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Thank you very much Mr Rosenbloom, George Megalogenis, his mother Mrs Megalogenis, ladies and gentlemen. I wanted to launch this book for a couple of reasons. The first is that it does make yet another contribution to the understanding of a remarkable period of time in Australia’s political and economic history and also because I believe that we are not as well served by thoughtful and careful analysis of the events of the last generation as perhaps we should be. And all of the contributions that can be made to a better understanding of how the Australian economy, as well as Australian society has been transformed over the last 25 years are opportunities, that we should take advantage of. And the book does make a very valuable contribution to an understanding of that period. It does it through an analysis of the contributions of myself and my immediate predecessor as Prime Minister of Australia and whilst I guess it’s always interesting to read things written about oneself and about somebody with whom one has duelled, in political language only of course, during that period of time, I think we’d be doing a disservice to the span of years that the book covers if we didn’t acknowledge that a lot of other people made a contribution to the economic change and the economic reform that has occurred during that period.

George in his book correctly describes me as an economic realist rather than an economic rationalist. It’s a description that I encouraged him to adopt because I am an economic realist in the sense, the obvious sense that economic reform can only be achieved if the public is taken with one. And that there are two conditions to economic reform and if those two conditions aren’t satisfied, the reform process is not going to be achieved. The first of those conditions has to be that it’s in the national interest and the second of those conditions is that it must pass the test of fairness, the Pat Keneally test, if I can put it that way, of 50-plus-one. Because if it’s not possible to take the public with one in radical economic reform, that reform is not going to be achieved. 

The person who I believe is the greatest transformer of a nation since World War Two, namely Margaret Thatcher, was a great economic reformer, but she ultimately undid herself by trying to embrace an economic reform, namely the Poll Tax, that did not satisfy the 50-plus-one test and it was seen by society at that time as being fundamentally unfair. 

But that is a bit of a digression from the subject of The Longest Decade, which is about Australian and not British politics. But you know what it’s like when you invite politicians to launch books, they take a very wide brief. 

George’s analysis clearly of course covers the period from 1983 right up until the present, focuses very heavily on the economic reforms for which both Mr Keating and I were responsible. It is true that in a large number of areas we had similar views. We both accepted, and I think the fundamental point of agreement is we both believed in the merits of globalisation and that we had to develop an outward looking Australian economy and the world economy was forever the Australian economy’s oyster and that nothing could change that. 

And it’s interesting to reflect on the attitude of the Coalition parties towards economic reform in the very early 1980s and the attitude of the Australian Labor Party towards economic reform in the very early 1980s. And the interesting thing is that neither of the two sides of politics in the very early 1980s were great embracers of radical economic reform. I’ve often reflected on some of the policies that were taken to the 1975 election by the Coalition, and they were certainly in areas like industrial relations, a country mile, a world away from the policies that are now espoused by the present government. 

And it’s also the case that the Labor Party was elected in 1983, not with the program of significant economic reform that it was to embrace when it became the government in the headline area of financial deregulation. In fact both Mr Keating and Mr Hawke campaigned very strongly against the admission of foreign banks into Australia and saw the former government that’s the Fraser government’s proposal to admit foreign banks flowing out of the recommendations of Campbell as being some kind of concession of Australian sovereignty. But of course events in government were to prove otherwise and to its credit the Hawke government did pick up the main recommendations of the Campbell Inquiry. History will always debate who was more responsible for the floating of the dollar and financial deregulation. I would support the view that the greater contribution to that was made by a combination of Mr Hawke as Prime Minister and Bob Johnston, the former Governor of the Reserve Bank.  Ironically enough given what subsequently happened, my predecessor as Treasurer and the then Treasury Secretary argued very strongly at the time, late in 1983, against the floating of the Australian dollar.

I think one of the interesting things that George does touch on, although perhaps not as extensively as I might have advocated, is the different approaches of the two sides of politics in opposition to the reforms of the other side. I think I can claim both as the current leader of the Coalition and as either leader or something else in the Coalition at various stages in opposition, that we had a very good track record of supporting the major radical economic reforms of the former government.  We did support financial deregulation. We did support tariff reform. We did support, incidentally, the introduction of the HECS system, of charging university fees. Except for a period of two years, we supported the introduction of the Pension Assets Test and we also, if my memory serves me correctly, we supported most of the former government’s cost cutting measures such as they were at various stages in various budgets. By contrast I may be forgiven, I’m sure; at a gathering such as this in pointing out that by contrast, none of the principal economic reforms that we have brought in have been supported by the current Labor Party in opposition.

George has a rather more pessimistic view of the impact of wealth creation on the psyche of the Australian community than I do. I think his conclusion, broadly stated, is that we have become greedier, more selfish and materialism has almost resulted in sinking without a trace our sense of humanity. Perhaps that’s an overstatement, but certainly we’ve become greedier and more self centred. I am more optimistic than that. I don’t think that aspirationalism, if I can coin that phrase, has robbed us of our humanity. If you look at the figures for philanthropy, if you look at the figures for volunteering, if you look at the astonishing response of the Australian community to the tsunami which followed hard on the heels of Christmas last year* and perhaps because of the juxtaposition of that date in our calendar and the particular natural disaster, perhaps that focused the minds of most Australians on how fortunate they were, compared with the situation of those in our near north. 

And we always have figures of course for these things, but can I just ever so gently point out that as far as distribution of wealth in this country is concerned, between 1994 and 2004 the real after tax income of low income Australians, that’s the 20 per cent of people with household incomes between the bottom 10 and 30 per cent of incomes rose by 22 per cent and that the real incomes of the middle and high income groups increased by 22 per cent and 19 per cent respectively. In other words, the increase in the wealth of the low income group was exactly the same as that of the middle and slightly in excess of that of the people at the high income end.

