ticket to the Sydney 
Opera House car park. We get treated to the 
greater intimacy of close-up camera work and 
interviews with the cast and creatives. As one 
good friend of mine says, the great opera stars 
are our new best friends. Opera, indeed the 
world's very best opera, has never been more 
accessible.
There had been hopes that this digital revolution 
would throw open the doors to a new and much larger 
audience. Indeed, in every broadcast the host would 
assert that, as wonderful as the HD broadcasts are, 
nothing compares to the exhilaration of live opera in the 
theatre. Visit your local opera company, we are implored, 
or come to the Met.  Nevertheless many companies, 
including the Met itself, have found their main house 
ticket sales in decline. In the USA, a number of smaller 
regional companies have had to close. Even the much-
loved New York City Opera that championed lower-prices 
and performances in English for 70 years had to file 
for bankruptcy in 2013. San Diego opera only narrowly 
escaped the same fate. Anecdotally, at least, it appears 
that we opera tragics have found a most agreeable new 
medium. 

Closer to home, main house ticket sales have also been 
disappointing for Opera Queensland. The cause has 
not been falling production standards. Indeed, after 
a decade or more of very conservative productions, 

Lindy Hume's reinvention of Opera Q has been bringing 
us fresh productions with very strong casts. Verdi's 
Othello directed by Simon Phillips, Lindy Hume's own La 
Cenerentola in 2013 and then her Rigoletto this year are 
all models of how great operas can be presented with 
strong contemporary resonances without in any way 
sacrificing the power of the libretto or score; but where 
are the audiences?

It pains me to commit the next question to paper 
(though I am sure it will have occurred to others). With 
the Met and the other great companies screening up to 
15 operas into our cinemas each year, is the state-based 
opera company a redundant model?

Happily, Australian opera companies are nothing if not 
resourceful. While Opera Q's main house productions 
in Brisbane are under pressure, there is innovation 
elsewhere. One of the most exciting ideas has been 
Project Puccini.  Each year Opera Q tours a production 
to regional centres. This year they are injecting the 
tour with a fresh way of engaging local communities 
by auditioning, selecting and rehearsing local choruses 
for their touring production of La Boheme. More than 
800 Queenslanders auditioned for the choruses with 
more than half that number sure to secure a place. 
Performances are planned for Mackay, Toowoomba, 
Mount Isa, Fraser Coast, Ipswich, Gold Coast, 
Rockhampton and Townsville in August and September. 
The initiative has generated a new level of excitement 
and community engagement. There are encouraging 
early expectations for box office sales too. The two 
performances scheduled for the Gold Coast were already 
almost sold out more than a month in advance. Hopes 
are high that this grass roots involvement will help break 
down the conventional prejudices against the art form 
and introduce new audiences to its unique magic in ways 
that are relevant, exciting, engaging...and shared by a 
local community.

Opera Australia has also been innovating in recent years. 
Artistic Director Lyndon Terracini had already anticipated 
the need of adapting the company to the challenges and 
opportunities facing the art form when he outlined his 
manifesto in the Peggy Glanville-Hicks address in 2011. 
He insisted that the company must look beyond the 
established performance traditions and the particular 
interests of its traditional core and largely conservative 
audience.  Equally, the company could not afford to 
indulge opera's small avant-garde. To be viable, the 
national company must perform to the widest audiences 
possible. 

One strategy is to amplify what he calls an "Australian 
performing aesthetic". To my mind this was wonderfully 
achieved in Neil Armfield's production of Wagner's Ring 
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Cycle on which I reported in an earlier edition.  Another 
signal achievement has been Handa Opera on Sydney 
Harbour. This year I made the pilgrimage to see Puccini's 
Madama Butterfly. This is a quintessentially "Sydney" 
experience, combining a late afternoon stroll through 
the Botanical gardens, the sparkling harbour, the sunset 
behind the Opera House and Harbour Bridge, sparkling 
wines and designer food. The production itself could 
have been "safe"- all picturesque kimonos, paper screens 
and parasols. But the Spanish production company La 
Fura del Baus gave us something more contemporary, 
more edgy... more Sydney? A Butterfly covered in Yakuza 
tattoos, abandoned in poverty, squatting in a makeshift 
hovel within the brutal steel and concrete frame of a 
yet to be completed condominium. She serves her vigil 
for Pinkerton, a forlorn figure in a pair of ripped denim 
shorts squatting on a plastic chair, her knees under her 
chin while Suzuki wraps a moth-eaten blanket around 
her to ward off the cold. By the time her child is dragged 
away from her and she races to her grim solution, 
Puccini's melodrama had been faithfully and viscerally 
served. Almost 38,000 tickets had been sold to an 
audience for perhaps up to 50% of whom this might have 
been a first experience of opera

