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Dear Reader,

 The magazine you have just picked up represents something entirely new for student 
journalism at UWA, and within our broader community. 
 State magazine is a serious publication, setting a high standard for students to provide political 
and social critique. This is no satirical magazine, and it is certainly not your average student 
publication.
 What sets this publication apart from most student magazines and newspapers, along with 
other publications you will find in the free media, is that there is a freedom of content rarely seen. 
The team behind State promise to act as a neutral body, and the articles that will be published will 
convey the vast and diverse depth of opinion exhibited throughout the youth in our society. 
 This magazine is run by the UWA Politics Club, a student organisation dedicated to promot-
ing discussion among our peers of political and social issues that are relevant and poignant to us all. 
This doctrine will be translated into the approach that this magazine will take in selecting articles. 
The primary determinant of selection will be quality, and this magazine will not become sensitive to 
political bias.
 What we hope to achieve and to bring you, our reader, is something of a snapshot of the 
melting pot of ideas present in our youth, and in doing so provide a sense of the direction our society 
may be steering into. What we also hope is to facilitate a deeper understanding of each other, and 
what drives people to believe the things they do, and to transform these ideas into political and social 
change.
 We can assure you that you will on occasions read an article that you may find confronting, or 
even an opinion you may believe to be extreme. The challenge we present to you is do not be a 
passive reader, do not simply take this passion and sit on it: become involved. Whether this is by 
writing an article, or simply submitting a short opinion piece or letter to the editor, we want your 
opinion. 
 We look forward to what appears to be a promising future, and hope that the youth in our 
community can take advantage of this wonderful opportunity to have their voice heard.	 		

Madeleine De Leo

Publications Officer
UWA Politics Club

Editor of State Magazine

State Magazine is a non-for-profit organisation, and each edition relies extensively on the goodwill of 
members of our community.

We would like to extend our gratitude to the Vice Chancellor of UWA, Alan Robson, for his help in getting 
this issue of the ground and into print, and the UWA Politics Club, for their advice and support. We strongly 

appreciate his commitment to supporting clubs on campus and student societies in the past, and in re-
gards to his current support for State Magazine.
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Zach	Cole, President of the UWA Politics Club, 
outlines the club’s vision for the future

 The UWA Politics Club is a unique organi-
sation.  Not bound by ideologies, factions, and 
in some cases logic or reason, the Club is always 
striving to provide opportunities for students to 
debate, discuss and learn.
 We are a club of opportunity; aiming to 
provide robust debate on contentious topics.  We 
don’t shy away from the issues of political cor-
rectness, the big issues of the day and most im-
portantly we don’t shy away, but actively support, 
the views of students.
 Unlike many young organisations that 
support student thought, the UWA Politics Club 
doesn’t have an agenda.  We are a non-partisan 
organisation who aims to bring the issues up and 
let students, with the aid of influential public 
persons, decide what the best solution is.
 Through 2010, the UWA Politics Club has 
held a fiery debate between the UWA Liberal 
Club and UWA Labor Club attended by over 100 
students.  We backed this up with an opportunity 
for fresher students to attend Parliament house 
to watch question time, get a great tour from 
Jandakot MLA, Joe Francis, and have coffee with 
Cockburn MLA, Fran Logan.
 At the height of the population debate we 
held a vigorous round table over a feast of turk-
ish bread for lunch and we led into the federal 
election campaign with a strong Q+A session on 
nuclear energy with Senator Louise Pratt and The 

FROM THE UWA POLITICS CLUB
West’s Environment Reporter Michael Bennett 
amongst an esteemed panel of climate change 
experts.
 And on the eve of the Federal Election the 
Club held a Q+A: Australia Decides debate on 
the UWA Oak Lawn, attended by over 200 stu-
dents, with representatives of Labor, the Coalition 
and the Greens.  With Jeremy Brown (Labor Can-
didate for Moore), Cameron Barnes (WA Young 
Labor President), Senator Mathias Cormann 
(Liberal), Alex Butterworth (WA Young Liberals 
President) and Senator Rachel Siewert (Greens) 
making up the esteemed panel. 
  Our last event is evidence of our desire to 
increase enfranchisement of young Australians.  
We provide the power brokers and we let UWA 
students ask the questions.  We engage students 
in the political process, and provide them with 
an outlet to voice their opinions.
 This new initative, State Magazine, is evi-
dence of our commitment to provide an outlet for 
student opinion.  You may not agree with many 
of views expressed within, neither do I, but what 
is evident is the quality of the thought, the argu-
ment and the passion.  If you take away a greater 
understanding of a particular topic, or even a 
different shade to an issue, then this magazine 
will have had its impact.  If you are able, please 
consider supporting this production, financially, 
or in kind.

local/from the uwa politics club
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phy, R-PA, that would impose countervailing duties against 
China. Paul Krugman, a Nobel Prize winning economist, 
would like to see a 25% surcharge placed on Chinese 
imports. However all these policies ignore the geo-political 
and economic reality of the world today.
 If America were to impose tariffs on China they 
would surely be retaliated against. There has been a sub-
stantial amount of debate on which country a trade war 
would hurt more. At the end of the day the answer should 
be that it doesn’t matter. Trade wars are good for no one 
and the codependent nature of the economic ties between 
the two countries means a decrease in trade would be 
disastrous for the American economy.
 Geopolitically China, as the worlds second most 
powerful nation, has been keen to avoid any perception 
that the U.S. is able to force its’ hand on policy issues.  To 
do so would be a sign of weakness and, in light of Chinese 
Prime Minister Wen Jiabao’s continued assertions that the 
Yuan is not undervalued, a change under pressure from the 
U.S. would result in an unacceptable loss of face. For this 
reason aggressive American rhetoric will only delay the in-
evitable appreciation of the Yuan. This logic was evident in 
the decision to delay the currency report earlier in the year, 
originally due to congress on April 15, until after the G20 
summit in Toronto. This allowed China to de-peg the Yuan 
from the dollar without appearing to cave under pressure 
from the U.S. 
 The reason a strengthening of the Yuan is inevitable 
is because an artificially low currency imposes costs on the 
Chinese economy as well as benefits. The first of these is 
inflation. In the case of a floating exchange rate, overseas 
demand for Australia’s goods and services increases de-
mand for Australian dollars. Given that the money supply 
is relativity fixed in the short run there would be a resultant 
increase in the value of the Australian dollar. In order to 
stop this from happening in China the Chinese central bank 
has to vastly increase the supply of the local currency. It 
does this by giving banks deposits in Renminbi in exchange 
for U.S. dollars. Currently by doing so China is adding $30 
billion dollars a month to its reserves, which already total 
2.4 trillion. While consumer inflation remains low for the 
moment such large increases in the Chinese money supply 
will inevitably cause problems with attempts to tame infla-
tion in the future.
 The second reason it that it is in China’s best 
interests to let the Yuan appreciate is that a weak Yuan 
harms Chinese consumers. The ultimate economic goal is 
consumption and the Chinese people have theirs curtailed 
because purchasing goods from overseas is so expensive. 
Allowing the Yuan to appreciate would uncork domestic 
demand. This would rebalance the economy so that it is 
not so export focused and allow Chinese people access to 
cheaper goods.
 If we look at US consumption we see yet another 
reason why it would be foolish to demonise China over its 
currency policy: it makes goods cheaper for US citizens. 
It’s long been proven that the notion of imports being “bad” 
and exports being “good” is an economic fallacy. The only 
reason a country exports is essentially to be able to import, 
to consume. While Chinese currency policy decreases the 
amount that America is able to export it also makes its im-
ports cheaper allowing US citizens to consumer more and 
American firms access to cheaper inputs.
 Earlier this year Tim Geithner got it right. For every-
one’s sake let’s hope he gets it right again next month.
 

Cameron	Robinson discusses China’s exchange rate policy 
and its impact on the world economy.

 Before he became Secretary to the Treasury for the 
Obama administration, Tim Geithner was not afraid to say 
what many economists have been saying for years: that 
China is manipulating its currency. But since his official 
appointment two years ago he has so far refrained from us-
ing the term. This restraint was displayed earlier this year in 
June when the US Treasury released its bi-annual report to 
Congress containing a list of countries that manipulate their 
currencies. As it has ever since 1994, when China was then 
singled out as a currency manipulator, the list remained 
blank.  The decision was a welcome show of pragmatism. 
While aggressive policy towards China tempts some policy 
makers it would be extremely counter-productive. It is 
disappointing then that last Thursday Geithner took his 
“boldest” steps yet in denouncing China as a currency ma-
nipulator, increasing speculation that the currency report 
due next month could make this an offical statement. 
 The decision to not name China as a manipula-
tor in June angered politicians on both sides of politics 
in Washington. With unemployment in the U.S. remain-
ing stubbornly high at almost 10% China’s currency is an 
understandably emotive issue.  Experts disagree about just 
how much the Yuan is undervalued, but by most estimates 
the figure is between 20-40%. An artificially low Yuan 
makes Chinese exports more attractive, as they may be 
sold cheaper in international markets, and discourages 
Chinese people from importing goods from overseas. This 
dampens demand for American goods and contributes to 
unemployment and sluggish economic growth. Artificially 
weak Chinese currency was also blamed for contributing to 
the Global Financial Crisis by flooding U.S. markets with 
liquidity. 
 As the number of politicians calling for China 
to be named a manipulator grows ahead of the mid term 
elections the perception that China is actively hurting the 
American economy has also lead to calls for tough direct 
action against China by economists and politicians alike. 
More than 140 House members have signed onto a bill 
sponsored by U.S. Reps. Tim Ryan, D-OH, and Tim Mur-

WELCOME 
EXCHANGE

international/welcome exchange
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federal/insanity in our asylum

INSANITY
IN OUR 
ASYLUM
Kate	Ponting	and Monique	Latch discuss boat people and 
the bipartisan pull towards inhumanity

 In light of the recent federal election, it has be-
come apparent that Australians need to critically consider 
a different side of the asylum seeker debate. Mindlessly 
listening to the wisps of any politician from either Labor 
or Liberal, one can’t help but feel that the arrival of “boat 
people” is severely threatening the safety of Australians. 
Simultaneously we get the impression they are aliens, ter-
rorists, job stealers and dole bludgers. A 20-something at 
a less-than-classy bar even told me, “mate, all ‘em people 
comin‘ by boat.. all bloody drug dealers”. I don’t want to 
be rude, but please... when was the last time you heard of 
someone ordering an ounce off a Sri Lankan?
 In the midst of what can only be described as 
scare tactics to vote catch (or view catch in the case of To-
day Tonight) where is the rational and fact based discourse? 
The discourse which notes that of Australia’s yearly migra-
tion, 7% are refugees and 0.2% are refugees arriving by 
boat. Without saying the “r” word, if you do have qualms 
about different cultures assimilating into society, you would 
barely notice the addition of these people. At the current 
rate it would take 20 years to fill the MCG with the amount 
of refugees arriving in Australia by boat. 
 Perhaps the reservations that exist within indi-
viduals in Australia is text for our problems with different 
cultures at large. Is the average mind frame still in line with 
the White Australia policy? Nonetheless, the fear monger-
ing rhetoric which permeates our media and political out-
lets is internationally embarrassing. We only take 0.6% of 
the world’s refugees and rank 77th for number of refugees 
per GDP per capita.
 Against the grain of logical thought, there has 
recently been an irresistible pull towards using boat people 
as a political football to gain a few ones on ballot papers. 
The lack of compassion within the debate is deeply con-
cerning and saddening given we live in a culturally diverse 
society, shaped and enriched by its migration. Arguments 
are fought on who has the “toughest policies” and who has 
the strongest “border protection”. Perhaps people need to 
be reminded of a few facts. 
 Most significantly that it is not illegal under inter-
national or domestic law for persons to come to Australia 
without a visa to seek asylum from persecution. Further-
more, 96.4% of asylum seekers arrive here on planes with 
holiday visas. What is it about asylum seekers on boats 
that invokes such grave connotations? 90% are found to be 
legitimate refugees compared to 40-60% of asylum seekers 
who arrive by plane.

