
Why the governing coalition of the Liberal and National Parties
used the slogan ‘Go for Broke’ in their Australian federal
election campaign is open to guess—but they’ve gone. The
Australian Labor Party won the November 24 election
convincingly, taking roughly 24 seats from the coalition in the
House of Representatives. 

Even Prime Minister John Howard is in danger of losing his
seat to Labor candidate Maxime McKew, an Australian
Broadcasting Corporation TV journalist. As we go to press the
vote for the Prime Minister’s seat is too close to call and will
come down to postal votes that may take several days to count.
However this may be all academic; even if Howard wins his
seat of Bennelong, he will probably resign and a by-election will
ensue.

The election result was forecast within one-and-a-half hours
of polls closing in the Eastern states and before the polls had
closed in Western Australia.

Electoral System
The Australian federal electoral system which essentially came
into existence at federation on January 1, 1901 has always used
the single transferable vote in the lower house of parliament.
Thus to win a seat a candidate has to achieve at least 50% of
votes from their electorate. This allows voters to vote for the
party of their choice without wasting their vote.

The upper house has 6 senators elected by each state on a
proportional voting system. Thus minority party senators can
be elected, the most significant minority party being The
Greens, ably lead by Senator Bob Brown. 

The Greens’ Vote
Due to the major parties’ lack of policies on climate change, The
Greens share of the vote has significantly increased in this
election. In fact Bob Brown said that Labor won on Green
preferences, an example of the benefit of the single transferable
vote system. 

In Bob Brown’s own state Tasmania, an island of rugged
coastline, mountains and forests—not unlike British
Columbia—a strong green vote was due to opposition to plans
by the Gunns company for building a new pulp mill. 

The Howard Reign
The conservative coalition of the Liberal and National Parties
was in government for over 11 years under Prime Minister John
Howard. John Winston Howard, an ardent supporter of George
W Bush and his neo-conservatives, presided over a resource-
based period of economic recovery after the economically
turbulent period of the eighties and early nineties. Howard was

previously treasurer in the conservative government from
1975–83. In the conservative period of opposition Howard was
dumped as Liberal leader three times before finally coming to
government again in 1996.

Housing Prices
During the Howard government, housing prices have
quadrupled which, despite lower interest rates, has resulted in
the highest housing affordability index in 22 years. This
together with high fuel cost means the average Australian
family are finding their budget’s tight. In contrast to Canada
most Australian mortgages are based on variable interest rates
that mean that rises in interest rates directly and immediately
affect families.

Economic Record
Howard kept the coalition in power by a negative campaign of
how much worse it would be under Labor, particularly interest
rates; highly significant because of the astronomical price of
housing. 

The start of his period in government was marked, amongst
other things, by tight financial policy and cuts to education. The
government telecommunications company was sold along with
other government-owned infrastructure. Proceeds from these
sales together with budget surpluses produced by government
cuts were used to pay back $100 billion of government debt.
Meanwhile health and education infrastructure and services
have declined. Other highlights of Howard's policies were his
close alliance with the USA, resulting in a very one-sided bilateral
free trade agreement; his eagerness to embrace of the ‘war on
terror;’ and a very hard-line on illegal immigrants. 

During the last period of government the coalition had
majorities in both federal houses of parliament for the first time
in over 20 years. Howard used these majorities to push through
his divisive Industrial Relations laws entitled ‘Work Choices’
which dismantled the industrial award system replacing it with
individual Australian Workplace Agreements (AWAs) that did
not guarantee minimum pay and conditions and limiting the
power of the unions. 

After public outcry, resulting from an advertising campaign
by the Australian Congress of Trade Unions, Howard introduce
a fairness test that allowed the government to recommend
modifications to AWAs. 

Australia & China
The most significant factor in the last 10 years must be the
industrialisation of China. China has become Australia’s largest
trading party, buying gas, coal and iron ore and providing
cheap manufactured imports which have both raised royalties
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and company taxes for the government, and kept inflation
down. 

During the Howard period of government, inflation has
remained low, interest rates have been at an all-time low and
unemployment rates were down to 4.3%, a twenty-year low. 

However, in the last two years interest rates have risen six
times by a quarter of a percentage point each time and are
forecast to rise further. And, whilst unemployment rates seem
low, more workers are working in part-time, casual or contract
work—a permanent fulltime job is becoming less common.

