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Politicsis alwaysdarkestheforetheyawn
a~

2/T HIS week on The 7.30 Re-
port we saw one of those
magic media moments. it
was Monday and Kerry

O’Brien was interviewing John
Howard. They beganwith a very
serioussubject, the kidnapping of
DouglasWoodin Iraq.ThePrimeMin-
ister looked seriousandsaid: “It’s a
very distressingsituation,and I just
wantto saytohis family the nationis
feelingfor you.” -

O’Brien’s next words were, “Now,
Mr Howard, leadership”,and both
men brokeinto grins. I grinnedmy-
self. I guessthis responsemainlyre-
flected relief at moving from the
anarchicbrutalityof Iraq backonto
thesafeandscriptedterritoryof local
politics. Speakingfor myself, there
was also a rueful reflection on the
triviality of the lattercomparedwith
theformer.Thiswasstrengthenedby
the tedium andfakery in the local
politici~ing referr~d7to,theHoward—
Costelloleadershipstoush.

Thisdoesnotreallyexist. Itis largely
a mediafabrication, with somehalf-
hear~~F~om the politicians in-
volved.JohnHowardis toosuccessful
and secureand Peter Costello too
unaggressiveandunsupportedfor this
to be a story at all without copious
amountsofjournalisticVIagra.

There are certaindramaticstory-
lines journalists and editors are
alwaystryingto imposeonreality. In
this case it’s the classic leadership
challenge,inspired by memoriesof
the Hawke-Keatingconflict of more
than a decadeago. But at leastthat
rtory hadstrongrootsin reality.

I recall around1990 interviewing
LaborministerssuchasKim Beazley
tnd John Dawkins about the suc-
zession.TheynotonlysaidPaulKeat-
ng deservedit, theycouldpointtohis
nfluence acrossvarious areasof
~overnnient,to his graspof “the big
)lcture”. Therewas generalagree-

mentthathehadbeenessentialtothe JohnHoward.Pynewasalmostem--
government’snatureandsuccess,that barrassinglyreticentwhen brought
he possessedqualities Bob Hawke onto Richard Glover’s programon
lacked,andviceversa. ABC Sydneyradiothisweekto discuss

Costello’ssituationis entirelydiffer- Costello’sfuture.
ent.HehasbeenacompetenrTreasurerThe absurd inflation of the
buthisinfluenceon theGovernment,in Howard-Costellostory is a reminder
thesenseofmakingit differenttowhat ofhowAustraliagivestoomuchatten-
it would havebeenin his absence,is tion to politics.Wetendto accepttoo
small. The most significant financial readilythepolitical class’sideaof its
reformof the pastdecade,the G57 is own importance.The truth is that
associatedwith- Howard,not Costello. Australia is blessed by boring and
People often talked of the Hawke- oftenirrelevantpolitics: life for most
Keating government.No one, apart of us would be almostno different if
from a fewpolite Liberals,talksof the Labor hadwon the last federalelec-
Howard-CostelloGovernment. tion,or if theCoalitionhadtriumphed

And whereKeatingwantedthetop F in NSW. To pretendotherwise— as
jobpassionatelyandincreasinglypub- politiciansandthemediathat report
licly, andhadarespectablenumberof onthemimplicitly doall thetime- is
supporters,Costellodoesn’t.His dis- aconspiracyagainstthepublic.
contenthasbeenmutedandwhenre- (Yes, I know I’ve beeninvolved in
buffed hedoesn’t rage,he sulks.The this myselfas ajournalist.No corre-
media like to talk of the “Costello spondencewill beenteredinto.)
camp” but it’s morelike a smalland It hasaninternallogic. Tb~j~ia
lonelytent.Theleadingcamperused machinesetuptocoverpoliticalhigh
tobeChristopherPyne,whoreceived1 po1~Th~,suchaselections,isqp~ive
a (4eserved)promotionlastyearfrom andstaffed by intelligent andener-

.i~.

getic people. It cannotsimply be
turned off whennothingof import-
ance is happening.So it createsor
inflatesstoriestofill theairwavesand

newspapercolumns.Politicia~g~
this: the last t in ey

or themediaspacedevotedto
themselvesto shrink.

Australia suffers more than other
coo esomth]sp~iem.Not only
areweasmallandquietplace(despite
having threelevels of governmenten—
gagedin determinedefforts toexpand
their reacl~,we haveconipulsorvvot-ET
1 w
576 369 m
635 369 l
S
BT

irm instateandfederalelections.This
meanspoliticiansdon’t havetofacethe
~
evancelow voter turnoutat election
time. Theboon this providesfor the
politicalclasscan~tbeunderestimated.
Whenonly 59 percentofBritishvoters
attendedpolling boothsin the 2001
election,Britishpoliticiansandjournal-
istswentinto afrenzyof self-refle,ction
and agonising over whether politics
was snlfl~ievant. In other countries,
decliningturnouthashada similar, if
less sudden,effect. But in Australia

.

politicsisthe lastof thegreatprotected
industries—md to
relusetovote, it protectsits fromthe
knowledge ol what the public r~ily
thinks ofit. Welive in anageinwhich
everythingis up for deregulation
exceptthederegulatorsthemselves

.

Thepublic has aj~gj~ to demand
eitherlesscoverage politics or et-
terpolitical stories.Maik Lathamdid
well for a while, but in the end he
burstthenarrativeboundaries.

Now our political story-lines are
stale and the main charactershave
beenaroundforanawfully long time.
The latestmedia effort to stimulate
the Howard-Costelloplot line re-
mindsyouofthosedesperateatte’-nprs
to get a bit moredramaout of the
relationshipsbetweensomeoftheold
handsin The Bill. The audienceis
growingrestless.
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