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Thellnkindest cut

..

.UST,overaweel<; ago.Jan McPhee
•'. . stumbledonso'me unhappynews:

' .. . h.e:'!'•..a..s.,.a..h..out. t.O..••.b e. ki·.Cked....in t.h.e·:pan;tsby·the Ruddgovemment ... '
'Being'kickeoin thopmts is never

pleasant.It'spi'<ibaply.le~sple~sailtthan
usual.when.you are.the Audiio"Qenenilof
the. c:,()ffiI!l0"nw,ealth:, .a~p'()~itio~;'9f;;-soII1,~'
import""ceaila:digrilty;/¥c~hee'4id ..not
tilke"the"uews'weU>' :. "> ,---,:-':",:".:,'.

He contacted his politicalboss-Special
MirusterofBtaie)oe Ltidwig,.tOgettothe
botlom.of",!).t he.was heai'ing:The gOF' ,
emmentnad appoiritedMc~liee"'th .sorne
fanfare to police millions of.dollars.in-
taxpayer, funded advertising campaigns: .'
This was a major.integrityreformintio-
ducedJjjr.~government·th~thadpromis"d:
to be cleaner than its predecessor: He .had
heard he.",asal;)outtobe duiIlped.This .
would·l;)e·odd,wouidil't.it?·:

r.1cPheew.as h""deda cqpy.qf an inde- .
pendent review which cqrifirmed: the bad .
ne",s. Not:ortly.wouldhe,)jesidelined;his
office; the Australian N.ati?\lal Audit Office,
would be criticised for howithadconduc.
ted its diitie~.i;!ewouldbereplaced I;)y.a'
committee., of former federal. officials,
iricludiI)g the :author ofth"critical review,
formerdepartrnental b.eadAllanHawke.'It··
felt-like. an· ambush.' .,

McPb.e"·pOlldered. thisiritelllgencefor.a
cqupleofdaysThenheset'outto'record,'
.his profoun\!ppj.ectionsto:thel\U;n of.·
eyents,:aver1/lree care¥.pag~sto Ludwig;
r.1cPhee ..expressed·his.obj.,.cti\m~:with a
beaJ] coun.t_~,r:s,;meticulOus;.~ttention-t~
detali; ''lconsi\leqny cifficelias.bro\lght
rigounm.ddisci~line to·this"spect of pub,
licadministrationthat; iJ1the;past,had
been problematictosaytbeJe.st," he told
Ludwig,F.orgopdmeaslJie;Mc!'heecopied
his letteflo'th" Prime Minister. The Com-
monwealthA1.lditwGerteral }Vasnot going
meekly,in,:6therwordsi. and'4~ p1acie sure
the politicians knew it. Hehad'cre~t~d a
record·uf his position and-tecords.h~ve,a
babit of surfacing. ,

. .Ludwig then had to ponder his position
for a·moment or-.two. The secretary Df-the
DepartrnentofEnancewas deploye~ to try
to mollify McPhee and hosehim down,
Then LudWig.summoned MCPhee t~nis

CopyrighfAgencyLimited{CAL-j-1icenCedctJpy'- .-.. ~- . -.~ ., -

tabor's new .dawn of accountability in government advertising has ended with the auditor being sidelined.
otticetn Parliament-House .onWe<1D?saay
morning.The two men discussedtfe ded-
sion. _~hey.also :4iSctissed~h~w\McP~e's
uncorruortablecorrespondenceShQildbe
handled. VVhatwas'S'aidremains.,in,:!hat
room,. bur.me.correspondencewas Iiter
postedonthe website of the'Departnent
of'Flnance.j. .._,',-, .. ,"-. -.-«i;

Latethaiaftemoon~af1;er.4pm;'" Lud-
wig. announced the'governments P9iition.
There.was J~():'repIi~ve~:J1l:sts<?!f1e:-p.I'~-:' -
head-patting words tosoftenjhe bloY·,
McPhee's .role-in future wouldbe.resticted
to auditing-'c~p~gns'onc~:gi~y' w.e~·
blitzirigthe ..airwaves ~ not.stopping'1aste
before it happened.The three.formeioffi-
cials wouldvetthe'ads tn'hls place • .!'