 The obsession over asylum seekers coming by 
boat has not only underpinned strict, harsh and inhumane 
policies, but also discriminatory ones. While asylum seek-
ers who arrive by plane are able to live in the community 
while having their claims processed, those who come by 
boat are forced to endure terrible conditions in remote 
detention centres. What’s become even more distress-
ing in the past few weeks is that, in a race to the bottom, 
both major political parties have flirted dangerously with 
offshore processing policies. In other words, the Pacific So-
lution, abhorred internationally during the Howard years, 
could reincarnate in a neat package with a slogan.
 A return to policies such as Howard’s Pacific Solu-
tion would not only be a step backwards in terms of human 
rights abuses, but would also hold little promise of further 
deterrence for those arriving on our shores. When Australia 
engaged in offshore processing between 2001 and 2007, 
there was a decrease in the amount of refugees arriving in 
Australia by boat. Liberals, of course have put this down to 
a fantastic policy choice. 
 However, according to reports from the United 
Nations Commission on Refugee Rights as well as papers 
from a wealth of Non-Governmental organisations, such as 
Amnesty International, coinciding with the Pacific Solution 
there was a period of lessened world refugee applications. 
World refugee applications reached a 20 year peak in 2001 
followed by a fall of around 50% by 2006.
 Many of Australia’s Asian Pacific neighbours are 
not signatories of the 1951 UN Refugee Convention. If 
boat people are sent offshore as a result of the Australian 
governments policies, there is no standard to how these 
people should be treated. As such, in a developing country 
which struggles to even provide the necessities to its own 
people, asylum seekers are more than likely to be subject 
to reprehensible conditions. Mandatory detention in Aus-
tralia already takes its toll on the psychological and physi-
cal health of refugees, so one can only imagine the plunge 
of standards in offshore processing. Roughly one in every 
three asylum seekers coming by boat are children, often 
children without guardians. Shouldn’t these children be at 
the forefront of our minds, when we are discussing policy?
 If one is concerned about illegal immigrants, 
perhaps he or she should be alluded to the fact that there 
are 50,000 illegal immigrants in Australia, primarily tourists 
and students from the US and the UK who have overstayed 
their visas in Australia. There are almost four times more 
illegal “overstayers” in Australia than the total amount of 
refugees that arrive in Australia every year.
 But perhaps sometimes it’s best to leave alone the 
numbers, figures and political jargon and consider one 
overriding aspect. Asylum seekers are human beings and 
for the most part they are in an incredibly unstable posi-
tion. These people have suffered pain and personal perse-
cution in their everyday lives beyond most of our contem-
plations. 
 All we are asking is, if you are reading this, to 
have a more open mind when discussing the issue of boat 
people in Australia. Perhaps question the rhetoric our 
politicians give us and undertake a deeper, more humane 
analysis of the “tough stance” on refugees both sides of 
parliament are currently taking.
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Chad	Satterlee discusses the role of the Greens in the 
modern political arena and bipartisan politics
 
 The standard view of the Greens within Labor is 
that they impede change by rejecting pragmatic steps in 
favour of overly radical, absolutist alternatives that invari-
ably fail to gain enough support. Outgoing Finance Min-
ister Lindsay Tanner was particularly vocal with criticisms 
of this sort. That the Greens sided with climate change 
deniers in the Liberal and National parties to vote down 
Labor’s emissions trading legislation was, for Tanner and 
others, not only a damning indictment of their environmen-
tal credentials, but also an example of the cynical politics 
that Greens members are notorious for claiming to have 
transcended. In short, they whine loudly from the sidelines 
without ever having to worry about majority government. 
 So should the Greens be dead to responsible pro-
gressives? I think not. Consider the Rudd government’s fail-
ure to handle climate change policy. Putting aside who was 
to blame for the sinking of the original emissions trading 
deal, the government could have tried to negotiate an in-
terim two-year carbon tax until a new ETS was developed, 
or called a double dissolution with its original proposal. 
Instead, it chose to leak away much of the community mo-
mentum, and then abandon ship altogether. Julia Gillard’s 
recent climate change announcement also leaves a lot to 
be desired – it reeks of ambiguity. Unless it is compelled to 
act in this area, it seems the Labor government will not do 
so. 
 One strong body of argument is that we should 

therefore preference the Greens first in both houses, and 
Labor second. This will not risk an Abbott victory, but if the 
Greens end up winning a few inner city seats in the lower 
house, this will send a clear message to Labor that it can-
not take its key supporters for granted. In the Senate, the 
Greens will almost certainly regain the balance of power; 
in the long term, it is clear that any credible emissions 
abatement deal will need to be brokered between Labor 
and the Greens. An absolutist mentality that results in inac-
tion in these circumstances will be politically untenable for 
the Greens. The sooner Labor is forced to get used to the 
idea of negotiating with them, the better. This is, of course, 
hardly a bad result: the Greens would be able to form a 
progressive coalition with Labor to pass more ambitious 
policies.
 But what about pragmatism? The Labor right is 
often thought of as the head of the party, and the left as the 
heart; the right exists above all to ensure Labor maintains 
superiority over the Liberals, while the left is seen as too 
idealistic. The right has traditionally advocated a more 
conservative approach so as to win over the disinterested, 
middle-of-the-road voters, as well as Liberal voters. Yet 
even Julia Gillard, once a socialist and a feminist who 
wanted Melbourne to become the sister city of Leningrad, 
is now a master of consensus and pragmatism. If her min-
ing tax sell-out highlighted anything, it was the shortcom-
ings of excessive pragmatism. 
 In his 1999 book Open Australia, Lindsay Tan-
ner, a self-professed idealist, is explicitly concerned with 
this approach, which in his view threatens to reduce the 
search for new political frameworks to “an empty quest 
for the swinging voter and the middle ground.” Labor did 
not negotiate with the Greens during the emissions trading 
debate because they would have fallen one senator short, 
even with their support. But having a political reality that 
forces Labor to move to the left would be just the medicine 
it needs. It certainly beats the bastardisation of policy that 
you tend to get when requiring the tick of approval from 
right wing zealots and long-time opponents. This would 
produce better outcomes for society. When it comes to asy-
lum seekers, for example, the Labor position is purposely 
vague, while the Liberal approach is as close to blatant 
racism as it has ever been. A significant vote for the Greens 
ought to bring the government back to a respectable posi-
tion. 
 While we can debate the relative merits of vot-
ing for Labor or the Greens, one thing remains absolutely 
certain. That is the utterly discredited state of the Liberals. 
The Liberal Party has consistently demonstrated that it is 
completely unfit for government. Rather than putting in 
the effort to develop the serious policies we expect from a 
credible alternative government, it has preferred to engage 
in cheap populist stunts. Unless Malcolm Turnbull returns 
to the helm, it seems the conservatives are destined for 
years of infighting and a severe drought of talent stocks. 
 The electoral alternative advocated in this article 
should be liberating for those Labor supporters who (like 
me) used to think supporting Labor means defending the 
Labor programme at all costs against all comers. If Labor 
loses its way – by sacrificing its fundamental ideals for 
vacuous pragmatism – its members have to jolt it back on 
track.

THE 
GREENS: 
A USEFUL 
TOOL

federal/the greens: a useful tool
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“In	the	end	political	parties	are	sustained	
more	by	ideas	than	anything	else…		After	
nine	years	of	government…we	are	more	
determined	than	ever	to	engage	in	the	
battle	of	ideas”
- John Howard

“The	other	bastards	have	never	had	any	
ideas”

-Paul Keating

Australian Liberal

federal/australian liberal

State talks with academic author and contributing edi-
tor of The Australian, Peter van Onselen, against the 

backdrop of a Liberal Party in great change and turning 
fortune.
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 2007 was a big year in Australian politics. It was 
meant to be the big year for the modern Liberal Party. John 
Howard was voted out in what felt like a landslide, becom-
ing only Australia’s second Prime Minister to lose his seat, 
and big political publishers scrambled to find examples of 
revisionism and deep soul searching from the intellectual 
Right.  Questions were asked about what the party should 
look like after the downfall of 
the man who describe himself 
as “Australia’s most conserva-
tive politician” and the govern-
ment he led. It’s only natural to 
wonder after the better part of a decade was spent advancing 
major policy agendas that seemed to unite both liberal and 
conservative wings of the party with what he described as 
“pragmatic realism”. The shift Left was supposedly as inevita-
ble as it was necessary.
 Earlier that year Dr Peter van Onselen and Wayne 
Errington released John Winston Howard: The Definitive Biog-
raphy (JWH), only the second biography written on the man 
still inhabiting the Lodge at the time. It won the Wall Street 
Journal (Asian edition) Biography of the Year and followed 
the trajectory of his life and career with fascinating, forensic 
detail. As the government seemed increasingly set on elec-
toral disaster the writers unfashionably offered an analysis of 
a legacy to be proud of, a critical but vigorous defence of the 
man and the politician at a time when even many Coalition 
politicians were beginning to doubt what good he’d done for 
eleven years. 
 Van Onselen offers a summary of Howard and his 
book: “After an election loss, tenacity becomes stubbornness, 
ordinariness becomes mediocrity, vision becomes ideology. 
Politics is about the accumulation of power. It is in this raw 
sense that John Howard became Australia’s most successful 
politician to date… He is the only leader of the Liberal Party 
other than its founder to provide that organization with unity 
and direction.” 
 They also garnered big press for its revelations on 
the tense relationship between Howard and his famously 
long-suffering deputy, Peter Costello, as Costello criticised 
his record as Treasurer in the early ‘80s and for big spending 
proposals as PM. The media gossip muddied the waters, as a 
record of imperfect distinction boiled down into a public spat 
between party leaders. It may be a shame, as there are still so 
very few books on Howard, and looking back it speaks vol-
umes that our second longest serving Prime Minister has had 
fewer biographies written on him in the twenty seven years 
he spent in Parliament than those written on Mark Latham in 
the single year he led the Opposition. Likewise, Kevin Rudd 
had amassed the same number before he took office. “Labor 
has always been good at writing its own history”, says van 
Onselen with a laugh.
 Riding on the back of the success of JWH, and with 
the mood post-election swinging to soul-searching, the next 
year van Onselen struck out on his own and edited a book 
that was intended to hone the debate in the Liberal Party 
over conservatism and liberalism and the legacy Howard 
left behind, in a single book with chapters written by Liberal 
luminaries, intellectuals and a few of van Onselen’s close 
confidents. 
 Liberals & Power: The Road Ahead not only reaf-
firmed his love of semi-columns but gave an opportunity to 
the likes of Brendan Nelson, Malcolm Turnbull, Tony Abbott, 
Julie Bishop, Robert Manne, Janet Albrechtsen and George 

Brandis to influence and debate in the civil quiet of pages. 
Once again the major public debate petered out into farce 
when it was revealed that Nelson and Bishop’s chapters 
were written by staffers.  Bishop’s advisor famously plagia-
rised from a Kiwi commentator and, coupled with a series 
of embarrassing slip-ups, this seems to have dented the as-
piring Shadow Treasurer’s credibility to this day. Later, then 

leader Turnbull looked ugly when 
he angrily and inexplicably refused 
to contribute to the young thinker’s 
project.
 Peter van Onselen has had a 

career reduced and promoted by the fickleness of the news 
cycle. The most significant biography ever written on the 
life, impact and legacy of one of our most significant Prime 
Ministers was reduced to a scoop on the leadership spat 
between he and his unfortunate Deputy. 
 A broad, far-reaching forum for debate on the fu-
ture of the only non-Labor party to form government since 
WWII was hijacked by small-minded and overworked 
shadow cabinet members. Coming to his works a few years 
late finds a writer caged by context, enlivened by ambi-
tion and seriously vindicated by thought. As with many 
academics, the big debates left behind in hardcover will 
long outlive the circus of newsprint twirling around it at the 
publication date.
 At 34 van Onselen is growing an impressive CV. 
Editor of Liberals & Power, co-author of John Winston 
Howard and Howard’s End and with a soon to be released 
obituary-cum-biography provisionally called 500 Days: The 
Shelf-Life of Malcolm Turnbull he has a list of publications 
to be envious of already. It’s been a career leap-frogging 
between academia, authorship and journalism that has 
allowed him to exploit each ongoing facet of his work 
for gain in the other fields. A PhD from UWA in Political 
Science and an Associate Professorship at ECU provided a 
secure base for the breakthrough biography, which estab-
lished his credentials for promotion at The Australian. The 
daily exposure in the national rag has fed back through, 
giving his follow-up works extra weight and publicity. 
Since being released on a two year sabbatical from the uni 
he’s added a suite of programs on SkyNews to additional 
commitments at The Australian. 
 It’s no surprise from reading his titles that van 
Onselen has an affinity with the Liberal Party. A commit-
ted member in his teens and early twenties, he mused of 
a possible political birth (having connections provided 
from extensive study at UNSW and a friendship with John 
Howard’s son couldn’t have hurt). However, the con-
solidation of power in the conservative wing of the party 
hasn’t sat well with him in terms of personal ambition. “I’d 
describe myself as an opinionated commentator instead 
of a conservative columnist,” he says in a distancing turn 
of phrase that would’ve surprised many colleagues a few 
years ago. 
 In truth he tends towards a liberalist approach that 
once found itself sitting so neatly within the broad church 
of the Liberal Party, a school of thought that was tipped 
with such certainty to stage a revival after the ideas vacu-
um Howard left after his defeat. Things have changed a lot 
since 2007 though. Thinking hasn’t returned to the liberal-
ist days of Alfred Deakin and Robert Menzies, and the big 
losers have been those whose moderate stars were most 
ascendant. Abandoning the political corpse of Brendon 

“Labor	has	always	been	good	
at	writing	its	own	history”
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Power chapter with a quote from the ever-present Robert 
Menzies:
 “I found that Opposition provided not only a great 
and enthralling opportunity to create a new and cohesive 
national identity, but also an obligation to rethink policies, 
to look forward, to devise a body of ideas at once sound 
and progressive; a political philosophy founded upon the 
encouragement of private enterprise as the driving and 
creative element in the economics of society, and at the 
same time the imposing upon that enterprise of social and 
industrial obligations appropriate to a modern and civilised 
community.”
 For a man whose greatest legacy as leader was op-
position to the Alcopops tax, where he tried to persuade us 
that our own Forgotten People would be those “responsible 
Australians who happen to enjoy a pre-mixed Bundy and 
Coke”, this just looks like a staffer waxing lyrical.
 Another explanation could be the professional and 
managerial background shared by many moderates. Both 
Nelson and Turnbull were top corporatist managers, for the 
Australian Medical Association and Goldman Sachs respec-
tively, and van Onselen concurs and says that, more than 
articulating values and direction, “they seem to be driven 
by being strong administrators, keeping the budget strong 
and maintaining their ministries”. This might make them 
sound like John Ralston Saul’s infamous ‘technocrats’ but 
he posits that “perhaps the Liberal business professional is 
the equivalent of Labor’s machine men”. This dichotomy 
was clearest when Abbott won over the party in opposing 
the CPRS on principle, with Turnbull arguing merely that “if 
they shift their position on a price of carbon it would lead 
to political annihilation.” “The irony of the debate is that 
[Nick] Minchin and Abbott put their case for opposing it 
philosophically”.
  This is not to say that liberals push a world view 
that is intellectually inferior. Uttering that too loud might 
have John Stuart Mill and Friedrich Hayek spinning in their 
graves. The argument is more that their recent limited en-
gagement with the battle of ideas has substantially harmed 
liberalism in this country, just as much as Keating’s destruc-
tion of Fightback! in 1993’s “unlosable election”. 

