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Rudd’s ruthless style
entrenched Labor

The Opposition Leader has no ministerial history,
so we must look to his past to predict how he might
behave as prime minister, argues Scott Prasser

HEN John IHow-

ard became Prime

Minister in 1996, he

had held three

ministerial ~ posts,
including treasurer, and served in
different Opposition shadow port-
folios in addition lo two slinls as
Opposition leader. His policy inter-
ests were broad and his stands
explicit. We knew what we were
getting.

By contrasl, Kevin Rudd, lhe new
federal Opposition Leader, remains
an unknown quantity for many. First
clected to federal parliament in 1998,
he was made a shadow minister in
2001 and his focus has been mainly
on foreign atfairs. He has not held a
ministerial post, so we have never
scen Rudd perform in an clected
public office under pressure.

However, a future Rudd govern-
ment might be assessed by examining
Rudd?’s performance in relalion to his
pivotal role in the Queensland Goss
[.abor government.

Elected in 1989 in the wake of the
Fitzgerald royal commission into
corruption, the Goss government
promised to implement Fitzgerald’s
agenda for parliamentary and public
service reform, open government,
electoral change, improved account-
abilily and police reform.

Rudd was Goss’s chicf-of-staff in
Opposition and in government, and
then became director-general of the
new otfice of cabinet. Given the oftice
of cabinet’s roles in overseeing lhe
cabinet process, monitoring imple-
mentation, advising the premier and
identifying policy issucs, Rudd was
de facto head of the Premier’s De-
partment, Goss's closest adviser, and
the premier’s Mr Fixit.

And fix Queensland government in
favour of the Labor Party under the
mantle of the Fitzgerald reform
process the Goss government did.
These actions tell us as much about
Rudd, as they do about the Goss
government.

Certainly there were worthwhile
procedural changes, departmental re-
structurings and overdue electoral
reform. However, aided and abetted
by parlisans such as Rudd and others
recruited from academe and else-
where, the Goss government imple-
mented a new political fix of in-
creased centralised control, partisan
appointments across the public ser-
vice, media management, continued
executive dominance of Queens-
land’s wunicameral legislature and
skilful containment of Fitzgerald®s
anti-corruption watchdogs such as
the Criminal Justice Commission.

Where the Fitzgerald reporl sug-
gested the public service needed to be
able to **provide independent, impar-
Lial, expert advice® and to operale in
an environment ‘‘without concern
for the political or personal connec-
tions of the people and organisations
affected by their decisions®’, the Goss
reforms ensured greater political con-
frol through increased politicisation
and centralised processes ol a more
competent administrative machine.

For instance, the Public Sector
Management  Commission — estab-
lished to oversee public service
change was not a recommendation of
Fitzgerald, although it was portrayed
as such. It was seen by some to be run
by thosc with Labor Party connec-
tions and as an instrument for
increased execulive and partisan con-
trol of the public service. As professor
Ken Wiltshire commented, the
changes led many public servants to
““make a connection between the
restructuring of the public service and
the political allegiances of those
overseeing il”’.

Indeed, Rudd’s rapid promotion
from ministerial minder to senior
public servanl highlighted this per-
ception of politicisation. Rudd may
have once been a Foreign Affairs
officer, but as personal adviser to
Goss and later a preselected federal
Labor candidate, his loyalties were
clear, as was the message to the public
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service: partisanship counts.

Also, the replacement of many
senior departmental heads and man-
agers by lhose with Labor connec-
tions often smacked of revenge rather
than reform, undermining the Fitz-
gerald principle of merit.

Moreover, Rudd ran the office of
cabinel ruthlessly in relation to min-
isters and public servants in meeting
the premier’s demands. Rudd was
known as Dr Death because of his
single-mindedness of purpose and
style. While administratively compet-
ent, Rudd’s actions caused consider-
able strains within government, alien-
ating many, and his narrow focus and
dominance were seen as confributors
to the Goss governmenl’s poor 1995
election result.

Elsewhere the siress was on control
rather than democratic reform.

Parliamentary reform, identified by
Filzgerald as essential ““if the polilical
processes of public debate and oppo-
sition are to operate®, hardly pro-
gressed. Parliamentary sittings aver-
aged only 50) days a year: marginally
more lhan Lhe previous Nalional
Party government, but less than the
58-day average for Coalition govern-
ments from 1970 to 1983. Proposals
for an expanded parliamentary com-
mittee system and more Opposition
statf were truncated.

Janel Ransley [rom Grilfith Uni-
versity concluded that “little . .. has
been achieved by way of lasting
reform lo the uneven balance be-
tween executive and parliament™.

Recommendalions for the audilor-
general to  conduct  performance
audits were rejected, while excellent
new freedom-of-information legista-
tion was later amended to maintain
executive secrecy. Whether the Goss
government used cabinet confiden-
tialily rules to bypass Fol procedures,
as the Borbidge and Beattic govern-
ments did, remains unknown.

There was ongoing contlict with
the CJC in terms of resources, powers,
membership and activities. The Goss
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government bridled at the CIC’s
intrusions into executive decision-
making. As Max Bingham, the CIC’s
first chairman, recalled, there “‘were
compeling agendas to lessen Lhe
impact of Fitzgerald®s philosophy®*
and “‘almost daily there were mes-
sages from various political quarters
that it would be a good idea if we were
all to drop dead*”.

Meanwhile, the Electoral and Ad-
ministrative Review Commission, an-
other Fitzgerald innovation that pro-
vided recommendations on areas
such as electoral reform and adminis-
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trative law that were mostly accepted,
was ferminated — many thought
prematurely — because, as professor
John Wanna explained, it was a
“source ol policy advice [indepen-
dent] from the conventional
executive-dominated process™”.

In summary, the Goss government
implemented the Fitzgerald report’s
recommendations in form bul not in
spirit. Executive government control,
secrecy and manipulation of appoinl-
ment processes remained embedded
in Queensland government, as high-
lighted by the recent commission of
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inquiry into the Bundaberg Hospital
overseas doctor scandal.

To know whal a Rudd Labor
government might look like, take a
peek at what happened in Queens-
land when Rudd held sway in the
Goss government.

Lvery picture tells a story, and
Queensland’s not one to admire.
Scott Prasser lectures at the
University of Sunshine Coast and
co-edited Corruption and Reform:
The Fitzgerald Vision.
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