In May, OA gave us another innovation: Mozart's 
Magic Flute on the beach at Coolangatta. Compared 
to the Sydney harbour experience, this was opera in 

Reviews

Sustainable Energy 
Solutions for Climate 
Change
Authored by Mark Diesendorf, UNSW Press, 
Sydney, 2014.

Reviewed by David McKnight

In the last nine months Australia’s U-turn 
on climate policy has been nothing short 
of breathtaking. Tony Abbott’s government 
has systematically abolished or undermined 
every single significant measure aimed at 
taking action on climate change. They have 

the open and on a budget, but a wonderful experience 
nevertheless. Bars were open, the food and the seating 
largely BYO, the set a looming Egyptian temple gate. Both 
the chorus and the orchestra were recruited locally and, 
according to conductor Simon Kenway, the project was a 
whole lot of fun. If the local chorus lacked the practiced 
stagecraft of a professional chorus nobody cared. They 
sounded terrific and were generously cheered. The 
choice of the Magic Flute was perfect for a night on the 
beach, sublime music and gentle humour. The principals 
were strong too, most noticeably Milica Ilic in the 
role of the Queen of the Night, a role with two show-
stopping arias. To hear her laser beam coloratura amped 
up and ricocheting off the high rise condos was more 
spectacular than I could have ever imagined. And here is 
something else to cheer: the audience was younger and 
more diverse than I would ever expect to see in an opera 
theatre. 

If elsewhere opera is weighed down by its traditions and 
popular prejudices and is battling financial constraints, 
opera in Australia is not leaving the field without a 
fight. It is intent on triumph, and is providing plenty of 
excitement along the way. 

Michael Browne is a marina manager, amateur 
musician and opera lover.
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political and social 
history, such that 
military history has 
become a dominant 
strand for public 
memory and historical 
understanding 
particularly among 
school students. 

Historically, we 
are told that in the 
pre-1901 era the 
colonies might have 
sent forces to the 
Sudan and Boer wars 
to assist the Mother 
Country, but there was 
significant minority concern that this could develop into 
an unhelpful reflex action in future international conflicts 
involving Britain. There is a substantial discussion of the 
nineteenth century notion that a nation can only be born 
through warfare. Apart from a reminder of the horrors of 
WW1, the notion that the ANZAC myth unified Australia 
is brought undone by the events of the anti-conscription 
campaigns of 1916-17. Moreover, a lot of the returning 
diggers hardly thought the day worthy of celebration, 
given what they had recently experienced.

There was dire concern around the 1970s that ANZAC 
day celebrations might die with the returned soldiers 
of the two world wars. However, Anzac Day gained 
more popularity and then mass popularity from the 
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actual hourly electricity demand and mapped this against 
the potential outputs of wind, solar, hydro and biogas. 
His conclusion? It can be done, even with only currently 
existing technology. A key role (40 per cent) is played 
by solar thermal which uses the sun’s heat to turn salt 
molten and thus store its energy overnight, allowing 
night-time generation of electricity. The only time this 
model posed supply problems was on winter evenings 
following calm cloudy days. In this scenario, some brief 
disruption occurs, But as Diesendorf points out, similar 
disruption occurs with fossil fuel energy and can be 
mitigated by reducing overall demand.