 At the time John Hewson ap-
peared arrogant and aloof with a pre-
scriptive program that seemed to drag 
the people into a state of more rugged 
individualism whether they liked it or not. 
Again, individual freedom, choice and 
self-reliance are all things to fight passion-
ately for but, as van Onselen’s boss, Paul 
Kelly, wrote; “The man was guileless in his 
self-righteousness.” Even Hewson said “I 
did see Fightback! as a character test for 
the Australian people.” 

 This sense of ideological superiority has had a 
perverse effect on moderate leaders who, from Hewson 
to Turnbull, have been lazy in articulating to the public 
the pressing need for larger freedom. It has begun to feel 
as though these leaders are comfortable being merely the 
managerial stewards for the great liberalist project begun 
by some of history’s most persuasive thinkers. Unfortu-
nately politicians must learn that they don’t just govern for 
those who’ve read On Liberty.
 From covering the internal conflict within the 
Liberal Party, van Onselen’s journalistic work has moved 

Nelson, Malcolm Turnbull’s disastrous first stint as leader 
and a bitter pre-selection coup against Petro Georgiou 
were watershed moments in the post-Howard moderate 
liberal experiment whose downfall has been insidious and 
unequivocal. 
 After Tony Abbot’s unprecedented revival of the 
party, following his slaying of Turnbull and the Carbon Pol-
lution Reduction Scheme, it is difficult to see a way back 
for liberals and as such van Onselen has said that liberal-
ism in the Liberal Party is “more a theory than a reality, 
with liberals increasingly few and far between. It’s probably 
more of an old association for most, based on positions 
that they held once when they were young.” The fate of 
many may end up being the same as under Howard, where 
leading liberals were promoted to ministerial portfolios 
which forced them to, according to Onselen: “give up their 
policy conviction and put in positions where it’s difficult to 
be moderate”. Witness Robert Hill and Nelson in Defence, 
and Ruddock and Vanstone in Immigration. George Brandis 
landing Shadow Attorney-General in a tough on crime 
Coalition suggests this is Abbot’s intention. 
 It may not be just coincidence though, that the 
wing of the party most eager to engage in the debate of 
big philosophical ideas that underpin policy decisions and 
direction appears to have triumphed. For all the caricatures 
from the Left of Abbott’s action-man, stuttering, dogmatic 
bad-guy persona, the intelligence and depth of thought 
he is capable of is impressive. A Rhodes Scholar with two 
books on the Australian Constitution and his own book on 
the future direction of the Liberal Party, he embodies best 
the intellectual heft behind the conservatives. The introduc-
tion to Battlelines, written while Turnbull was still at the 
helm, even carries the unequivocal sub-heading: ‘Liberal 
Politicians Should Write More Books’. 
 His spirited defence of the Howard legacy in 
Liberals & Power was more than lingering bitterness in the 
face of overwhelming “progress”. It was proof that much of 
the 2007 defeat was temporary because, as he argues, the 
majority of Australians have conservatism at their core and 
that winning government is a matter of providing effective 
voice to these tendencies in opposition. It’s a belief that has 
been vindicated at almost every turn since then. 
 The contrast with the moderate Liber-
als couldn’t be clearer. The response from the 
top brass, Nelson and Turnbull, was under-
whelming and non-existent, respectively. The 
chapter from George Brandis was brilliant but 
his was the only serious offering from a senior 
sitting MP from the wet side of the divide. Van 
Onselen laments that they “missed an impor-
tant chance to re-examine the party before the 
next election”. 
 The reason for the lack of engagement 
with ideas from their side isn’t clearcut. There is always 
the justification that they were low on numbers after more 
than a decade of Howard conservative dominance, and 
running an opposition short on staff and tall on challenges 
is more pressing than getting bogged down in philosophy. 
However, this line of thinking, if it exists, was blown-up 
by Abbott’s extraordinary coup as negotiations over the 
emissions trading scheme came to a-head. What’s more, 
the sentiment for engaging in ideas is there. With possi-
bly a keen sense of irony, Brendan Nelson’s chief-of-staff 
and ghost writer, Peter Hendy, opens his boss’s Liberals & 
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 The second in particular, ‘Howard’s Brutopia’, 
was an embarrassingly partisan piece that left most com-
mentators stunned at Rudd’s clunky and misguided critique 
of what he calls “Howard’s neo-liberalism”. He followed 
it up with a similar speech when he fronted the crowd at 
the launch of Paul Kelly’s seminal March of the Patriots 
which chronicled the extraordinary joint legacy of the 
Keating/Howard governments. Much of Rudd’s speech was 
trundling a party line that pretends the fifteen year boom 
largely presided over by Howard was the sole responsibil-
ity of the Keating reforms. This looks small minded at the 
best of times, let alone at the launch of a book that rightly 
spreads the congratulations among both regimes. 
 This is the critical difference between the bat-
tle of ideas and the mindless regurgitation of a party line, 
endlessly searching for political advantage. The measure of 
political intellect and considered thought is the ability to 
praise the achievements one’s foes, because it reflects an 
ability to rise above the fray of a two sided oppositionalism 
to recognise that even the enemy has in some way changed 
people’s lives for the better. 
 Rudd’s continuation of most of Howard’s major 
policy initiatives despite broad and repeated criticism of his 
legacy only goes further to suggest how consumed by aim-
less partisanship politicians can become without rigorous 
thought. While Rudd has had some intellectual high points, 
with an excellent essay in The Economist 2009 wrap-up 
on the importance of middle powers in the international 
system for example, it was, like so much of the latter part 
of his career as PM,  dogged by his backdown on climate 
change legislation. The sentence extracted and enlarged 
to highlight the piece simply reads: “By 2009 we will be 
the first nation with a comprehensive legal framework for 
large-scale carbon capture and storage.” 
 Ideas are nothing without policy, and policies 
are meaningless if you are afraid to go to the people to 
seek a mandate. The converse courage and intellectualism 
embodied in Abbott is perhaps his greatest appeal. If this 
is true, however, the high bar he sets is also his greatest 
drawback, as his Howard-esque bursts of populism leave 
him falling short and providing needless ammunition to the 
embittered Left.
 Peter van Onselen has so far had a public career 
fuelled by the conflict of public ideas. It has been ad-
vanced and also sidetracked by a news media that tends 
toward “gotcha” moments and rapidly digestible sound-
bites. After an early connection with the Liberal Party he 
has found himself drifting through the political landscape, 
no longer with a party forming a natural ideological home. 
As a man who once fostered political ambitions of his own 
he now contends: “Joining the Liberal Party is not worth it. 
If you hold any liberal or moderate view on social policy 
you’re not offered much by the party.” There is “no easy” 
place for Australia’s liberalist tradition which has given its 
name to a group of people who have governed the country 
for more than two thirds of our post-war history. “I don’t 
like the tribalism of the Labor either” he says with a certain 
journalistic resign. 
 It’s hard to see the machinations of politics chang-
ing any time soon and perhaps that’s why he, and many 
others, must be content with the battle of ideas. Those with 
power use ideas to advance and consolidate their power, 
those without it use ideas as mere consolation.

inevitably to a critique of the Labor government. He’s still 
regarded as a conservative commentator and working at 
The Australian alongside the likes of Kelly, Janet Albrectsen, 
Christopher Pearson and Greg Sheridan has made him all 
the more guilty by association. 
 Early in his career he looked to be an exciting 
fresh face in the more limited Right faction of a profes-
sion dominated by the Left. He worked as a staffer for Julie 
Bishop; who would later go on to say that he had devel-
oped an unhealthy obsession with her and she had begun 
to “feel like I have a political stalker” after her debacle with 
her outsourced, plagiarised chapter in Liberals & Power. 
 It’s rare to find Liberal staffers working as full-time 
journalists and many saw his posting as proof of ideologi-
cal purity. Added to having written a biography on John 
Howard, having once been a card-carrying party member, 
and Paul Kelly’s direct “mentoring” role it’s not surprising 
the perception exists. He insists, however, that he’s drifted 
to the centre. In a recent column on Gillard and Abbott’s 
refugee policy he even openly described himself as a 
“bleeding heart” on the issue. This has led to a backlash 
from the more hardline conservative commentators who 
are, in his own words, “disappointed” to find he doesn’t 
share similar convictions. 
 Andrew Bolt, who writes the country’s most read 
political blog, devotes the odd slow-news day column to 
attacking his tendency to “genuflect to the Left and kick to 
the Right”. He’s since dubbed him “Peter van Oscillate”. 
In proof that there is no such thing as bad publicity, even 
ultra-influential shock-jock Alan Jones has raised his public 
profile enormously over the last month by attacking, in par-
ticular, his views on refugee policy. Van Onselen certainly 
kicks back by saying that “come election-time conserva-
tive journalists tend to be a lot more organized and on 
message”, arguing they write in a manner more overly 
supportive of the Liberal Party than their social democrat 
colleagues tend to with the Labor Party. 
 Van Onselen reads most convincingly when he 
is attacking the mindless tribalism and political expedi-
ency that is dismayingly washing over modern politics. 
Abbott’s backflips and Kevin Rudd’s abandonment of his 
core beliefs and values towards the end of his prime min-
istership are regularly hammered. The Coalition’s asylum 
seeker rhetoric was unflinchingly attacked in an article 
entitled ‘Opposition stoops to lies and excuses in race to 
the bottom on boatpeople’. Labor’s betrayal of voter trust 
on government advertising accountability was described as 
“a shameless act of political expediency”, the ditching of 
the ETS and failure to seek a popular mandate was “embar-
rassing”, making Rudd a “political coward”. His critique 
of a government gone missing, merely campaigning on 
the prospect of an Abbott victory, hit home when he wrote 
simply, “They think their best asset is who they are not. 
Inspiring stuff.” 
 This clarity has been brought to bear as the Right, 
liberals and conservatives, have seized upon the ideas 
vacuum has paralysed the Labor Party. Even after attacking 
Rudd for the policy and personality problems that eventual-
ly brought down his leadership Abbott returns to the battle 
of ideas. “A more basic problem, though, is that Rudd be-
came Prime Minister without a developed body of thought 
to provide a starting point for policy and decision-making. 
His most considered public statements, prior to becoming 
Prime Minister, were two essays for The Monthly”. 
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SPOLITICS
Lewis	Richards examines the politicisation of sporting 
events and the intrigue inherent in globalised sports

