AN AUSTRALIAN REPUBLIC

Submission to the Inquiry into and Australian Republic, Australian Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee.

I am pleased to be able to make the following submission to the inquiry into this vital subject.  

Dr Anthony Adams

Avoca Beach NSW 
Introduction:

I have been a staunch believer in the necessity of Australia breaking its last formal ties with the British Monarchy and becoming a republic for at least 50 years.

In 1953 my father who was the foreign editor of the Adelaide “Advertiser” was selected to “come out” (how that colonial expression still persists in everyday language!) with the Queen of England on the “Gothic”. I recall my feelings of amazement at the time at what I thought was Australia’s national immaturity.

My subsequent career in medicine and international public health activities as Chief Health Officer for NSW and for 9 years as Chief Medical Officer for Australia and stints in academia and international health organisations such as the World Health Organization, brought me into many situations where I had to acknowledge that Australia’s head of state was still not an Australian.

Richard Woolcott in his excellent Inaugural National Republican Lecture at the National Press Club on 26 November 2003 describes the sort of embarrassing occasions faced by most of our diplomats. My most vivid experience was when I had arranged with my Chinese counterparts a Memorandum of Understanding with China to exchange medical and public health expertise. At the official signing between our respective Health Ministers protocol demanded that the Chinese Minister toast the British Queen as head of state. Our Health Minister at the time was as embarrassed as everyone else who was present.

I have been a member of the ARM since its inception and am now a life member of the movement.

In the 1970s when I worked in Sydney I used to ride the Mosman ferry to work each day and on one occasion became so annoyed that the NSW Governor was flying the Union Jack  (clearly visible from the ferry!) I wrote to him saying how inappropriate it was as if she was now Queen of  Australia and NSW her representative in Sydney should fly the Australian or NSW flag. Whether it was on account of my letter or not the Union Jack disappeared from the flagpole within a week!

In the so called “developed” or “first world” I can count only three countries (Canada, New Zealand and Australia) that do not have one of their own citizens as head of state. What an anachronistic state of affairs!

Part of my frustration around the 1999 referendum was the lack of information given to the public about the very significant numbers of stable republics around the world.

Ireland, Iceland, Finland, Switzerland, Israel, Germany, France, Austria, India, Singapore, Greece, Mexico and South Africa hardly got a mention while the monarchists trumpeted the dangers of us going down the same track as Guatemala, Venezuela, Argentina or Colombia!

The discussion paper does give the example of the Irish Republic but I would suggest the committee also look at successful stable models particularly in federations such as Switzerland, Germany and India. 

(Having lived in the USA for several years and being an admirer of the best aspects of American democracy I for one would not object to us going to an American model with an executive president but I feel Australia is not ready to go down that track).    

In relation to the specific questions posed in the discussion paper my views are as follows:

Question 1.
I do not think Australia should move towards having a head of state who is also the head of government. At this stage in our evolution we need a symbolic figure  to “preside” over, and be separate from, the machinery of government and party politics.

Question 2.

The powers of the head of state should be the same as those of the Governor General at present.        

Question 3.

No additional powers should be codified in my (non-legal) opinion.

Question 4.

No financial assistance should be given.

I would like to suggest that the Australian Electoral Commission prepare a composite document to go to all households that would contain the curriculum vitae of all candidates with a statement from each of them outlining their claim to be President. No other assistance would be necessary. 

Question 5.

 Political parties should be prevented from assisting or campaigning on behalf of nominees. Any financial support for a presidential candidate (although none should be needed if my suggested answer to Question 4 is adopted) should be declared and moneys from political parties disallowed.

Question 6.

The Australian Electoral Commission would be an appropriate body to prepare a document to go to all households.

Question 7.

The run-off method would seem to be the most appropriate.

Question 8.

I do not think that a directly elected non-executive president will lead to a rival centre of power to the government. It doesn’t in Ireland. The essential thing is to make it clear from the start that the President is a symbolic post representing all that is best in the Australian nation. 

Question 9.

Any Australian citizen should be able to nominate any other Australian citizen for either an appointed or elected head of state.

Question 10.

Current (but not past) members of any parliament in Australia should be prohibited from nominating. Some screening of candidates for criminal records or serious mental illness would be needed at some stage of the process.

Question 11.

At least two and no more than ten so as to make the process manageable.

Question 12.

A minimum of say 1000 nominators for each nominee should be required.

Question 13.

4 years.

Question 15.

One re-appointment/re-election only. (ie maximum of two 4 year terms.)

Question 16.

Two terms only.

Question 17.

The Parliament (ie a joint sitting of the House of Representatives and the Senate)

should have the power to remove the head of state from office.

Question 18.

It is not necessary to spell out the grounds for removal. As the Republic Advisory Committee suggested a resolution by a joint sitting of Parliament should suffice.

Question 19.

A casual vacancy should be filled by the person receiving the second highest number of votes in the previous presidential election. Alternatively one of the state governors (who will also have been popularly elected!) could fill the position until the next presidential election.

Question 20.

Any Australian citizen (other than currently sitting members of any Australian parliament) should be eligible.

Question 21.

A criminal record and severe mental illness should disqualify a person from becoming head of state.

Question 22.

No.

Question 23.

No.

Question 24.

Yes. Anytime.

Question 25.

Immediately following the creation of the Republic and the election of the President referenda must be held in all states to change state constitutions to allow for the popular election of state presidents/governors. State presidents/governors would become symbols of each state (and territory) in the same way that the President  of Australia would represent the nation as a whole.

Question 26.

There should be an initial plebiscite asking the one question eg “Do you agree that Australia should replace the British Monarchy and its representative the Governor-General with an Australian head of state? Yes or No.”

Question 27

No. Only one plebiscite.

Question 28.

Compulsory.

Question 29.

A Constitutional Council. 

Question 30.

The process outlined in Corowa Proposal C.

Conclusion.

To complete my submission I have three quotes which underlie the absurdity that Australia has taken  so long to reach the point of becoming a republic.  

Bill Peach :“ This is our country, this is our home, and for us to want a republic is not some hair-brained scheme. It is normal and no more than our expression of decent self respect for ourselves as a people.”

John Warhurst : “(The Republic) is also a political statement that we are a representative democracy and that power comes from the people and our governments are our servants, not our masters.” 

Richard Woolcott: “All my experiences during 40 years of representing Australia overseas have left me in no doubt that there are practical as well as symbolic advantages for Australia in being a Republic with its own Head of State. Indeed I found the “no” vote in 1999 a tragic lost opportunity to redefine Australia. Our constitutional arrangements and our symbols should reflect what we are and what we aspire to be, not what we were.”

I echo each of these sentiments.

I wish you every success in your deliberations.

Tony Adams. 
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