What about costs?  Without a carbon price, he 
concludes, a totally renewable-based electrical system 
would cost $7-$10 billion more than a fossil fuel one. 
There are three responses to any objection based on 
these costs: first, fossil fuels are already subsidised to a 
comparable degree, second, the costs of new renewable 
energy sources are declining and third, the ‘cost’ of 
continued burning of coal and oil is incalculable, ie it will 
cost the earth, to put it at its most dramatic.  Diesendorf 
also deals with another objection that not all parts of the 
world are as blessed with renewable energy resources as 
Australia. To overcome this, he says, a key role will need 
to be played by hydrogen, produced by the hydrolysis of 
water by renewable electricity and traded globally via 
tankers, as natural gas is.

The book assesses nuclear energy as a possible 
supplement to renewable energy sources. A number 
of people who are genuinely alarmed by the rapid 
development of climate change, such as scientist James 
Hansen and journalist George Monbiot believe it has a 
role. Mark Diesendorf disagrees. He argues that while 
reactors do not produce CO2, the mining and production 
of nuclear fuel produces a great deal of CO2. This is 
especially true of low grade uranium ore which is itself 
available in decreasing reserves. And all of this leaves 

aside the risks of accidents and bomb 
creation which would be magnified if 
the nuclear industry became a major 
source of ‘green energy’. On top of 
this, wind and other renewables 
are available for almost immediate 
installation, whereas nuclear power 
plants take a decade or more to build 
and are very expensive. 

Radically reducing greenhouse gases 
from the use of oil and petrol is an 
even greater challenge than getting 
rid of coal from electricity generation. 
Cars, trucks, tractors, buses and 
some trains all use oil. Our cities are 

decided to abolish the Climate Commission, 
the Climate Change Authority and the Clean 
Energy Finance Corporation.  And they have 
appointed a climate sceptic to review the 
Renewable Energy Target which underpins 
wind power. And while doing all this they 
say, hand on heart, that they accept climate 
science and have policies to deal with it. 
In another direction entirely is Mark Diesendorf’s latest 
book Sustainable Energy Solutions for Climate Change in 
which he sets out in a very practical, nuts and bolts way, 
how renewable energy and energy efficiency can provide 
all or most of the energy needs of Australians.  The 
issue is a complex one although one very simple fact is 
revealing: that South Australia generated 27 per cent of 
its electricity from wind in the year ending June 2013.

Diesendorf’s motive for writing the book is to respond to 
a concerted campaign run by oil and coal corporations 
that argues that fossil fuels are indispensable to 
world energy needs and that renewable energy is an 
impractical dream. But Diesendorf argues that what 
he calls the Great Transition to sustainable energy 
is affordable and technologically possible. The main 
barriers to this transition are not economic but rather 
political and cultural beliefs based on the ideology of 
endless growth and the consumer society.

His book is divided into three parts, beginning with a 
useful primer on the basic science of energy (memories 
of high school!), then a discussion of which technologies 
are sustainable and finally an outline of government 
policies and citizen action to drive the transition. 

One of the key features of the book is a report on 
whether Australia’s electricity market could rely totally 
on renewable energy. To explore this, Mark Diesendorf 
and colleagues built a computer model using data of 

He defines this as a tax on goods and services. This is 
somewhat confusing considering that the ‘carbon tax’ 
with which we are most familiar in Australia was levied 
on those producing carbon pollution and not on goods 
and services.  This has the great benefit of being simple 
to operate as compared with a carbon tax on goods and 
services. The latter is likely to be far more difficult to 
achieve politically than Labor’s carbon tax. 

This is a book rich in information and refreshing in its 
practical approach to the central political, economic and 
social problem of our time. 

Dr David McKnight teaches media and journalism 
at the University of NSW.
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designed for cars. Mark Diesendorf suggests as well as 
re-designing cities to make them more dense, we must 
plan for the majority of trips by public transport, cycling 
and walking.  Just what the future is for cars is not clear, 
but electric vehicles powered by renewable electricity 
seem to be the most palatable though it’s not clear how 
practical they are.

On the big issues of how the Great Transition might 
occur, Mark Diesendorf makes a variety of points. Most 
interesting (because it is a vexed issue for some) is that 
he supports a carbon price. A carbon price is necessary 
but not sufficient, he argues, and must be supplemented 
by a variety of government policies and behavioural 
changes. The form of carbon pricing he supports is a 
carbon tax rather than an emissions trading scheme. 