New Prime Minister
His opponent in the election was Kevin Rudd, leader of the
Australian Labor Party. Rudd, who used the slogan ‘Kevin 07—
New Leadership—Fresh Ideas,’ has only been Labour leader for
the past year. His election platform was: spending more money
on education, telecommunications reform, climate change
including ratification of the Kyoto Protocol, and withdrawing
500 of the 1,500 troops in Iraq. 

Rudd a fluent speaker of Mandarin will lead Australia in ties
with Asia; rather than being, as Howard once described
himself,   George Bush’s deputy sheriff in South-East Asia.

Education
Australia is suffering an unprecedented skills shortage due
to the last government’s misguided policy of encouraging
academic education for all to the end of year 12, but
reducing funding for both technical and university
education. Belatedly, Howard proposed to set up 25
federally run technical colleges whereas Rudd’s proposal is
to fund technical education in all of Australia’s high schools.

Afghanistan
Australia Defence forces are just starting to receive casualties in
Afghanistan. Three Australian soldiers have been killed in
Afghanistan in the last 2 months. There have been no Australian
defence force deaths in Iraq apart from a soldier killed in
barracks by his own gun, reportedly as a result of skylarking.
This indicates that the Australian forces in Iraq which in total
number about 1,500 are there mainly as token support for the
USA; and for political reasons are kept out of the firing line as
much as possible. 

Australia’s defeated coalition had attacked Labour proposed
troop withdrawals in Iraq as Labor ‘Leaving the heavy lifting to
the USA.’ Canadians are entitled to ask who was left to do the
heavy lifting in Afghanistan when the USA and Australia
concentrated their forces in the Iraq war after withdrawing
troops from Afghanistan when the overthrow of the Taliban
was far from complete.

Climate
In company with George Dubya, Howard has been a climate
change sceptic. When the obvious was no longer deniable,
Howard has maintained that limiting carbon emissions would
be damaging to the Australian economy; finally funding

research into clean coal technologies in preference to ethanol or
renewable energy research. Howard’s other answer to carbon
emissions is a proposal to build 25 nuclear power stations. 

Australia is in the grip of a drought that has lasted five years
and is reported to be the worst drought for 1,000 years. Many
large cities in Australia have a water crisis. The Queensland
state government has gone to the extreme length of taking over
control of water supplies from local government and building
new infrastructure including a $2 billion desalination plant.

Scare Tactics Campaign
During the election period, Howard ran a fear campaign saying
that returning a Labor government would result in higher
interest rates, the same campaign he successfully ran in 2004.
Another advertising scare campaign run by the conservative
coalition is that since all state governments are currently Labor,
that returning a federal Labor government would give Labor an
unrestricted opportunity to wreck the country. Another
advertisement said that a Labor government will hand the
country into the hands of the unions and produce
unprecedented industrial unrest and ruin the economy. 

Whilst on the subject of scare advertising, it is worth noting
that the government also increased TV advertising warning
people to be on the lookout for any suspicious behaviour and
call-in anything suspicious to the anti-terrorist hot-line.

Indigenous People
An unfortunate casualty of the Labor win was Mal Brough, the
previous Minister for Indigenous Affairs. Brough was the first
minister to realise that the third-world conditions in which
many indigenous Australians live—infant mortality is four
times higher than the rest of Australian and live expectancy is
20 years less— are unacceptable in a developed nation. Brough
took steps to rectify the situation, including the government
assuming federal responsibility for some Aboriginal
settlements in the Northern Territory. It is hoped that the new
government can continue his good work.

What’s Next?
Whilst the new Labor government is still untested, Australia
can at least say goodbye to a government noted mostly for its
mendacity, a government which took Australia into a
disastrous and unjust war without consulting parliament;
which ignored the Australian Wheat Board’s payment of $600
million dollars in kickbacks to the Sadam Hussein (whilst
giving one of the reasons for invading Iraq as the failure of
sanctions); which ran roughshod over the rights of its citizens
and others in the name of the war on terror and border
security; and which wasted the opportunity, offered by 10 years
of resource boom, to build this nation.

As Bob Brown (The Greens) said Australians have voted for
a government (Labor) that takes notice of environmental issues
and is strong on social justice. 

Vale John Winston Howard. 0
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