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The unkindest cut

Labor's new dawn of accountability in government advertising has ended with the auditor being sidelined.

UST.over a week ago, Jan McPhee:
stumbled on some unhappy news:
‘he.was about to'be kicked in the
-pants by the Rudd'government.
Bel cked in the pants is.never
bibly less pleasant than:
' General of-

well. N e ‘

" He contacted his political boss, Special
Minister of State Joe Ludwig,-to get to the.:
bottom:of what he was hearing. The gov-..
ernment-had appointed McPhee with some
fanfare to police millions of dollars.in:
taxpayer-funded advertising campaigns. - :
This was a major integrity reform.intro- -
duced by a government that had promised
to be cleaner than its predecessor. He had..
heard he:was about to be dumped. This - -
would be odd, wouldn'tji? - -~ ..

“ McPhee was handed a copy of an inde- -
pendent review which confirmed;the bad -
news. Not orily would he be sidelined; his.
office, the Australian National Audit Office,.
would be criticised for how:i had conduc--
ted its duties. He would ‘be replaced bya
committee of former federal officials,
including the author of the critical review, .
former departmental head Allan Hawke. It:
felt-like-an ambush.” ™ 7 e 7
- McPheé pondered this initelligence for.a
couple of-days: Theri-he set'out to record
his profound objectionsto the tumn of -
-events. Over three careful pagesto Ludwig,
McPhee expressed his objections with a -
bean counter’s meticulous attentionto -
detail: “ consider my office has brought
rigour‘and-discipline to-this-aspect of pub-
lic administration that, in the past, had
been problematic to say the least,” he told
Ludwig: For good measure; McPhee copied
his letter to the Prime Minister. The Com-
monwealth Auditor-General was not going
rneekly, in ‘other words, and he made sure-
the politicians knew it. He-had crezted a
record of his position and records héve a
habit of surfacing. - ' :

Ludwig then had to ponider his position
for a moment or.two. The secretary df the
Department of Finance was deployel to try
to mollify McPhee and hose him doyn.

n Ludwig summoned McPhee tdhis

The
Copyright Agency Limited (CALt}ﬁcen‘cedc y

office in Parliament:House.on Wednesday
morning, The two men discussed the deci-
sion. They also discuissed how McPree's
uncomfortable correspondénce shoild be
handled. Whatwas said remains:in‘hat
room, but:the correspondence was ‘l;iter
posted on the website of the Departnent
Of'Fina_nce;j. T . 5ty i ”.

Late that affernoon - after-4pm +-
wig announced the governments poition..
There was no reprieve, just some praty - ..
head-patting words to soften the bloy.
McPhee’s role in future would be resticted
to auditing campaigns once they wep
blitzing the airwaves — not stoppingwaste
before it happened. The three formejoffi-
cials would vet the:ads in his place. .,

" The late afterncon announcemen; was .
classic “take out:the trash” media maiage-
ment by the government. Arelease tlat
jate-in the afternoon presses.newspayer
and broadcast deadlines, and the story
would be stone cold dead by the Easter
break. . . . o

* Press releases were issued summarising ;
the government’s position, and the primary
source documents — iricluding the Hawke
Teview anid McPhee's letter to Ludwig —
were posted separately-orithe web:§0.....
McPhee's carefully articulated anger with
the ‘government was there if reporters had
time to go looking, but at that time of the
afternoon how many would?

Dumping McPhee is more than a bad
look; it is a spectacular backflip when you
consider Labor's pre-election posturing
abotit-a new dawri ifi accountability.

Kevin Rudd had promised to put a
broom through taxpayer-funded advert-
ising, a system that had grown under John
Howard to be a significant irritant to voters
who, in the later years of his government,
could hardly turn on the TV without being
-assailed by one campaign or another.

Riidd has certainly brought the spend
down, changed the tone in a very positive
way, and published material enabling peo-
ple to track the process. McPhee was .
providing a significant check in the pro-
cess; to the extent that he clearly got up
the noses of departmental heads.

If we reéad the Hawke review, we learn
that Canberra’s departmental heads
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believed the auditor-was intertering on
their natural turf. The-auditor was
demanding “extensive data” (gasp!) 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 and truly felt.
But when it came to the crunch; the
overnment backed the word of Hawke
over the pesky, nit-picking due diligence of
the Auditor-General.;.. . .. . - |
Dumpirig McPhee means one of two
things: either the government tried to
implement a silly and unworkable pelicy
and then had to step back once it became
lear that the theory didn't meet the prac-
qﬁ 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
stamp from the auditor? That seems a

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. :

1t has treated McPhee badly and has t
wear the discomfort of his negative opinign D
about the change. And it has opted ulti-
mately for more political flexibility over
rigorous accountability. '

Some new dawn. _ )
Katharine Murphy is national affairs correspondent.
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