What’s Wrong With 
ANZAC?
The Militarisation of Australian History, 
Marilyn Lake and Henry Reynolds (with 
Mark McKenna and Joy Damousi), 183pp, 
New South, 2010.

Reviewed by Jack Humphrys
As from August this year, get ready for a four year 
assault on your TV viewing and  the shelves of the 
military history section in your independent bookshop 
or franchise, as the start of World War One (WW1), 
1914 centenary begins in August of this year. The 
commemoration in April, 2015, marking the centenary of 
the ANZAC landing at Gallipoli, is likely to be completely 
over the top.

Unfortunately this book did not get the recognition 
it deserved when published four years ago, despite a 
number of the writers, making media appearances, 
mainly on public broadcasting outlets, including an 
episode of ABC TV’s Q and A.

The central argument presented is that the theme 
‘Australia became a nation at Gallipoli‘ is part of national 
myth making rather than being based on historical fact. 
As these four leading Australian historians show in their 
various contributions, this national myth has displaced 
the understanding of other aspects of Australia’s 
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Forgotten War (New South, 2013) takes up this theme 
more substantively.

It will be interesting to see the public reaction to ANZAC’s 
Long Shadow (Black Inc, 2014), written by James Brown, 
a former recent serving Australian Army officer, which 
has some similar lines of argument to those in this book.

Reviews

Social Policy is not 
enough
Winton Higgins & Geoff Dow, Politics 
against pessimism: social democratic 
possibilities since Ernst Wigforss, Bern, 
Peter Lang AG, 2013.

Paul Smyth & John Buchanan (eds), 
Inclusive Growth in Australia: social policy 
as economic investment, Sydney, Allen & 
Unwin, 2013.

Reviewed by Howard Guille
These two important books can be usefully compared. 
Higgins and Dow provide the first substantial English-
language access to the ideas and politics of Ernst 
Wigforss who was the towering political brain of the 
Swedish Social Democratic Party (SPD) from the 1920s 
onwards. Smyth and Buchanan have edited a book 

Wigforss said 'social policy is not enough' (p202). This 
gives a link to Smyth and Buchanan who say that in 
Australia 'social policy has never had a clear political 
narrative to sustain it' (p.xiii). Their aim is to move 
welfare policy from protection to where it is a condition 
for productivity and economic growth. (p.xiv). They want 
to 'create a positive social protection adapted to open 
market economic reforms' (p.xxiii). This is not the same 
as Wigforss's stricture that equality is a condition for 
economic efficiency and effectiveness.

Higgins and Dow are clear about the difference; 
democratic socialism in the Wigforss tradition will 
displace market allocation with deliberative political 
decisions and institutions. In contrast, some of the Smyth 
and Buchanan collection unashamedly accepts the 
primacy of markets. Smyth, in his chapter, is informed by 
the World Bank idea of inclusive growth and argues for 
seeing welfare as investment in human capital, especially 
education and skilling. Buddelmeyer builds an economic 
model of social exclusion based on Becker's very 
orthodox human capital theory (p157). Likewise Biggs 
focuses on productive employment rather than direct 
income redistribution (p258) while Burke says the 'use of 
skills is largely the concern of employers' (p148).

Though there is a more explicit left tendency in welfare 
reform, Buchanan and colleagues are on the left with 
their proposals directed to enhance worker citizenship. 
This was covered in his piece in the previous issue of 
Options. Likewise, Eslake argues for a new agenda for 
equality and productivity. saying that 'changes will need 
the active consent and cooperation of citizens, voters 
and employees'. (p110). Both pieces seem informed by a 
syndicalism shared with Wigforss.

It is easy to say these books should be read by all on 
the left. Both could form the basis for old-fashioned 
'study circles' on how to rebuild equality and democracy 
and ensure ecological justice. The big dilemma is price. 
The lowest quoted price for the Higgins and Dow book 
is $135; with, according to Trove, copies in only four 
Australian university libraries and none in public libraries. 
The Smyth and Buchanan book can be had for $35 which 
only seems reasonable in comparison. Cheap books, or 
some kind of shared access, would be a small step for 
workers democracy.  