The.late afternoonahnouncemeni\vas,
classic "take out th e'iiash'~inediaiil<Qage-.
IJ1ent.bythe government. AIelease·tiat
hite:in:the, afternoon-press.es.,newspa,~er""d .broadcast deailllnes, and the story
wouldbe.stone cold dead by the. Easter
pfeak. •...• .... .. .

. l~~ess'rel~ases-werfUssued summarising:\
tb,egovernment's ppsition, and the primary
somcedoc\lffients --'- fucludingtheHawke
i-eVi~W'·an:d'McP.hee!s lette:I;.t9 Lud~g--
wer~posted·separatelyorrthe.web'·S()" ..•".
McP.hee's carefuliyarticulated anger ,Vith
the 'government was there' ifreporters:"had
time to go looking, but at that time of the
afternoon'how inanywould? @

Dumping -MCPheeis more thana bad (1
100k.;.•itiS a.·s.p.ecta.cul.arbackflip when you -, C.
consid'erLabor's pre-:clection posturing
about a newdawniri accountability:

Kevin Rudd' had promised to put a
broom througb.tillqrayer'fundedadvert-
ising; a system that had grown under John
HO\-\1ardto be a-signific.ant irritant to voters
who,.in the later_years oIhis government,
could hardly tum on' the TV without being
.assailed by one campaign or another.

Rtidd has certainly broughnhe spend
down, changed the tone in a very positive
w~y,and.published material enabling· peo-
ple to track the process . .McPhee was.
providiriga significant.check in.thepro-
ceSSio-to -the extent-that. he clearly got up
the'nosesof depaItmental heads.

I(we read·the'Hawke,review, we.learn
tlJ,.t Canberra's <iepartrnental ~ead: --Ret."'fj73!rrrn"~Rd. 6134ili6

'" ~f ct a. a. Q 0 ......r.;,U--
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beli£;!ved-tne .auditor.was intertenngon
their.natural turf. The auditor was
demanding "extensive data"' (gaspl) before
determining whether ad spends were in the
public interest or.a staggering waste of tax-
payers' money. He tried to steer campaigns
away from television and radio. He was dis-
inclined to take direction from the
ponytails of the advertising.world and
other "experts", In other words; .he'was
making his presence well andtrulyfelt.

Butwhen it came to the crunch..the
,,-~/_-...I ..o~v!:;er\l.n!!!m.ent backed the word of Hawke

over e pesky, nit-picking due diligence of
the.AuditoriGel}eral,· •.,

Dumping McPhee means one of two
things: either the government tried to
implement a silly and unworkable policy

®Id.then had to step back once it became
Ci".A lear that the theory didnt meet the prac-'f" I ce - or it didn't like what he was doing.

e was slowing things down. He was being
too literal in the application of the guide-
lines - although this raises the question,
what on earth did they expect? A rubber
sta:np from ~he auditor? That seems a
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rather ambitious hope.
Of course, this government doesn't

really need oversight does it? They clearly
handled the insulation program in such a
competent and thorough way that taxpay-
ers would feel totally confident that no one
need look over their shoulder.

In making this decision, the government
has' to own a: couple of inconvenient truths.
It has dumped the watchdog only months,
out-from an election, a time which gener-
ally records significant spikes in taxpayer-
funded advertising. It has dumped McPhee
at a ·point when much of its integrity
agenda is stalled either by bloody-minded
and self-interested opposition
intransigence) or by its failure to get its
own house in order. @

It has treated McPhee badly and has t
wear. 'thedi.·s.COmfortof his negative opinl nOD
about the change. And it has.opted ulti- -\
matelyfor more political flexibility over
rigorous accountability.

Some new dawn. -
Katharine Murphy is national affairs correspondent

'DumpiligMcPhee.isrnjlrethana bad look; itisaspectacular
backflip.whenyou;con~der·Labor'spre·electionposturing. ,
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