 The recent FIFA World Cup was seen by over 
400 million viewers per match.  That’s each person in the 
world, on average, viewing four matches each.
As a self professed football fan, I well exceeded this aver-
age, by watching over thirty of the forty games broadcast. 
And when it came to it, was very disappointed by the 
quality of the World Cup Final between Spain and the 
Netherlands. The spectacle South Africa presented to the 
world was something special. The South African organis-
ers, Government and FIFA should be proud of what they 
achieved. The only exception being, of course, the im-
mensely annoying Vuvuzelas.
 Strange things happen to you when you haven’t 
slept for nearly 30 hours to watch the World Cup Final. I 
began to contemplate the interplay between sport and poli-
tics after watching FIFA President Sepp Blatter and South 
African President Jacob Zuma raise their arms and embrace 
whilst proclaiming the success of South Africa in hosting 
the World Cup. What has caused politics and sport to inter-
twine? And should they? As seen throughout history, sport 
has always provided much entertainment for the masses. 
A keen interest in sport is not particular to one group. It 
is loved by all irrespective of  race, age, religion, gender 
and wealth. It is therefore logical, and rather intuitive, that 
politicians of all varieties have taken advantage of this fact. 
It provides them with a medium through which they may 
engage and influence potential voters and garner support 
for their cause. 
 An early example of sport and politics intercon-

necting, and becoming what I like to call ‘Spolitics’, is 
found in the sporting endeavours of the ancient civilisa-
tions. The Ancient Olympic Games which were held in 
Ancient Greece is one of the first instances where coun-
tries competed against one another in a forum other than 
war. In fact, when the Games were called, a truce would 
be called to ensure the safety of competitors travelling to 
Olympia. However what began with goodwill soon saw 
the emergence of politics. Alliances were formed to enable 
city-states to defeat their rivals. Facilities and trainers were 
invested in to ensure that athletes were certain of winning. 
Although athletes were supposed to represent their home 
city-state, this did not prevent other city-states from brib-
ing talented athletes to represent them, causing significant 
controversy.
 The capacity of sport to uplift and distract the 
population was first realised in Ancient Rome in 79-80AD, 
a year which saw the eruption of Mount Vesuvius, the Fire 
of Rome and one of the worst plagues to ever hit the Ro-
man Empire. With low morale and building mistrust against 
the Gods, the then leader Titus, scared of an uprising, held 
the Games to commemorate the newly constructed Colos-
seum. What was originally intended to be a small celebra-
tion, suddenly transformed into 100 days of lavish battle 
re-enactments, public executions and exotic animal shows.
More recent examples of leaders using sport as a means to 
keep the masses happy  and morale high are the football 
matches played by women in Britain during World War 
Two organised by the Churchill Government and the Army 
v RAF cricket match in 1944 which included Australian 
and English cricketing stars. 
 While past and present leaders have used ‘Spoli-
tics’ to mask inconvenient truths and please their subjects, 
sporlitics has also been used for other purposes throughout 
history. Sport has often been an arena in which political 
issues or diplomatic disagreements are aired. The most 
famous example of this was the sporting boycott of South 
Africa during the Apartheid era. South Africa had initiated 
Apartheid policy in 1948. The United Nations, after the 
Sharpeville Massacre in April 1960, removed its previous 
conservative view point on the issue and began to imple-
ment economic sanctions and passing resolutions con-
demning the Apartheid regime. 
 Rather than causing the South African Government 
to stop its Apartheid regime, the Government strengthened 
its stance. After much deliberation, the sporting world 
decided to increase its boycott of South African sporting 
teams in the late 1960’s. This affected South Africa the most 
as it prides itself of its sporting prowess. It caused many 
talented athletes of all sports to move to other nations to 
play international sport or never reach their full potential 
on the world stage. The sporting community enhanced its 
stance against Apartheid with the International Convention 
Against Apartheid in Sports being adopted on 10 Decem-
ber 1985 by the United Nations General Assembly.  
 Boycotting events such as the Olympics has been 
seen as a way to protest against nations without causing ex-
treme tension. The boycott by USA and 64 other nations at 
the 1980 Moscow Olympics Games due to the Soviet inva-
sion of Afghanistan was responded with the boycott by the 
Soviet Union and most of its Eastern Bloc partners, exclud-
ing Romania, at the 1984 Los Angeles Games.  This fitted 
with the non-confrontational political actions between the 
Cold War nations. 

international/spolitics



13State

 Even now sporting contests are a breeding group 
for nationalism. The FIFA World Cup is considered, along 
with the Olympics Games, to bring the world together 
in celebration. But whether this united vision is actually 
achieved is largely debatable. At every World Cup, Ashes 
Series, Tri Nations Series we see politicians and sporting 
heads encourage patriotism, even to the point of national-
ism.  The biggest event representing pure nationalism was 
the 1936 Olympic Games held in Munich, Nazi Germany. 
Although a success on the field, Adolf Hitler intended the 
Games to promote the superiority of the Aryan race. For 
the competitors representing Nazi Germany, only ones of 
Aryan race could compete. 
 Another famous example of nationalism in sport 
was the so called ‘Football War’ where after tension of 
illegal migration of El Salvadorians to its neighbour Hondu-
ras in the late 1960’s and demographic issues, El Salvador 
invaded Honduras after an ill fated World Cup Qualifying 
match which lasted for 4 days with an estimated 3,000 
people died from conflict.
 Historically ‘Spolitics’ has been related to na-
tionalism, diplomatic disputes and a means to keep the 
people happy. With the 2010 FIFA World Cup, it has been 
claimed as the first event since the removal of the Apart-
heid in South Africa to actually unite all South Africans, far 
outweighing the Rugby World Cup in 1995, and the 2003 
Cricket World Cup held in South Africa. 
 However, the organisation of the event wasn’t 
the only aspect where politics was involved. The French 
Football team came into the World Cup with relatively high 
expectations; however they failed to win a game and were 
placed at the bottom of their group. Many football pundits 
and fans saw this as karma after Thierry Henry’s infamous 
handball, which lead to the winning goal in the World 
Cup playoff match against Republic of Ireland. After the 
embarrassing show in South Africa, the French Government 
surprised many people by calling a parliamentary inquiry 
into their performance. The performance of the French was 
appalling and the infighting was embarrassing, however 
calling a parliament inquiry into the performance of a sport 
seems, even to me, a bit far-fetched. It cumulated with the 
French Football Federation banning the whole squad who 
played in the World Cup from playing in their next game.
Nigeria also failed to succeed from the group stages. 
 They gave their coach, Lars Lagerback, the rather 
unrealistic goal of reaching the semi final, a feat no African 
nation had ever achieved before. However they went one 
step further than France, with Nigerian President Goodluck 
Jonathan banning the national team from playing for two 
years. He retracted this declaration after being told nicely 
by FIFA executives that direct political interference would 
expel Nigeria from the FIFA organisation. The Nigerian 
Football governing body promised to disband and reform. 
Other African nations such as South Africa and Ghana and 
established footballing nations such as England and Brazil 
and even Australia have been rumoured to be discussing 
reforms and political intervention from either Governments 
or their respective Football governing bodies to ensure 
higher achievement in future events. 
 Football is not the only sport in which ‘Spolitics’ 
has occurred. Cricket has also been plagued by corruption 
from direct interference by governments. In South Africa a 
quota system is enforced to ensure a certain percentage of 
non-white cricketers in the international team. This system 

famously caused player Jacques Rudolph to be replaced 
by Justin Ontong to ensure that the quota was met. Even 
up until the mid 20th century in Ireland, a person could be 
banned from playing ‘Gaelic’ games such as Gaelic Foot-
ball and Hurling if they were seen playing ‘British’ games 
such as Rugby or Football or believed to be in support of 
them.
 To me, it is sad that the performance of the na-
tional team is politicalised and that sport itself is used for 
alternative means other than the simple pleasure of the 
game. While I do enjoy leaders showing off their sporting 
skills in an effort to gain popularity (did it work for John 
Howard?), I do find the government interference in world 
events such as the FIFA World Cup excessive. I enjoy both 
playing and watching sport. I am a big fan of government 
funded sporting initiatives and the creation of sport related 
infrastructure. However I believe when a government influ-
ences sporting decisions to further their political purpose, 
they have overstepped the mark. Sporting boycotts for 
humanitarian reasons are justified, however government 
inquires and racially discriminative measures are not.
 Sport is meant to be enjoyed by people all over 
the world. While I believe that sometimes the significance 
placed upon sport is excessive, the reality is that sport 
remains unrivalled in its capacity to attract and engage 
the masses. In that light I believe that we should be using 
interest in sport to promote more important issues such as 
education and health, and minimise political intervention. 
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STATE OF 
WELFARE
	State ponders the bitter fruits of social welfare, and 
comments on recent federal government initiatives

  On the night of the 21st of June the Senate passed 
Jenny Macklin’s welfare reforms into law. It moved to 
formalise finally the idea that receiving welfare should not 
come without responsibility; to yourself, to your family, 
to your kids. It made receiving welfare conditional on 
kids going to school and child protection, on spending a 
certain portion of the payment on housing, healthy food, 
and clothes, on meaningfully looking for work. It ended the 
suspension of the Racial Discrimination Act 1975 in the 
Territory because the Bill acknowledges that the problems 
created by passive welfare are not in some way particular 
to Indigenous peoples, but that they apply across all sec-
tions to people collecting the  dole, and so has sought to 
shift income management from Aboriginal communities 
right through to towns and cities all across the country, 
regardless of race and location.
  It’s almost difficult to believe the Labor Party has 
enshrined these measures, which were key tenets of the 
Howard government’s 2007 Intervention and Tony Ab-
bott’s Work for the Dole scheme. These extraordinary steps 
taken to end chronic child abuse and social degeneration 
were so vehemently opposed by Kevin Rudd as Opposi-

local/state of welfare
tion Leader and the Party for the entire term of Liberal rule. 
Yet here we are, three years later with a country--wide 
intervention to break the debilitating inertia and hopeless-
ness caused by long- term dependency. It has surely been a 
difficult, and at times friendless, road to travel.
  It has been so difficult because a discourse of 
disadvantage and victimization still runs deeply through 
the public sector and the broader Left. They defend the 
dole as the right of every Australian against the jeers of the 
populist Right who decry people out of work as “bludgers” 
and “burdens”, in someway second class citizens to the 
mainstream. In response to simplicity and bigotry we are 
presented an approach supposedly full of nuance and com-
passion, an approach obsessed with “factors” that echos 
the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 
focus on “underlying issues” causing an over-representa-
tion of Indigenous people in jails. It’s summarised well by 
John Falzon, of the Evatt Foundation, who attacks welfare 
reform and instead suggests we must “address the structural 
causes of exclusion” including “housing, education and 
training, childcare, healthcare, transport and social serv-
ices”. He concludes that “[w]e have chosen as a nation to 
go down the road of punishing and then criminalising the 
marginalised”. And that’s just if you’re white. If you’re black 
the acute poverty you are more likely to labour under is 
compounded by the twin shibboleths of “dispossession” 
and “cultural destruction”.
  And it is entirely true, this argument that many 
people in poverty have faced, and continue to face, a 
number of debilitating hurdles to wind up on welfare. From 
this logic the dole is seen as a central safety net to stop the 
fall. This is all true. But where this approach falls over and 
becomes rotten, insidious even, is when we assume that 
to overcome poverty and marginalization the poor have 
only to wait on welfare while the knights of charity lobby 
governments to pull down the walls erected in the paths of 
the disadvantaged. That we must support unconditionally. 
That unconditional welfare is a right. That being depend-
ent on the state to look after yourself and your kids isn’t a 
bad thing for your family. That receiving the dole week in 
week out for years doesn’t become the single overbearing 
and debilitating hurdle to dragging yourself back into work 
and back into the community. We must never assume the 
real burden of welfare falls on the taxpayer. It falls on the 
recipient and the ones they love.
  Ask any recovering addict or alcoholic; the only 
way to overcome substance abuse is to stop making ex-
cuses for how you got there and move on. No matter how 
real and crippling those excuses are, it is a matter of will 
and moving on. Likewise, the only way to overcome the 
deep-seated social factors causing poverty and jobless-
ness is, ironically, for people to force themselves, doggedly 
and without compromise, back to work, no matter how 
difficult, dirty or basic the job is. Work gives purpose and 
routine that helps people pass through the days. It allows 
women and men across the world a mindset that they wake 
up every day for a reason. 
 At nine o’clock they’re off to work ‘til they knock 
off at five, tired and weary but having spent the day achiev-
ing something, no matter how menial. They develop a rou-
tine that allows them to fit kids in. Every morning breakfast 
is on the table, lunch is ready and they’re off to school. 
Every afternoon the kids are picked up or the parents coach 
their footy team. Every evening dinner is made and home-

institution
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ism from the urbane Left against the Intervention will be 
remembered with such disdain.
  The value of this reform is not just felt by those 
adults directly receiving conditional welfare payments, it 
is most important for their children. They are more at risk 
of falling victim to bullying, child abuse, and go to school 
less. They have higher barriers to learning and decent 
health. Kids who grow up in a jobless household are three 
times more likely to be getting the dole than their parents 
and so the intergenerational cycle of disadvantage and 
isolation continues. Longterm welfare is not only unten-
able for parents, it is an untenable situation for kids to live 
with. With every parent who fails to move from welfare to 
work we have two or three kids we have failed complete-
ly. That is why this reform, started by Howard’s interven-
tion and continued by Jenny Macklin is so very important.
  Every parent must be able to look their kids in the 
eye and say that everything is going to be ok. That they’ll 
do well in school if they work hard and there’ll always be 
enough food on the table. It is this basic dignity that rots 
on welfare and with all our compassion and attempts to 
overcome the factors causing poverty we must remember 
always to preserve and encourage the basic power of self-
determination and responsibility that every individual has 
when their family is growing up and doing alright. This 
cannot be done on welfare.
  With that I’d like to end strangely, with a line 
from a song that summarises the mood for change that has 
washed slowly over the people in the community who 
have been and continue to be dependent on welfare. It’s 
that rarest of things; a quote as true as it is beautiful. It’s 
from Archie Roach, a man who spent years sleeping rough 
on the streets and on welfare and who became one of 
Australia’s greatest musicians, indigenous ornon-indige-
nous. He wrote, “It’s up to no-one else you see, nobody 
else but you and me, to give us back our Liberty and keep 
us safe from harm.”