Howard Guille is a member of the Australian 
Options Editorial Committee

late eighties onwards. McKenna’s contribution shows 
how Anzac Day came to displace Australia Day as a 
national day, with the rise of the ‘white Australia has a 
black history’ theme to challenge mainstream historical 
narratives, being an important factor, from the 1988 
bicentenary period onwards.

Lake’s contribution emphasizes the key role of the 
Department of Veterans' Affairs and the 
Australian War Memorial in promoting this 
mythology in the community, particularly in 
the schools. With bipartisan support, both 
organisations have been extremely well 
funded, when it appeared that a visit to 
Gallipoli had become a rite of passage for 
the flag draped Aussie backpacker or gap 
year student. While this national mythology 
recognizes Indigenous participation in 
Australia’s overseas military adventures, 
institutionally it does not recognize their 
participation in frontier wars when their 
forebears were fighting British invaders on 
this continent, to protect their way of life. 
Importantly, Henry Reynold’s latest book, 

with a range of substantial contributions about welfare 
reform and the interdependence of social inclusion and 
economic growth. 

The Higgins and Dow book is a very impressive 
achievement of translating and interpreting a vast 
source of Swedish language material from Wigforss, his 
supporters and critics. Ernst Wigforss (1881-1977) was 
Finance Minister in SPD Governments from 1932-49. SPD 
Prime Minister Erlander said 

Ernst Wigforss developed a coherent socialist view 
of society. ...he had an enormous influence on the 
thinking of generations of Swedes. At the same 
time he was a practical politician. He saw his social 
analysis as an instrument for practical politics.

Higgins and Dow present Wigforss as the author and 
practitioner of 'democratic socialism' that seeks to 
transform bourgeois society by democratising the power 
held by capitalists. This will come through political 
and economic democracy and social equality including 
enough equality of property ownership to prevent 
hereditary classes. The goal is human security through a 

'socialist freedom' in which 'a democratic movement is a 
goal in itself' (p244). 

There is much in the book to give sustenance to present-
day unionists and left politicians, both pink and green. 
One area is the distinction Wigforss drew between 
democratic socialism which contests and replaces the 
market and social liberalism which accepts market rule 
of the economy but tempers this with social welfare and 
redistribution. Wigforss was exceptional in battling social 
liberalism within the SAP. He argued that control over 
investment and the use of profits is central to democracy 
and this requires that workers and their representatives 
must have the right to determine, not just to be 
consulted. As Wigforss said, '(socialist) freedom is 
incompatible with managerial prerogatives' (p207).

Equally important is the emphasis Higgins and Dow 
place on Wigforss's 'statecraft' and his idea that a social 
democratic party must be searching for and advocating 
'provisional utopias'. In other words, the party must 
present voters with articulate proposals and plans to 
actively advance the project of making the economy 
democratic and the society equal. There is little need to 
labour how far backwards we have slipped. 

Higgins and Dows use Wigforrs as the foundation for an 
extensive and intricate lecture on policy and institutional 
possibilities in today's political economy and on the 
responsibilities of industrial labour and social democratic 
parties. The argument, at its starkest, is that 'neo-liberals 
are not unstoppable' (p417) and that the core political 
demand must be full employment and political control 
of investment. This requires a social democratic party to 
be ambitious and transformative and a political union 
movement with strong research capacity independent of 
the political party. 

They argue that the possibilities for transformative 
politics through state and public control are much higher 
than left pessimists think. This is covered at length, 
perhaps too long, in the second half of the book. More 
importantly, there could be more nuanced links to an 
ecological as well as an economic imperative and I sense 
an over-emphasis on economic growth particularly in 
the number of statements about having the economy 
running at 'full bore'. Against this, the authors are 
exceptionally incisive in documenting the failure of 
Wigforss, the SAP and the Swedish unions in addressing 
economic and social equality for women. 