Now these things of course are often formed by anecdotes. These attitudes are often formed by perhaps the selective use of statistics. They are sometimes formed by a general perception developed over a period of time. But the reality of course is that if you examine the nature of Australian society over the last ten years, there is not, in my view, convincing evidence that we have lost our humanity in the process of fulfilling our aspirations and increasing our wealth. It is possible for a society to do both and one of the things that I’ve always optimistically viewed about Australian society, and one of our great prizes is that we have struck that wonderful balance between the robust individualistic, entrepreneurial spirit of the Americans and the rather stultifying paternalism of the welfare state in Europe. 

We are a nation of entrepreneurs without the laissez-faire indifference of the Americans. We have a social security safety net that provides protection for people without the suffocating nanny-state aspects of many countries within Europe. And it’s one of the great achievements of Australia, and it’s one of the great manifestations of the Australian balance of which I spoke when I addressed the Press Club at the beginning of this year. 

I think one of the interesting things about George’s book is the way in which he’s able to interweave the political pressures of the two political parties with the development of economic policy. And this of course is both accurate and is also totally and utterly realistic. I won’t employ that time honoured expression of politics being the art of the possible, but rather I will give the John Howard version of that expression which I frequently used to my colleagues, and that is that it’s better to be 85 per cent pure in government than 130 per cent pure in opposition. And you do need to strike a balance between what is achievable and what represents the ideal, but unless you have an adequate blend of both then you’re not going to bring about sufficient economic reform. 

There is of course in the book considerable debate about the, both the impact of and the desirability of the recession. Now I think one of myths, if I can be mildly critical of him, far be it for me to be otherwise of my predecessor, is that in some way the recession was an essential part of the economic reform process rather than a policy failure. I don’t accept that. I think the recession, certainly the severity of the recession in the early 1990s, was the product of policy failure and of course the, I guess, the policy failure finally met its Waterloo after the 1993 election when contrary to all of the undertakings given in that by the then government, and contrary to the fear campaign that had been waged against Fightback, the 1993 Budget saw a total repudiation of many of the understandings of the electorate. And I think I’ve said on a number of other occasions that I became convinced after the 1993 election, that provided the then opposition could get its house in order and present a strong alternative and it wasn’t totally formed in my mind at that stage what that might be or what might be achievable in that department, it became obvious to me that the 1993 election represented a fundamental break between the electorate’s confidence in the Labor Party and paved the way for a change of government at the next election.

So I don’t accept the view that the recession was an essential part of the process. I think it was very much a policy failure. I think if I can conclude on this note that I think the Australian people have emerged from this 20 year period a stronger, more optimistic, more self assertive, more confident people than they were at the beginning of the 1980s. If you look at what has been achieved, and I have never been reluctant to give the Labor Party in government credit for a number of very important reforms, which were not only necessary but we very strongly supported from opposition, I think the product of that reform process from both sides of politics has been to produce a nation that has a greater sense of self belief, a country that has a greater sense of calm about its own identity in the world and a country that no longer feels it has to ape or imitate other parts of the world.

There was a period of time shortly before the change of government in 1996 that Australia appeared to give the impression that it was an anxious applicant for admission to the new Asian club of economic growth and economic prosperity. That was always a misunderstanding of the relative strengths of the Australian economy even then, and the strength of the Asian economies and of course the delusion implicit in that attitude was rudely, not only interrupted, but totally destroyed with the Asian economic crisis of 1997 and 1998.

I think we have seen over that 20 year period not only a profound change in the conduct of economic policy in this country but we have seen emerge from the end of that period of time a far more confident, self assertive and outward looking Australian nation. It’s an extraordinary period in Australian politics and history. I won’t try and place it in terms of other periods but I simply make the bald observation that it has embraced an astonishing period of reform and to the extent that I’ve been able in, particularly the Prime Minister over the last 10 years to make a contribution to that, I am immensely grateful.

I want to thank George for the opportunity he gave me to directly contribute and he devotes quite a chapter to this, which I think is an interesting way of handling it, a chapter to where I’m able verbatim to express some of my views, not only on the policy reform process, but the way in which I interacted obviously in opposition to my predecessor both in his role as Treasurer and also his role as Prime Minister. It is true that the relationship had various iterations and it is true that at one stage we shared views on certain things and perhaps at other stages we also shared views on certain things, but there became a marked reluctance at least on his part to acknowledge that there may have been a commonality of views. 

I believe that most people go in to public life in order to make a difference for the better and that’s a view I seek to hold of, even of my fiercest opponents, and if as I say there has been a contribution made to public life by both of the people covered by this book than I for myself am very grateful and I thank George for the opportunity of contributing, I wish him well, I think it’s an extraordinary effort to write a book, it’s something that I’ve never attempted to do and I’m rather too busy at the moment to do that, although I do know some politicians holding very senior positions who write books, but they normally do that from opposition, and that’s not a state to which I’m aspiring to return.

But ladies and gentlemen thank you very much for the opportunity. I hope the book sells well. It’s a genuine attempt to make a contribution to an understanding of this fascinating period in Australian public life and George is to be congratulated for doing so. And in that spirit I launch it and I am also, as an afterthought, indebted to George for reminding his readers through this book of an interesting thing about the composition of the Australian population. And that is that save for Luxembourg, which has a population of 400,000, this country in 2006 has as a proportion of its total population, the highest stock of overseas born people since the late 1890s, which a counter intuitive statistic, because many people would think that period had probably been reached in the period in which George’s own family came to Australia in the years that followed the end of World War Two. But it’s an interesting thing, and if I may certainly finish on this note, it’s an interesting rebuttal of those who argue that my government has developed an insensitivity to people who seek lawfully to come to the shores of Australia.           
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