improving life day by day. Noel Pearson, in his landmark 
2002 speech to the Institute of Public Affairs “The Right to 
Take Responsibility”, talked of ending the cycle of poverty 
and passive welfare crippling his home community of 
Hope Vale on Cape York more powerfully than any other 
Australian when he said: “It is a matter of us taking charge. 
These things are not just delivered by governments, they 
are assumed by people who take charge of their lives and 
take responsibility for their own people and for their own 
direction. So the true meaning of self-determination is not 
just a rights based thing, it is a responsibility based thing. 
It is the right to take responsibility at its very core and we 
join with many aboriginal people who say that we need 
to take responsibility for our lives and for our future.” This 
doesn’t just apply to Aboriginal people but to all people 
who suffer individually the predicaments of passive welfare 
and substance abuse suffered collectively by many Aborigi-
nal people.
  This welfare reform is important because it encour-
ages people to find work and to act responsibly for the pe-
riod of time they have to be on the dole between jobs. For 
those of us who work day-in day-out, busy and dynamic, 
it is a natural part of the routine that puts food on the table 
and a roof overhead. Work is at the heart of what it is to be 
a fulfilled person and a functioning human being. None of 
this is to say that there aren’t exceptions to the rules, both 
people who work and people who don’t, but these are the 
central narratives that occur again and again when issues 
of work, welfare, dependency and poverty arise. 
 People from welfare are undoubtedly more iso-
lated, economically and socially. And most importantly, 
this isolation is caused by long-term passive welfare to the 
point that all the structural factors, the lack of proper gov-
ernment services and opportunities, the substance abuse 
and mental illness, pale into comparison. This is exactly 
why Pearson, the Liberal Party and, reluctantly, Macklin 
have delivered these far reaching reforms. It is also exactly 
why the shrill cries of protest and accusations of paternal-

work is done. Being a worker 
means taking responsibility for 
yourself and your dependents 
and that means you spend each 
day productively. There is hard 
work and the little ones see 
what it is to be an adult who 
gives to the community.
  The standard experi-
ence for people who are on the 
dole long term is far different. 
Without the motivating factor 
to pay for healthy food and 
a decent place to live, and 
to achieve something new at 
work, life turns into a endless 
recurring cycle without pro-
gression or change. The home 
environment is claustrophobic 
and at times suffocating. Kids 
fall through the cracks when 
life doesn’t have structure and 
they lack role models encour-
aging the basic discipline of 
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Michael	Sheldrick outlines the Millennium Development 
Goals and Australia’s role in international aid

 Given the twelve hour time distance between Perth 
and Washington DC, it was at some absurd hour of the 
morning that I found myself waking up to take a call from 
Sarah, a colleague based in DC. I had arranged the call to 
discuss a paper I was working on relating to the delivery of 
Australia’s aid program.  An hour later, now wide awake, 
I sat truly convinced that Australia could play a key role 
in providing education to millions of children around the 
world. Let me explain.  
 As a bit of back story, in 2000, 189 countries, 
including Australia, agreed upon the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals, Goal 2 of which aspires to achieve universal 
primary education for all by 2015. Promises were made, 
plans were drawn up, and money was pledged in a bid to 
realise this goal.

FIRST AID
 10 years on from that historic agreement, we are 
failing to deliver. Granted some progress has been made. 
Since 2000, an estimated 40 million more children are 
now attending primary school. Yet this falls far short of 
what was promised. As recently highlighted by the FIFA 
World Cup’s 1GOAL campaign, 72 million children across 
the globe still miss out on going to school – almost dou-
ble the number of children that have been able to attend 
school since 2000. Indeed, in 2007 alone, there were more 
children out of school globally than primary school aged 
children in the entire developed world.
 This pressing issue needs to be addressed for two 
reasons. Firstly (and this really does go without saying), it is 
a matter of justice; every child, boy and girl alike, deserves 
the same opportunities and freedoms that we have in the 
developed world. Secondly, the provision of education is 
crucial to our own national security. One only has to read 
Greg Mortenson’s Three Cups of Tea to see why this is the 
case. Talking about the importance of education in alleviat-

international/first aid
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ing conflict, Mortenson notes:
 “You have to attack the source of 
your enemy’s strength... that’s not Osama 
or Saddam or anyone else. The enemy is 
ignorance. The only way to defeat it is to 
build relationships with those people, to 
draw them into the modern world with 
education... Otherwise the fight will go 
on forever.”
 Later on, Mortenson suggests that 
with the cost of producing one 114 Toma-
hawk cruise missile, about US$840,000, 
“you could build dozens of schools that 
could provide tens of thousands of students with a bal-
anced non-extremist education over the course of a gen-
eration.” Like Mortenson I do not confess to be a military 
expert, but it seems to me that investing in education is a 
lot cheaper and far more effective than going to war.
 Instead of being spurred into action however, 
developed countries continue to fall short of their commit-
ments to the world’s poor. Not only is the shortfall in global 
education financing now US$16bn a year, but the qual-
ity of aid for education has also been unacceptably poor. 
Programs, such as the Education for All Fast Track Initiative 
(EFA-FTI); a global compact to fully fund the education 
plans of developing countries, have failed to galvanise 
global efforts. The EFA-FTI alone is constantly bankrupt, 
struggling for money, and suffocating under rigid regula-
tions imposed by the World Bank at which it is housed. 
According to Sarah, it took the EFA-FTI two years to deliver 
aid. Given this context, it is hardly surprising that unless 
more action is taken, the Education for All vision will not 
be realised.
 Australia can and should play a game-changing 
role in this regard. Having indicated its intention to make 
education the flagship sector of its aid program, the Aus-
tralian Government already has a strong foundation on 
which to build. In this year alone investment in education 
is expected to be approximately 19% of total spending in 
foreign aid, an increase of 29% over last year. Australia 
is also a member of the EFA-FTI board of directors, and it 
should perhaps come of no surprise that, prior to being 
ousted, former Prime Minister Kevin Rudd was a Co-Chair 
of the Education For All Class of 2015, a global push by 
heads of governments and celebrities for all children to 
complete primary school by 2015. 
 With such sound foundations in the education 
field matched by its solid economic growth, Australia has 
both the resources and the relationships to drive progress 
forward. It could use its position as a board member to 
push for the scaling up of the EFA-FTI into an independent 
Global Fund for Education. Based on the successful Global 
Fund to Fight AIDS, TB and Malaria, which by 2007 had 
committed US$7.6 billion to fight these diseases. The new 
Fund would deliver resources quickly, efficiently and on 
an ambitious scale in order to meet the financing needs of 
developing countries.
 Waiting for a Global Education Fund to take 
shape, Australia could in the meantime explore bold new 
ways of meeting the shortfall in education funding. The 
global economic crisis has put considerable strain on the 
budgets of developed countries, making it an imperative to 
attract financing from non-traditional donors and founda-
tions that have not, to date, invested significantly in educa-

tion.  At the same time, the EFA-FTI’s 
close affiliation with the World Bank 
severely limits its capacity to explore 
new innovative financing mechanisms.  
The development sector is crying out 
for fresh ideas on how to address this.
 A solution may lie in an ‘Australia 
Fund’ of sorts. Set up as a statutory pub-
lic private partnership in Australia, such 
a fund would see an initial amount 
contributed by the Australian Govern-
ment for funding effective innovating 
and large scale education initiatives in 

the poorest countries in our region. Not facing the same 
constraints as other multilateral forums, such contributions 
could then be matched by ongoing donations from the 
private sector and philanthropists. Marshalling domestic 
resources, such a fund could become a model for broader 
reform across the development sector and capture the 
imagination of other donor countries such as the US, who 
have been notably missing in action as far as the global 
education agenda goes. 
 Another common idea that civil society was cam-
paigning on heavily in the lead up to the last G20 meeting 
in Toronto, involves placing a ‘Robin Hood tax’ on the 
profits of large multinational banks. Although I’m unsure 
how this would go down in Australia given the recent back-
lash over the Government’s RSPT, such a tax would net as 
much as approximately US$400 billion for development. 
The strength of Australia’s position in the G20, gives it the 
leverage to bring this issue to the table in key fora such as 
the G20 meeting in Seoul, South Korea in December.
Would these ideas work? Are they practical? Granted 
they’re simple and crude ideas yes, but they’re a step in the 
right direction I think. 
 In the course of our phone conversation, Sarah 
remarked that Barack Obama promised in his election 
campaign to create a US$2 billion Global Education Fund. 
He has not, as yet, fulfilled this election promise. It got 
me thinking. As one of only a few developed countries 
that have so far taken education seriously, why couldn’t 
Australia step up and put education back on the agenda? 
It certainly has the reputation, the relationships and the 
resources to do so. But alas, as with all such things, does it 
have the will? The jury may still be out on that one. 

Australia	
can	and	should	

play	a	
game-changing	

role
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Ben	Hogan offers a very personal experience with student 
activist organization The	Oaktree	Foundation

 This article was originally going to be quite different. I 
had this awesome idea about how everybody hates missionar-
ies, but really in many ways Oaktree kids are just the same. 
They’re hyped up with the inertia of a movement, bound up 
in its ideology and all-too-often uncritical about the impact of 
their work. For example, does Little Miss Oaktree really stop 
to consider the impact of the project in South Africa which 
her school supports? What if the money she and her friends 
are raising is being diverted into an evil government conspira-
cy spearheaded by Doctor Joseph ‘The Claw’ Khumalo? Is she 
really any less idealistic, unassuming or ill-prepared than the 
generations of overseas missionaries that many have come to 

foresight, predicting and avoiding whatever pitfalls our good 
intentions might be leading to. Some professional types call 
this ‘due diligence’.
 I stand by my argument. If the missions in colonial 
Africa had been prefaced by greater circumspection and 
investigation, I daresay some of their uncompromising tech-
niques and cultural insensitivities may have been avoided. 
And yet this is no longer the main point I want to make. 
When I began to investigate Oaktree in earnest I was first 
shocked, then humbled and finally impressed with the care 
which they apply to all their work. This research has laid 
bare my ignorance, answered many of the obvious questions 
and given me a considerable esteem for this organisation. 
Therefore, if you share any of my world-weary apprehension 
about a gang of 16 to 26 year-olds attempting to ‘eradicate 
extreme poverty in our generation’, please take off your 
black thinking hat for just a moment and consider this ‘Scep-
tic’s Guide to Oaktree’.

What	use	is	a	bunch	of	young	kids	volunteering	in	a	foreign	
country?
Actually, it doesn’t work like that at all. Oaktree is a Foun-
dation: they are all about financial contribution to local 
Non-Government Organisations. In Cambodia, they support 
KAPE, ‘an NGO with a long history as one of the most re-
spected local [organisations],’ having partnered with UNICEF 
on large-budget education projects. Occasionally, volunteers 
from Australia do travel internationally: to check on progress, 
scope out new projects or just to get a glimpse of the reality 
of extreme poverty. However these placements are rare and 
the actual development work which Oaktree underwrites is 
done by independent organisations.

So	you’re	just	throwing	money	at	them!	What’s	the	use?
Oaktree invests exclusively in education. This means that 
each overseas projects aims to increase education for local 
youth. According to Director of Overseas Operations Ali 
Readhead, Oaktree’s policy is not to fund foreign govern-

local/the oaktree foundation

HOW 
I LEARNT 
TO STOP 
WORRYING 
& LOVE
OAKTREE

scorn? The point of my article was 
going to be this: that whenever we 
engage in international aid or simi-

lar politically complex work, we have 
a responsibility to act with caution and 

local/how i learnt to stop worrying
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ments. This prevents donations being eaten up through 
‘informal fees’ and government corruption. It also reflects 
the finding that independent initiatives give the best return 
in community change: programmes like the peer educa-
tion project in KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa, which trains 
young leaders to inform their communities about HIV / 
AIDS.

Well	I	bet	the	programmes	are	flawed	anyway.	How	do	
you	really	know	they’re	going	to	help?
The research branch of Oaktree’s executive spends around 
6 months investigating candidate NGOs before engaging 
in a partnership. During this time they consider a number 
of selection criteria. First is the location of the project. In a 
recent policy change, Oaktree has decided to concentrate 
on South East Asia, which is not only more accessible but 
closer to the hearts of Australian philanthropists, thus offer-
ing the best prospects of effective aid. Oaktree no longer 
considers projects in extreme remote areas since they are 
difficult to supervise and it becomes hard to see whether 
investments are making a difference.  Other criteria include 
the size of the NGO and its other donors. An NGO which 
has partnered with major sponsors in the past is likely to 
be a strong choice, and executives such as Ali Readhead 
consult with representatives from the NGO, its donors and 
para-governmental organisations such as UNICEF to decide 
whether a project is useful for the area. The size of the 
NGO is also important: Oaktree prefers to support smaller 
programmes which are often more innovative and versatile 
than larger projects, and more likely to be methodological-
ly groundbreaking. The KAPE project in Cambodia, which 
involves ‘Public-Private Partnerships’ between independent 
school directors and government resources, is an example 
of this.