36   Australian Options   Autumn 2014 Australian Options   Autumn 2014   37

Reviews

CD Reviews
Russell Morris, Sharkmouth, Fanfare 085, 
2012, $24.95; 

Russell Morris, Van Diemen’s Land, Fanfare 
142, 2014, $24.95

Gary Shearston, Pathways Of A Celtic Land, 
RM183, 2013, $20 post free (Available from 
Restless Music, PO Box 438, Stanthorpe, 
Qld, 4380 www.restlessmusic.com.au,).

Reviewed by Jack Humprhys
The 65 year old Morris’s music career started with the 
group, Somebody’s Image, who had a hit in 1967 with a 
cover of Joe South’s great song, Hush. However, it was 
the classic and unusual, The Real Thing, that brought 
Morris to prominence in 1969 as the quintessential 
Aussie pop star. 

Hit songs, some written by Morris, followed - Girl That I 
Love, Rachel, Mr America and Wings of an Eagle. So did 
the search for success in the UK and US during the late 
‘seventies, with the usual struggles and let downs. Since 
returning to Australia, for the last thirty years, Morris has 
been making a living in various musical groups travelling 
the continent and contributing to the odd film score.

Sharkmouth comes out of left field, with Morris showing 
a real penchant for writing about and singing the blues 
rather than the pop style. Inspired by the stories of 
his grandmother, who lived to 93, and by his working 
class Richmond (Melbourne) background, these songs 
'attempt to capture some of the characters, events and 
moods – from 1919 to the 40s with the exception of Mr 
Eternity - 50-60s'.

Morris sings about the Wall St collapse that began the 
Great Depression (The Big House), the 1927 war on the 
Victorian Docks (Bout to Break), and being on the road 
in the 1930s (Walking My Blues). Songs about the sleazy 
side of life include The Drifter, Squizzy and a song set 
in Sydney called The Bridge. Other songs are about the 
famous race horse, Phar Lap, and the boxer, Les Darcy.

Musicians of the calibre of Renee Geyer, Chris Wilson, 
Diesel, Troy Casser-Daley and James Black provide fine 
support on this project. Without any commercial airplay, 
this album sold 80,000 copies in 2013.

Russell Morris’s Van Diemen’s Land continues the 
same style of storytelling about particular identities 
and events in Australian history. The album emphasizes 
difference and how it was treated (The Witch Of Kings 

Reviews
Cross, about Rosaleen Norton), anti-racism (Sweetest 
Thing, about ‘black birding’ in the early Queensland 
sugar industry) and solidarity (Burning Rodney about the 
burning of a river boat carrying scabs in the squatter/
shearer war of the 1890s). Other songs look at various 
aspects of Australian colonial history such as convicts in 
Van Diemen’s Land, the effect of the 1850s gold rushes in 
Eureka and Bendigo Rock and the hanging of women in 
Lucy McBride. The song Slide On The River tells the story 
of the river boats, but also asks to imagine how their 
proliferation in the great inland waterways was seen by 
Indigenous people.

Like a number of baby boomers Russell Morris and one 
of his co-writers, Mitch Cairns, have a strong connection 
to aspects of WW2. Sandakan tells the story of five 
men, one being Morris’s father, who escaped from the 
Sandakan forced march in Borneo. They were on the 
run for six months before returning to safety. Cairns’ 
grandfather flew Halifax and Lancaster Bombers out of 
England during WW2. The song Dexter’s Big Tin Can tells 
the story of that precarious occupation.

Once again a talented bunch of musicians from the rock 
and roots music scenes provide great musical support for 
Morris- some of the guitar work just sizzles. 

Either or both of these albums would make a fine gift 
to anyone wanting to complement and add something 
different to their understanding of Australian history.

2014 marks the fiftieth anniversary of the release of Gary 
Shearston’s brilliant Songs Of Our Time. This song man 
was prolific both early in his career and particularly in 
the last years before his untimely death in July, 2013. His 
posthumous album Pathways Of A Celtic Land is marked 
by strong song writing, a nice diversity of songs and fine 
musical backing.

Shearston delivers a characteristic call to action in Be 
A Saviour of the World and a plea for a better world 
via increased ”faith, hope and love for peace” in Hello. 
Worldly wisdom is evident in Honesty and the timely 
Slow Going. At the micro level of human connection, 
Zuza (Come and Go with Me) and Except (Missing You) 
have a delightful charm. Morning Dew completes the 
compilation with its lovely softness and pop sensibility.