But	Oaktree	is	so	small!	Surely	it’d	make	more	sense	to	
support	a	larger	aid	organisation.
Oaktree is nowhere near as wealthy as the big players  
in development aid, so it will never be able to drive the 
mass-scale projects that produce significant reductions in 
poverty. Instead, it sees itself as an organisation which, by 
supporting innovative projects, lobbying governments and 
informing the public, can inspire world leaders and large 
international bodies to get serious about fighting poverty. In 
my opinion, this is a realistic model to work from.

The	purpose	of	Oaktree
Perhaps my enduring criticism of Oaktree is that it mis-
represents itself. It is quite difficult to see from the outside 
whether it considers itself a development or an advocacy 
organisation. On the Oaktree FaceBook page there is a 
video subtitled ‘Our Generation Can End Extreme Poverty’. 
The website (www.theoaktree.org) is full of descriptions of 
the overseas projects. When these representations are cou-
pled with stereotypes of passionate, idealistic youth, I think 
the public is tempted to think that Oaktree envisages itself 
as having a significant, direct impact on world poverty.
 This is clearly impossible. As already noted, an 
outfit with an annual turnover of around $2 million cannot 
be a mover and shaker in global economics. Fortunately, 
I do not believe Oaktree actually has any illusions about 
this. A small digression: so far this article has concentrated 
on the development side of Oaktree’s operations. But it is 
important to observe the other facets of their work: advo-

cacy and community awareness. By involving students in 
fundraising, lobbying government and international bodies 
to take poverty seriously, and running public campaigns 
such as the Make Poverty History roadtrip (last held in 
May 2010), Oaktree is attempting to get the world fired 
up about human rights. This seems to be the area in which 
a youth organisation can make a significant impact. With 
enthusiasm and media and social skills on their side, there 
is little that young people cannot do to change community 
attitudes surrounding poverty.
 So this is the vanguard of Oaktree’s contribution. 
The question is, would it be as effective without the de-
velopment work? Ali Readhead believes not. According to 
her, the development projects are what enlivens Oaktree’s 
advocacy. Because Oaktree volunteers and fundraisers can 
feel a legitimate sense of ownership of these programs, 
they are more likely to identify with the underlying goal 
and thus become more impassioned advocates. At the 
same time, the organisation purposely creates a bridge 
between its projects and its members by bringing repre-
sentatives from local communities to speak with volunteers 
in Australia. In May, Phakamani Ndlovu of Kwabazothini 
High School (part of the South African Schools 4 Schools 
operation) was selected to give a speaking tour in Australia. 
As Phakamani reflects on the changes which Oaktree has 
made in South Africa, he can only encourage Australian 
volunteers to campaign with vigour.
 What then should we make of the tagline ‘Our 
Generation Can End Extreme Poverty’? On the one hand, 
it is plainly impossible for Oaktree to have a real direct 
impact on ending poverty. By the same token, n move-
ment needs a banner to stand behind, and arguably the 
loftier the ideal the better. My main concern is that poten-
tial philanthropists may be put off Oaktree if they come to 
the same misconception I did. Oaktree is not and cannot 
presently be a development organisation. Oaktree is about 
advocacy. 

Conclusions
Chances are by this point you’ve stopped concentrating on 
what I’m saying. Hello! Are you there? No more dry specif-
ics. It’s all metaphors and marshmallows from here on in. 
Are you listening now? Good. Thank you.
It’s great to be sceptical. We all know that cautious think-
ing and a bit of healthy hesitation leads to better decision 
making. Should I date this girl? Well, let me think. She is a 
convicted thief with no job, a heap of debt and a string of 
ex-boyfriends three of whom went missing last April and 
haven’t been seen since. So although she’s nice, I don’t 
think I’ll date her. I think you get the idea. If we don’t do 
our due diligence before setting sail, we might come into 
a storm or run aground. And if we don’t check our course 
while we’re on the journey, we might never make our 
destination.
 All I want to say is if you’re still sceptical about 
Oaktree or international aid in general, please don’t keep 
asking the same questions. Lift your thinking up a notch. If 
some of the criticisms covered above are the same old lines 
you bring out at the weekly humbuggers’ luncheon, then 
take note of the answers I’ve given here. Turn them over in 
your mind and see what you think. Ask new questions, or 
at least probe deeper into the old ones. You may find (per-
ish the day) that a little bit of investigation turns your world 
on its head.
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enforcement.  The government will not even publish what 
criteria they will use to decide which sites to censor, or list 
which sites are inaccessible.  This leaves it open to appall-
ing abuse.  
 Mandatory sentencing removes any considera-
tion of individual circumstances and is responsible for the 
jailing of many minor offenders.  Popular outcry has lead 
to mandatory sentencing for the assault of many public 
officers.   In this case, it becomes nigh impossible for politi-
cians to argue against mandatory sentencing for fear of 
being branded ‘on the side of criminals’.  As most people 
tend not to think of themselves as criminals this puts that 
politician seemingly ‘against’ them.  Yet in many cases the 
bar is set very low for an offence to count either toward a 
‘three strikes’ policy toward theft or an ‘assault’ on a public 
officer.  
 Perhaps we cannot fully appreciate the importance 
of the interpretation of the law by a judge or magistrate 
until we are in court.  However we must understand that 
mandatory sentencing is nothing less than a government 
passing legislation that removes the role of a judge or a 
magistrate.  For this to occur is a failure of the fundamental 
separation of powers and allows a ruling regime to restrict 
the rights of an individual.
 Anti-association laws have been brought into 
South Australia (and discussed in WA and elsewhere) os-
tensibly to combat ‘bikies’.   They are another example of a 
gross attack on our rights.  Proponents of these laws claim 
that they are for limiting the ability of organized criminals 
to meet.  However the types of organizations that could 
also be listed include unions, campaigns and any type of 
club.   These laws will make it an offence for you to associ-
ate with someone who is subject to an ‘anti-association 
order’, thereby creating a criminal conviction merely for 
associating with someone.  Most terrifyingly, these ‘anti-
association’ orders can be placed using secret information 
rather than evidence.  The South Australian Supreme Court 
declared these ‘anti-association orders’ illegal.  However, 
the South Australian government has appealed to the High 
Court.  One can rest assured that if the appeal succeeds 
these laws will be proposed in WA next.
 The Kafkaesque appearance of ‘secret information’ 
in our legislature is not limited to the anti-association laws.  
Dr Mansour Leghaei; a moderate Islamic cleric whose 
children all have Australian citizenship and who has lived 
here for over a decade; was deported last month.   What 
was significant about his deportation is that no-one has 
been told why he was deported.  The only evidence anyone 
outside of ASIO knows about is an unseen, anonymous and 
unsubstantiated letter claiming that he has links to a French 
terrorist cell.    The case of Dr Haneef also demonstrated 
the nightmarish situation that anyone could find themselves 
in- arrested for no reason and persecuted without explana-
tion.
 In modern Australia allegations are enough for 
detention and deportation.   One can now, thanks to a 

Alex	Cassie argues that we are all lacking in the defence of 
our rights

   The biggest hurdle to overcome when protecting 
our civil rights is that for the majority of the time and for 
the majority of people civil rights are not at the forefront of 
our mind.  Like cinematic special effects they are incon-
spicuous when working properly.  Essential freedoms such 
as the freedom of speech, of religion, of movement and of 
dress are as unobtrusive as they are critical.  A society built 
on liberty is one of healthy dissent and debate but ultimate-
ly of mutual acceptance of others’ rights.  It is the everyday 
nature of these civil rights that makes them so important to 
civilisation.
 Conversely the absence of civil rights in society 
creates a staggeringly horrific scenario where not only can 
citizens abuse each other but the ruling regime is left in a 
position of overwhelming power. The liberties that Austral-
ians hold dear have a long and often violent history- they 
have been hard fought for and won.  We propagate the 
ANZAC myth perhaps because it is essential for our society 
to be able to lay our claim to liberty, but some of the rights 
that are under threat in our society today date back to the 
Magna Carta and beyond.   Whenever there is a break-
down in civil liberties the consequences are dire- be it a 
lack of legal process, no press freedom, or harassment or 
illegal arrest on the streets.
 People have fought for civil rights in order that 
no regime had power over its populace, and this ongoing 
struggle has the highest stakes of all. Yet we find ourselves 
in a position today where it has become ‘populist politics’ 
to systematically erode these liberties. From both sides of 
politics laws are being proposed and passed that strip us 
all of some of our most fundamental rights.  This is done 
almost exclusively under the pretence of reinforcing law 
and order.
 This is a particularly insidious political tactic, and 
it works extremely well.  The average citizen in the street 
does not come in contact with the police; will never be 
charged for an offence; and when watching the constant 
media reports of crime, considers themselves a victim and 
not a perpetrator.  Then when a claim of being ‘tough on 
crime’ is made in order to pass controversial legislation the 
wider population has already identified themselves as not 
the criminals and therefore not at risk. 
 Unfortunately this overlooks the most critical ele-
ment of a democratic civil society.  None of us have special 
rights- and when one of us loses our rights, we all do.

Steps	to	disaster
 If one examines contemporary Australia we can 
quickly see how recent or proposed legislation has the 
potential to negatively impact on us all.  
 The internet censorship of Stephen Conroy et al. 
is a shambles of a proposal that will do nothing to aid law 

RIGHTS & WRONGS
local/rights and wrongs



21State

RIGHTS & WRONGS
that has become dangerous due to 
fear.  By diminishing the public’s trust 
in itself, those who seek to control 
society can no longer find any trust for 
authority.   This has created a situation 
in which voters are lead to believe that 
police are the answers to all of our 
problems and yet they do not trust the 
police themselves.  
 ‘Stop and Search’ laws will com-

pound this problem.  Already there have been reports of 
police officers telling people on the street that they “don’t 
need a reason”. Advocacy groups, civil rights groups, legal 
groups and many others have spoken against the laws.  The 
Police Commissioner himself said of them at the May 29 
Notre Dame Law & Order Forum that they were “a police 
solution to a non-police problem”.  ‘Stop and search’ laws- 
like mandatory sentencing, secret evidence and anti-asso-
ciation laws- create controversy and are widely denounced 
both by judiciary and criminology experts as well as civil 
rights groups.  
 If the laws don’t work and are opposed by so many 
experts, then why do they keep getting proposed?  The 
greatest danger to the populace is populist politics. The 
repeated attacks on civil liberties in Australia represent a 
terrifying trend.  But to oppose this trend is more compli-
cated than standing on a ‘rights’ platform. 
 If one opposes it only as a rights issue, then there 
will always be people who say that security is more impor-
tant.  There will always be people who don’t care about 
marginalised or victimised people in society, or simply 
don’t believe that basic facts of life such as racial profiling 
exist.  
 It must be opposed on every level.  Firstly Austral-
ians let us all rejoice and remember that when we leave 
the house we are not always about to be stabbed, blown 
up, run down or robbed.   Legislation of the type discussed 
here is simply unnecessary.    Then the point must be made 
that not only is legislation of this type the latest heavy-
handed step toward a police state, it is also faulty legisla-
tion that will do absolutely nothing to increase the safety 
of our streets.    We should support our police force and 
enforce our laws, but instead of pretending to be “tough on 
crime” while really being “dumb on crime”, we should be 
asking our leaders to be “smart on crime”.   
 These arguments need to be made not only to poli-
ticians but also to the wider population.  The single greatest 
contribution anyone could make to civil liberties in WA 
would be to establish a serious, progressive newspaper to 
compete with The West Australian.  Australians are not un-
reasonable and are as a whole fair-minded. A first-quality 
debate on these issues would go a long way to convincing 
people of the importance of defending their rights.
 Civil rights are not an issue that stays on people’s 
minds unless it is affecting them directly.    We cannot 
afford to sit back and wait for every member of the popula-
tion to be arrested without cause, or searched on the street, 
or banned from seeing their family.  Australia, and particu-
larly Western Australia, has entered an era of civil rights 
erosion.  We must put a stop to this worrying trend before 
it is too late.

climate of fear, be arrested 
without reason. Habeus corpus 
is no longer a right- we have 
turned the clock back to 1214.
  
Stop	and	Search;	a	Low	
Watermark	for	Australia
 So-called ‘Stop and 
Search’ laws demonstrate 
many of the intricacies of 
the current political trend of removing civil rights.   Laws 
removing the need for reasonable suspicion for police 
searches have been in place in the United Kingdom as an 
anti-terrorist measure under Section 44 of the Terrorism 
Act 2000.  In 2009 the UK police force decided to repeal 
officers’ ability to search without reason.  Assistant Com-
missioner John Yates, said of the laws that they reversed 
fundamental human rights, damaged community relations, 
and alienated some communities. They have since been 
declared illegal by the European Court of Human Rights. 
While WA may be behind the UK’s progress in experiment-
ing with stop and search laws, we lead the way for Aus-
tralia.  In Victoria similar laws are in place but for only a 
very restricted amount of time at any given time- hours, as 
opposed to months.  
 ‘Stop and Search’ laws are the most interesting of 
all of the infringements of civil rights Australia has seen 
recently because of their widespread impact.  Where the 
other examples may have more severe consequences for a 
victim, ‘Stop and Search’ stands to affect thousands upon 
thousands of people going about their daily business.  It 
may become the issue that alerts many people to the trend 
of civil rights abuse across Australia. The West Austral-
ian Government’s Criminal Investigation Amendment Act 
stands solely on the pretence that it will aid in reducing 
knife crime.  Yet in reality it has little to do with criminals, 
and even less to do with investigations.  The proposed ‘Stop 
and Search’ legislation has no proven or even suggested 
benefit in preventing crime or aiding police work.  
 The removal of the need for ‘reasonable suspi-
cion’ does nothing but legalise unreasonable searches. The 
police already have extensive powers to search people.  If 
challenged they must be able to provide a reason for the 
search- this can be a pretty flimsy reason, but a reason all 
the same.  This legislation totally removes any legal protec-
tion you may have if you want to protest a search.   Areas 
in which these searches will take place are to be designat-
ed by the Police Commissioner without any parliamentary 
scrutiny and leaving you with no legal protection.  
 There is a multitude of ways in which this legisla-
tion is open to abuse.  Police officers are drawn from the 
wider community, and it is undeniable that the same as in 
any community there are elements within the police force 
who harbour prejudices.  Be they sexist, racist, ageist or 
homophobic, this legislation will create unbelievable op-
portunities for harassment. Even if only a fraction of police 
abuse, the psychological effect upon the victims and in 
turn upon the community will be huge.  
 This is perhaps what is most curious about the 
constant striving to craft an image of being ‘tough on 
crime’.  The effort that our leaders put into creating an im-
pression of themselves as the only people who can save us 
from a dangerous society eventually does create a society Detailed arguments against the laws can be found at 

www.searchforyourrights.org.

From	both	sides	of	politics	
laws	are	being	proposed	
and	passed	that	strip	us	all		
...of	our	most	fundamental	

rights
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Prior to the 2010 Federal election, George	Brown wrote 
about a singularity in practice and policy between the na-
tion’s two major political parties. This analysis provides an 
interesting reflection of  pre-election sentiments, and food 
for thought given the tumultuous results of the election.  

 In Australia, one could be excused for thinking that 
we are spoilt for choice when it comes to political parties. 
ALP, Liberals, Nationals, the Greens, One Nation, Family 
First, the Australian Sex Party (would love to see an alliance 
between the last two); the list goes on.
 However, this has been proven wrong again and 
again in recent years with party policy convergence only 
serving to reinforce the common misconception that there 
are essentially no differences between the two major par-
ties. This apparent lack of real choice is especially evident 
in the House of Representatives, where the major parties 
clearly dominate the legislative process.
 Owing to the preferential (also known as ‘alterna-
tive’) voting system used to elect lower house members , 
the minor parties tend to wield a minimal amount of influ-
ence, primarily because of their inability to geographically 
centre their support enough to gain an absolute majority of 
of the vote and thus win the seat.
 As such, the choice for swinging voters (as it is 

they who decide elections – not the approximately 80% 
of people who are partisan loyalists and wouldn’t change 
their vote even if it killed them) is between the two major 
parties, the ALP or the Liberal/National coalition. This is 
where the real lack of choice comes to the forefront.
 The fact is that the major political parties have 
converged in their policies so much, that there are only a 
very small number of issues on which they tend to disa-
gree. They have become pragmatic ‘catch-all parties’ who 
try to appeal to the maximum number of voters possi-
ble through centrist, and therefore very similar, policies. 
Strangely (and unfortunately), neither party appears ready 
to embrace a policy supporting the much-needed reform 
of parliamentary procedure, despite the fact that making 
Question Time less like an uncivilised kindergarten would 
undoubtedly be extremely popular among the electorate.
 In any case, the convergence in policy is clearly 
evident in recent years. Cast your mind back to the 2007 
election campaign; possibly the worst example of ‘me-
tooism’ to be witnessed in Australian politics, as both 
parties copied each other in a populist bid to win support. 
If you were asked to think of five distinct areas in which 
the major parties differed, the average voter would likely 
be hard-pressed to think of any aside from WorkChoices, 
climate change, and illegal immigration (sorry, but Kevin07 

movingforward
through real action

federal/moving forward through real action



23State

movingforward
through real action

does not count as a policy). The economy was neutralised 
as an election issue through Rudd’s claims of being a “fis-
cal conservative” (pre-GFC, that is), while foreign policy, 
particularly regarding national defence, has traditionally 
had bipartisan agreement (the war in Afghanistan and the 
ANZUS Treaty alliance for example).
 An additional consideration that must be made, 
especially for this coming federal election, is the ‘incum-
bency effect’ and the clear advantage it gives to the govern-
ment of the day – access to better resources and policy ad-
vise, for instance. Clearly this is very important in elections 
since  no first-term elected government has been voted 
out of office by the people since Scullin’s ALP government 
(1929-32), which, in an example of terrible timing, came to 
power just a week before the Wall Street Crash of October 
1929.
 Then, if only for a moment, we were to take the 
minor parties seriously (please suppress your laughter for 
a few seconds), the fact is that they could never wield suf-
ficient electoral clout to be a real threat to the dominance 
of the major two.
 There are two main reasons for this. First, there are 
the aforementioned effects of the preferential voting system 
used in the lower house of Parliament, so most people 
understand that they are only demonstrating their dissat-
isfaction with the major parties when they vote for minor 
parties. Secondly, the minor parties simply are not main-
stream enough in their policies due to their overall more 
radical ideologies/beliefs (the Greens, for example). There 
was an exception to the rule in the Democrats, who are 
close to centrist on the political spectrum, but they were 
essentially rendered defunct when they lost their last seat 
in the Senate in mid-2008.
 While the minor parties do still have some influ-
ence and political leverage through their negotiating of 
preference deals with the major parties, this rarely makes 
an especially significant difference on either the election 
results or major party policy; the exception to the rule 
being when they hold the balance of power in the Sen-
ate – which has been the case for the past 30 years (except 
2005-2008) – but that’s a separate issue.
 That said, this coming election is actually shaping 
up as an anomaly to this overall trend of less choice and 
greater policy similarity. To follow the old adage, “opposi-
tions don’t win elections; governments lose them”, a series 
of ALP Government screw-ups and policy backflips under 
Rudd, and now Gillard, has actually opened the door for 
the Liberals to (with debatable success in some areas) dif-
ferentiate their policies from Labor’s.
 So far, this seems to have been relatively quite ef-
fective in the areas of health, education, the environment 
and border protection policy. This would seem especially 
bad for Labor, as most of these areas have been their tradi-
tional strengths.
 Combined with this, has been electoral concern 
over the nature of Gillard’s rise to power, with the damag-
ing voter perceptions of political backstabbing, betrayal 
and almost Godfather-like dealings between factional 
bosses, the likes of which have not been seen since the 
last time Labor was in power, with Keating’s deposing of 
Hawke in 1990.
 As this, understandably, could be seen as some-
what biased, I will now play Devil’s Advocate. This 

criticism of the Rudd/Gillard government is by no means 
implying the Libs have not had their fair share of problems 
during their first term as an Opposition for eleven and a 
half years. The first casualty was Brendan Nelson, then 
leader – oddly enough, ousted by Malcolm Turnbull due to 
Liberals’ concerns over low leader approval ratings (fore-
shadowing of Rudd’s downfall, perhaps?).
 Subsequent to this was the destabilising influence 
of media speculation about Peter Costello and his sup-
posed plans to take over the party leadership. This ended 
with Costello’s resignation from Parliament, and Turnbull 
was so jubilant that he jumped into the complete debacle 
of the ‘OzCar affair’ (aka: ‘Utegate’), where he tried – and 
failed – to force Rudd to resign over allegations he deliber-
ately misled parliament. Turnbull’s stint as leader eventually 
culminated with the spectacular party room implosion of 
his support over Labor’s ETS and the election of Tony Ab-
bott as leader in a photo-finish 42-41 spill motion vote last 
December.
 This instability, however, is almost expected within 
a party in Opposition; Labor had four different leaders 
during their eleven and a half years there, three of them in 
the 2004-07 term. Likewise, the WA Libs were in a similar 
situation before they won the state election in September 
2008. That said, the Libs now seem to have put their leader 
problems behind them.
 However, similar instability occurring with an 
elected PM – in his first term, no less – has never been 
done before and sets a worrying precedent for future Prime 
Ministers. One has to ask whether opinion polls of a few 
hundred people should be able to determine national lead-
ers, as was the case with the ‘Rudd execution’.
 Returning to the post of Devil’s Advocate, it’s not 
as if the ALP has a monopoly on party room coups on PMs. 
Just look at the sensational circumstances of Liberal PM 
John Gorton’s downfall in 1971, where he essentially used 
his casting vote to vote himself out of office, or Menzies’ 
first term in government, when his own party (the UAP, 
predecessors of the Liberals) passed a vote of no confi-
dence against him. For that matter, you can even look at 
the far more recent ‘will he, won’t he?’ speculation that 
continually dogged the Howard-Costello government, even 
though nothing ever really came of it.
 Regardless of what side of politics you belong to, it 
can safely  be said that the 21st of August will be a mo-
mentous and exciting day. Provided Tony can stop himself 
from getting any more tongue-tied about politicians’ hon-
esty or the status of WorkChoices, everyone will be kept 
guessing about the result right up to the very last second.
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the maelstrom of the mailbox the surviving magnets now 
set about a cunning war of ideology, seizing at opportuni-
ties to win the approval of passing civilians. Here there will 
be no reinforcements. Those magnets which fail to entice 
the population will cease to exist. Those which succeed, 
perhaps due to a more comprehensive list of emergency 
numbers or the deeper shading of school holidays on their 
calendars, will earn the right to dominate the fridge face. 
Given time, their subliminal propaganda will permeate and 
familiarise itself with the home owner, earning its influence 
over the consumer choice of the individual.
 I have perhaps given too much thought to the ever-
escalating arms race between real estate agents and their 
promotional material, but I only began thinking about it 
when today I noticed in my mailbox the complete antith-
esis of the subtlety and effective marketing strategy embod-
ied in the real estate magnet. This affront to the intelligence 
is known as the Challenge newspaper. Having somehow 
slithered through the ‘no junk mail’ slot this low-budget 
rag could have been the property of any local news outlet. 
However, it is the embarrassingly banal subtitle which ex-
poses it instantly as a weak attempt at religious marketing: 
‘The Good News Paper’. The unexceptional tedium of this 
statement is typical of the evangelical movement and per-
haps the reason why I have never noticed this paper before, 
despite it being well past its 300th edition. It’s ability to test 
one’s faith in the frontal lobe extends beyond the name.
 This paper has all the hallmarks of a piece of soft 
religious advertising. The front page is conveniently ambig-
uous in intent; with the word ‘God’ being inconspicuously 
reserved for a single appearance in the last sentence of the 
main story (yet finding thirty or so appearances on page 
two). The remainder of the front page contains only subtle 
hints as to the hidden evangelical purpose of the paper, 
including a characteristically awkward preoccupation with 
the word ‘family’. 
 In fact, despite its ostensible appearance as a com-
munity newspaper not a single item of news is reported 
on the cover; the Challenge is a veritable wolf in sheep’s 
clothing, an attempt at spreading the preposterous through 
the seemingly innocent medium of the community bul-
letin. It is reassuring to think the majority of sensible adults 
will see through this poor secular disguise, and while I 
acknowledge this paper will generally experience the same 
fate as a snail-ravaged real estate magnet I still think it war-
rants immediate concern for the cultural emergency that it 
represents. 
 The Challenge focuses almost entirely on stories 
which invariably result in a god-induced happy ending, 
pushing the message of helplessness and servility. Firstly, I 
consider this to be offensive because it dismisses the great 
achievements and intellect of man as being attributable to 
the power of an imaginary being. This is an unnecessary 
exercise in self deprecation for which I can see no positive 
outcome. On another level these stories of ‘renewal’ con-
tain some chilling and disturbing assumptions about vice, 
virtue and mental health.
 Consider the front page story titled ‘Aching for 
Freedom’, which centres on a man who was plagued by a 
bad-boy attitude and an ‘addiction’ to ‘pornography and 
heavy metal music’. It is interesting that no qualification is 
given for the assumed vice of both of these things, but then 
again we are dealing with a group of people who base their 
entire worldview on unverifiable dogma. But I digress. The 

Mike	Honiball percieves an invasion of irrationality occur-
ing across suburban Perth