Roger Ilott, Gary Shearston’s co-producer is clear about 
his legacy in music and life, finishing the album notes 
with the following:

When confronted by adversity, Gary would often say, 
”Onwards!” With so much conflict, greed and inequality 
in our world may Gary’s words and music inspire us all.

Jack Humphrys is a member of the Australian 
Options Editorial Committee  

Vale Peter Brokensha OAM (1926-2014) 

Peter was an active member of both the Management 
committee (1998-2010) and the Editorial committee (2004-
2007), as well as being secretary of Australian Options for 
just under 5 years between 2004-2008,according to the 
inside front page of our journal over that time.

Peter served Australian Options constructively and had 
a capacity for consistently reliable work, featuring hard 
headed thinking, at times straight talking and a well written 
output of articles covering economic and indigenous policy, 
book reviews and draft editorials for the journal. 

He enjoyed the conversation, company and food at the 
pub dinners, which a number of the AO management 
committee members attended after the monthly Monday 
evening meeting, with Don Jarrett making sure he got there 
and home safely, in the last couple of years, he was on 
the committee and not experiencing good health. Options 
committee members will recall, with affection, a lovely 
summer Sunday lunch Peter and his delightful and talented 
wife, Elizabeth, hosted at their home a decade or so ago.

In short, Peter made a terrific contribution to Australian 
Options and its aims.

His life had a number of interesting twists and turns. 
A left activist at Adelaide University, as an engineering 
student, after the Second World War, Peter rose through 
the ranks to become a senior executive with Caltex, before 
leaving the company in 1970 to become involved in the 
arts industry. With Elizabeth, he founded the Argyle Arts 
Centre in the Rocks in Sydney. He was also involved in arts 
administration with a particular interest in Indigenous art, 
especially in the Pitjantjatjara Lands in the far north west of 
SA. Peter was also inaugural General Manager, Aboriginal 
Arts and Crafts Ltd from 1976-1980.

As well, Peter was involved with Oxfam Community Aid 

BLACKBIRD
DanSultan, KMCDO238, LIBERATION, $20.

Reviewed by Helen Petros
Who is Dan Sultan?
Some say: The Sultan of Sing?, The Black Elvis?,
The Sultan of Simplicity?, Brand Nue Sultan?,
Sultan of Zing?, the Sultan of Blues?

Whatever, after four years Dan Sultan has released his 
third studio album, Blackbird. He has new management 
and a new record label.

Abroad being chairperson of its trading operation and its 
NSW operation at various times in the period from 1988-
2003.

The SA Labor government recognized his expertise 
in arts administration and he served on the Adelaide 
Festival Centre Trust for many years. Peter lectured in 
arts administration at the SA Institute of Technology for 
a substantial period and was a Visiting Fellow at the City 
University in London in 1986. He also spoke at a number 
of international art management conferences in Europe in 
the 1980s.

Readers found Peter’s autobiography, Coming to 
Wisdom Slowly (Peacock Publications, 2007, Adelaide) 
insightful and honest, with plenty to be learnt from it 
politically, culturally and socially. Similarly, his book The 
Pitjantjatjara and Their Crafts, (Maruku Art and Crafts, 
1987) was widely respected and reprinted twice after its 
initial print run in 1975. Peter lived on the Pitjantjatjara 
Lands for many months with Elizabeth and his daughter 
Anne joining him on one of his field trips to assist with 
arts development there and to research the above book, 
when living conditions in that region were pretty basic. 

He was also the author of Corporate Ethics: A Guide for 
Australian Managers (Social Science Press, Wentworth 
Falls, 1993) and Culture and Community Economics and 
Expectations of The Arts in South Australia (Social Science 
Press, Wentworth Falls, 1986).

Peter was awarded an Order of Australia (OAM) in the 
2000s. The citation said

For service to arts administration, particularly 
through the establishment of the Argyle Arts Centre, 
to programs supporting indigenous arts and crafts 
people, and to the community.

Jack Humphrys

The album is named after the famous studio in Nashville 
where it was recorded, with Jacquire King (who has 
worked withTom Waits and Kings of Leon) producing 13 
tracks over two months.

The songs are about love, desire and identity. The song 
list includes solo and collaborative compositions. I 
enjoyed them all.

Of the 13 tracks-the stand outs for me were: Can't Blame 
me, the heartfelt gentle ballads of Kimberley Calling and 
Nobody Knows. It Belongs to us is lyrically beautiful with 
themes of connection and identity.

The energy of the album exudes through the speakers, 
as the listener experiences great guitar riffs, harmonies, 
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by Frank Barbaro

No war on this budget blowout
Since the development of the US joint-strike fighter, 
or F-35, began about 10 years ago its production costs 
have gone from about $60 million to nearly $100 million 
each.  But, unlike the national budget this blowout is 
okay according to the Liberal Coalition Government 
notwithstanding the F-35’s litany of design faults, 
problems and delays.  Bulkhead cracks, engine oil leaks, 
excessive weight, faulty tyres, faulty pilot helmets and 
the latest grounding after one of the jets caught fire have 
not deterred Prime Minister Tony Abbot committing $24 
billion of taxpayer’s money for 72 warplanes which are 
expected to become operational in the RAAF in 2020.  
Australia was the first to order the fighters and many 
other nations are still to fully sign up to the purchases 
with Canada delaying its decision until the F-35s prove 
viable. It is a great cost for Australia but in return for 
helping to subsidize the US’s military industrial complex 
it gets to be first best friend with the world’s only 
superpower.

Private companies feel the negative effects of 
privatisation 
Privatisation has been a key plank in the neo-liberal 
promise of more, better and cheaper in the delivery of 
goods and services. However, a few chinks are appearing 
which has even the business sector whinging. One 
example is coalminer Glencore Xstrata which recently 
complained in a submission to the federal government’s 

competition review of price increases in privatised ports. 
Transport company Asciano’s chief executive John Mullen 
warned (The Australian Financial Review 2/7/14) of a 
similar risk if the Port of Melbourne was privatised and a 
monopoly was allowed to ensue.

'In Sydney and Brisbane, where governments have 
privatised those ports, we’ve had rent increases on 
components of up to 400 per cent,' Mullen said. Even 
Fred Hilmer, author of the 1993 National Competition 
Policy Report, has warned of the limits of privatisation in 
a comment piece in the same paper recently. He argued 
that a move from public to private ownership did not 
deliver lower prices without competition mechanisms.  
He advised for competitive arrangements to be set 
before assets were privatised. 'Public monopolies can 
be restructured by Parliament. To deal with the negative 
effects of private monopolies is much harder.'

The seven per cent in the 200 rich list
Although Chairman Mao Zedong rightly observed that 
'women hold up half the sky' only seven per cent hold up 
the accumulated wealth of the 200 richest Australians. 
According to the BRW’s recently published Rich 200 that 
is the percentage of women on the list.  There is one 
compensation the top spot is occupied by a woman - 
Gina Rinehart by grace of her $20.1 billion.  The poorest 
of the 200 is Ken Grenda and family with a paltry $250 
million. The total wealth of these 200 and that amassed 
by their class globally is in contrast with the unfinancial 
state of governments.
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banjo, horns and the powerhouse vocals of Dan Sultan. 
The more you listen the more you like!

The song, No More Explanations answers the question at 
the beginning of the review: Who is Dan Sultan?

He tells us: "I like my hair combed back and my jeans 
in black/but I still know where I've been and where I'm 
at...........”

The message from Dan Sultan is I know who I am, with 
no stereotyping and no musical segregation needed. He 
says: "I am Aboriginal. I am a musician. I play rock'n'roll. 
It's fairly simple...............”

Most importantly, Dan Sultan does it very well indeed!

Footnote:  This protest advice is taken from Dan Sultan's 
website’s open letter in response to the Victorian 
Government's amended Summary Offences act passed in 
March, 2014:

"Don't be complacent Victorians-

In the words of the great Bob Marley: Get up, stand 
up. Stand up for your rights."

Helen Petros is a community arts activist from Port 
Pirie, SA.