 There is currently a war taking place in homes 
throughout Perth. It is not known to many of us – although 
some of us feed the conflict in blithe ignorance. Others 
plead neutrality and indifference but later pay the price of 
clearing away the carnage. Snails tend to profit handsome-
ly from the often violent exchanges. Real estate agents, 
never tiring of increasing their suburban prominence, are 
actively involved in a violent land grab through the satura-
tion of front gardens with fridge magnets. Davey Real Estate 
is currently embroiled in a bitter struggle with O’Rourke 
over the South East corner of my mailbox; the Mortgage 
Gallery, thoroughly demoralised from an earlier exchange 
with a marauding posse of snails, now consolidates what is 
left of Harry Swanson’s face on the front lawn. It is unlikely 
combat operations will be resumed until such time as rein-
forcements arrive.
 One would be mistaken for assuming this conflict 
is one fuelled purely by territorial ambition; it is in fact a 
battle fought for the hearts and minds of the oppressed. 
The confused home owner, thoroughly disorientated by the 
cooling corporate colours, supposed usefulness of the min-
iature calendar and inviting face of the sartorial agent, is 
coerced into placing the warring magnets onto their intend-
ed landing zone: the kitchen refrigerator. Having escaped 
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story of our troubled teenager, Dennis McCaskill, begins 
to unwind when he is involved in a car crash. Unharmed, 
he is hounded by local churchgoers who believe he has 
been the subject of a miracle from above (physics, as it 
seems, has no place in the outcome of car crashes). Den-
nis resists and descends into another pornography-fuelled 
depression, admitting the ‘horrible images’ he viewed (with 
supposed ecstasy) prompted voices in his head to urge him 
to kill himself. Enter again the pesky neighbours. Eventu-
ally caving in to their pious demands Dennis, with some 
reluctance, begins attending prayer meetings with his local 
congregation. To the evangelical, what follows is an exam-
ple of sugar-sweet success. To any clear-thinking individual 
it is positively disturbing.
 Dennis, buoyed by his quite secular attraction 
to a girl in his prayer group, begins to attend late-night 
prayer sessions. One night, while viewing a religious film, 
he hears ‘voices’ accurately describing and condemning 
his ulterior motives and lack of true faith. The voices then 
paradoxically advise Dennis of his vice-ridden future and 
thus enable him to change his path in life. Following these 
revelations Dennis collapses in tears, submits himself to the 
celestial father and is henceforth a ‘saved’ child of Christ. 
Now stop the clock and consider what has just transpired.
 Dennis, a troubled individual with known suicidal 
urges in the past and atendency to hear voices in his head, 
is now hearing yet more voices and, rather than being 
treated for psychosis and admitted to a mental ward, is 
having these voices praised as divine interlocutors in his 
‘spiritual enlightenment’. I cannot make this any clearer: a 
mentally ill individual is having his previously suicidal and 
psychotic episodes fostered and encouraged by a tax-ex-
empt institution in a first world country which already faces 
a crisis in mental health care. With the Challenge blithely 
unaware of the seriousness of Dennis McCaskill’s condi-
tion, the question must be put: how many more mentally ill 
individuals are having their sickness masked by the selfish 
interpretations of the religious? I shudder to think of the 
long term damage that such unhelpful and irrational wish-
thinking may exert on the mentally ill, and if such cases are 
as pervasive as they may well be, we are faced not with a 
merely troubling phenomenon, but a national emergency. 
But this newspaper doesn’t stop there.
 In no other circumstance is ‘meaning’ sought so 
aggressively and illogically from an event than in the in-
terpretation of disaster by a religious zealot. The Challenge 
further propagates this irrationality and illogic in its second 
major article, titled ‘Questions in Tragedy’. This particular 
piece makes a connection between the downing of Air 
France flight 447 on June 1 2009 and the Yemeni jetliner 
which crashed in the Indian Ocean less than a month later. 
The article, while making a brief qualifying comment on 
the tragedy of the crashes (at least on the bit of the arti-
cle appearing on the unctuously neutral front page), later 
attacks those who blame or discredit god for allowing 
events such as these to occur. The article attempts to turn 
this argument against the unfaithful, claiming these tragic 
events occur due to a lack of faith in god. Chillingly, the 
author mimics the toxic commentary of the late Reverend 
Jerry Falwell who postulated the 9/11 attacks were a result 
of the ‘secularization’ of America and were god’s punish-
ment for the prevalence of ‘gays, lesbians and atheists’. In 
an argument equal in complexity to something we might 
expect from a stupefied medieval peasant, the author of 

this piece draws an analogy to a dark room; the room is 
dark but for the absence of light, just as the world is evil 
but for the presence of god. His reasoning is that god ‘drifts 
away’ from those who reject him, leaving evil, or ‘darkness’ 
in his wake. Just as it is up to us to light the dark room, we 
need to ‘invite god into our hearts’ to avert catastrophe. 
 Sound like blackmail? It is blackmail. It appears 
the celestial overlord isn’t so forgiving after all in the eyes 
of our reverent author. The first problem I have is with the 
‘punishment’ theory, which is baseless when you consider 
who the ‘punished’ actually are. If the author uses the cri-
terion of godlessness, then surely the US, with a staggering 
50% of its population believing the Old Testament to be 
literally true, would get off lightly? Not so if we accept Jerry 
Falwell’s take on 9/11. If anything the Scandinavian states, 
which boast the highest levels of godlessness in the world, 
should be plagued by cataclysm after cataclysm. Instead 
they enjoy unbridled resource-wealth, stratospheric living 
standards and a sauna-to-citizen ratio that is the envy of 
the world. Some punishment. 
 The second problem concerns the selective cham-
pioning of god’s omnipotence. The paper proudly pro-
claims the power of god in effecting ‘healing’ outcomes on 
individuals (as discussed prior in the tragic case of Dennis 
McCaskill) – however this omnipotence wanes periodi-
cally when people do ‘bad’ things such as believe in other 
gods or none at all. The problem here is that god is send-
ing mixed messages. Every now and then a plane crashes 
and the religious are quick to blame the non-believers and 
sodomites. But whenever something good happens, such 
as a child having his or her cancer successfully treated, 
the exacerbation and neglect of an individual’s psychotic 
episodes, or the safe landing of an airliner, god is demon-
strating his love for humanity! This argument is unfalsifi-
able because whenever a claim of divine discretion, be it 
good or bad, is championed or accusingly bellowed by 
the religious it tends to be shrouded in ambiguity. Child 
recovers from cancer? Why, god must have aided in the 
surgical proficiency of the medical staff – never mind the 
14 years experience. Plane plunges into international 
waters? Why, it simply must be those pesky non-believers 
scaring off god’s undying love for mankind. Never mind 
the understaffed ground maintenance crew at the decrepit 
East African airport. My point is that such arguments are by 
their very nature unverifiable because they feed off self-
generated ambiguity and the willingness of enough people 
to be duped into believing in the more fantastic argument. 
God’s wrath beats metal fatigue every time in the interest-
ing department. 
 The irrationality, toxicity and blinding simplicity 
with which this rag of a paper promotes the most disturbing 
of concepts should be of enormous concern to those who 
support reason in our community. This paper is likely dis-
carded by most who receive it, but how many households 
does it successfully infiltrate, finding place in the hands of 
adults or teenagers who, perhaps disaffected, might actu-
ally consider the false consolation and blindness to reason 
that faith offers? Give me pushy and benign fridge magnets 
any day. Who knows – maybe The Mortgage Gallery will 
redeem its cred and make a name for itself on my fridge. 
But I am most certainly not up to the Challenge.
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Thus sowed the seeds for the current economic disparity 
between Flanders and Wallonia, where, for example, the 
unemployment rate in the French-speaking region is dou-
ble that of de Vlaamse Gemeenschap despite 60% of the 
population being Dutch speakers. The catchcry of Walloon 
political parties for “solidarity” within Belgium is viewed 
cynically by the Flemish as yet more requests for using 
their taxpayers’ money to subsidise the costly French-style 
welfare system’s attempts at solving Wallonia’s problems.  
 The pièce de resistance of the unworkability of 
this troubled nation is Belgium’s torturous governmental 
system, which makes Italian politics look like a model of 
stability. There is a national parliament whose deputies are 
elected by all Belgians; but its parties were divided along 
linguistic lines decades ago and things have not changed. 
Dutch speakers vote for Flemish parties with the Flemish 
‘national interest’ at heart, and vice-versa for French speak-
ers. 
 As with many other European nations, proportional 
representation is the order of the day in the Federal Parlia-
ment. While this ensures the Dutch majority are not able to 
sideline Francophones, governments in Belgium are inher-
ently unstable, often relying on ‘orange-blue’ coalitions of 
Dutch and French political parties with sympathetic ideo-
logical bases. There is no institution in the political life of 
Belgium which truly unifies the two communities except 
the monarchy. If that is the extent of accord that Flanders 
and Wallonia can achieve, then the situation in Belgium is 
truly dire.
 It is these irreconcilable differences which have led 
Belgium into the parlous political situation it currently finds 

Callum	Davidson	explores the societal and political condi-
tions in Belgium which have led to calls for the dissolution 
of this troubled nation

 Belgium: an unassuming country in Northern Eu-
rope, famous for its beer, chocolate and waffles. This quaint-
ness, however, belies deep divisions rising to the level of 
irreconcilable differences which threaten to tear the country 
apart. The roots of these divisions are intertwined with the 
history of Belgium and the inequality on which they base 
political consensus between French-speaking Wallonia and 
Dutch-speaking Flanders. 
 Belgium, the ‘battleground of Europe’ (so-called for 
the tendency of European nations to play out their power 
struggles on her soil), became independent in 1830 after her 
people were incited to revolt against their Dutch masters 
by, of all things, an opera called ‘Dumb Girl of Portici’. The 
ethnic make-up of the new nation was curious. French and 
Dutch speakers were forced together in an awkward union 
with a very minor German prince chosen to be the new 
“King of the Belgians”. Initially this did not prove a problem 
as the new Belgium held itself together by good old mar-
ginalisation: the French upper classes installed their own 
language as the sole official language of the nation which 
shut out Flemish people from the halls of political power. 
They also defined themselves as a staunchly Catholic nation 
in opposition to their Protestant Dutch neighbours. 
 Sadly, the linguistic divide between Belgian French 
and Dutch has not been closed, but deepened come present 
day. The only official bilingual area is Brussels. The country 
operates on the basis of a linguistic apartheid which infects 
everything including public libraries, local and regional 
government, the education system, the political parties, 
national television, the newspapers, even soccer teams. Na-
tional politics revolves around squabbles over the electoral 
boundaries of outer Brussels. Further, with the decline of 
the Roman Catholic Church as a social and political force 
in Belgian society, the glue holding these communities 
together has disappeared. 
 In addition, Belgium has also had an asymmetric 
economic evolution. During the 19th century, Wallonia 
was the heart of the Industrial Revolution on the Conti-
nent; leaving Flanders behind as an agricultural backwater. 
After WWII however, Flanders’ growth accelerated (helped 
along by the Marshall Plan) while Wallonia lay dormant. 
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itself in. A protracted political and constitutional crisis has 
undermined progress in federal politics since 2007, when, 
ironically, disagreement over the nature of constitutional 
reform to streamline the process of forming a government 
prevented any government from being formed for 282 
days. 
 The coalition government that was finally formed 
in February 2008 under Yves Leterme tore itself apart over 
‘negotiations’ concerning the controversial electoral district 
of Brussels-Halle-Vilvoorde on the Flemish side of the bor-
der. French voters in the district can vote for Walloon par-
ties even if they live in monolingual Dutch areas, but the 
reverse is not true for Dutch voters just over the other side 
of the border in Walloon Brabant. After a period of stability 
in 2009 under another Prime Minister, Leterme returned 
as leader and his government again fell over the Brussels-
Halle-Vilvoorde issue in April of this year. Fresh elections 
were held on 13 June but there has been no agreement as 
yet on any coalition government.
 The vultures are again circling around of the King-
dom of Belgium. Is there any hope of holding together this 
nation? In the immediate future, the titanic state debt (cur-
rently at 99% of GDP) is a strong incentive for Flanders 
and Wallonia to stay together and provides yet another 
urgent imperative for stable government in Belgium. In 
the longer term, more needs to be done to construct a 

“Belgian” identity, or at least to ease tensions and highlight 
similarities rather than differences. There are many measures 
that could be taken towards bringing the two communities 
together, such as a proposed national TV channel in both 
French and Dutch, a national curriculum mandating school-
children learn in both languages and a university teaching in 
both languages (the last such university was disestablished 
in 1968).
 Any attempts a forging a Belgian identity however 
must also be matched by wholescale political reform. One 
method that has not been properly considered is a reform 
to the voting method in the lower house (the Chamber of 
Representatives) so that Flemish and Walloon interests can 
be be aggregated into a few large parties rather than many 
smaller ones, which would hopefully simplify negotiations 
and at the very least bring a modicum of stability to Belgian 
politics. The need is clear, as the fall of the Leterme govern-
ment in April of this year occurred through the withdrawal 
of a single Dutch minor party. Failing that, another possibil-
ity may be to devolve most effective policy-making upwards 
to the European Union and downwards to the regions. 
Belgium stands a a critical juncture. Unless the politics and 
very culture of this nation are entirely overturned, the only 
solution to its woes may be dissolution. 



 Interested in contributing to State Magazine?  
We’re looking for writers, photographers, formatters and 

editors. 

Please contact us at statemagazine.uwa@gmail.com


