Howard at the Crossroads?
The October 2004 Feder al Election

David Clune’

On 1 September 2001, PP McGuinness wrote thatugthdohn Howard’s electoral
prospects at the beginning of that year had lodkettemely dismal’, he had
opined that ‘You can never write Howard off unté s buried at the crossroads
with a wooden stake through his heartin the first half of 2004, many
commentators seemed to have forgotten this fund@indenet of Australian
political science in their haste to proclaim thaliooming defeat of Howard by new
Opposition Leader Mark Latham. Alan Ramsey, fomagke, wrote in March:

The circle is closing. In a bit under 100 days aftdr just four weeks of the
Parliament sitting, Mark Latham’s leadership hatapsed John Howard's
political authority even more thoroughly than ishaeakened his Government'’s
electoral dominance. The signs are everywhere, stakably?

The Labor Leadership

On the night of the 2001 election, defeated OpmmsilLeader Kim Beazley
announced his resignation from the position. It Wagely a personal decision.
Beazley’s situation was by no means untenable. &tk fbught a good campaign
that had averted what appeared to be a loomingslaleddefeat for Labot.In
retrospect, his decision was a much more momermtoegshan it seemed at the time
and was to cause Labor serious, ongoing problems.

On 22 November, Deputy Leader Simon Crean wasezlaatopposed as Beazley's
replacement. It proved to be a disastrous choicear€s public image was the
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worst of any Labor Leader since Arthur Calwell. Was unable to make any
electoral impact. This was despite his successriirfg through reforms to Labor’s
structure in October 2002. Among other things, ¢hasanges expanded the size of
the National Conference to make it more represeatateduced union represen-
tation in Labor’s decision-making forums, and iraged affirmative action targets.
Crean attempted to position the Opposition as ivifea better deal on health and
education, areas where Labor had been able to graked on the Government in
the 2001 campaign. The voters remained unimpregsedne commentator said:
‘At the end of the day the question remains: isom@ylistening? Crean was unable
to gain any advantage from problems dogging theeBouent. These included the
allegations of inaction on sexual abuse within Amglican Church which finally
forced the resignation of Governor-General Peteltifgpvorth in May 2003, on-
going claims that the Government had deliberatelgled voters in the 2001
election campaign over charges asylum seekershinag children overboard, and
continuing criticism of the mandatory detention refugees. The polls reflected
Labor's problems. Between December 2002 and Decer?d@3, for example,
Newspoll showed Labor ahead in the two-party pretervote on only one
occasion. The nadir was from April to August, wiegght of ten Newspoll surveys
had the Coalition with a two-party preferred le&drom four to ten points. Crean’s
approval rating remained stuck at disastrously llbvels. Between December 2002
and November 2003, his best result against Howapreferred Prime Minister was
22 to 54 per cent. His worst was 14 to 65 per tent.

Crean’s poor performance made a challenge inegtdbtazley was increasingly
having second thoughts about his decision to raigigthe leadership. A growing
number of Caucus members believed that Labor wadihg for, in the words of
Beazley backer Wayne Swan, a ‘train wreck’ at thgtrelection. By April 2003,
Beazley was openly positioning himself for a conebaVhen it came to a ballot
on 16 June, Caucus voted 58 to 34 to stick witte@eHowever, it was obvious
that the Opposition Leader’s position was far freecure. As the bad poll results
continued, Crean’s support crumbled. At the enBl@¥ember, he was told that he
had lost the backing of senior Labor figures ancidbd to resign. Caucus met on
2 December to elect a successor. Most expectedldBetz emerge the victor.
However, Shadow Treasurer and former strong Cregpaster Mark Latham
narrowly brought off an upset victory, 47 votegi®’ A factor in Latham’s victory
was resentment amongst some MPs at Beazley’'s cgmphdestabilisation against
Crean. According to one journalist, another reasas the desire for ‘generational
change’
Yesterday the battle was between the old and nékeihabor Party — and the

new won ... It was the opportunity to break Beazley — Crean mould and opt
for renewal that persuaded even the most vulnetaiier MPs in the most
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marginal seats to risk their careers by making Maathiam the party’s youngest
leader in a century.

Other commentators stressed the size of the gathhteLabor was taking. Paul
Kelly wrote:

This is the bravest, riskiest and most daring lestdp choice made by the Labor
caucus for several decades . . . Caucus knew Kemzl|Bg was a competitive silver
medallist. But they wanted something more, so treggd for the wild ride. . .
Latham will ignite the public imagination in a wthat defied Simon Crean . . .
Latham has the ability. The issue is whether hetasemperament and character.

The Latham Revival

By early 2004, Labor's gamble seemed to be payifighandsomely. Latham
projected the image of the man of ideas, with sdweell-regarded books behind
him, who was also something of a likeable larrikite came across as refreshing
and different, taking up unlikely causes such aslirgy to children and the ‘crisis of
masculinity’. There was a series of community fosumround the nation to
emphasise that Latham was listening to ordinarytralians. His ideological
position was basically conservative, with an emjzhas self-improvement. Latham
played down issues like multiculturalism and asylseekers and emphasised the
importance of the family. He seemed to be takirgftght to Howard on his own
battleground, competing for the votes of the ‘leatl. Labor's website had this
message from its Leader:

| believe in ambition and aspiration. | believahe powerful combination of hard
work, good family and the civilising role of govenent services. | say that econ-
omic aspiration is good and that social mobilitgv®n better — all Australians
climbing the ladder of opportunity ... We wilb many good things in govern-
ment — increasing opportunity, fighting poverty gvdtecting the environment. . .
Responsibility from all, opportunity for all: thativhat | call a good societ).

It was an appealing message, tapping into pent agentment against the
Government.

Latham received much favourable media coverageapieared to be setting the
agenda. For example, when Latham criticised MPgegnnuation as overly
generous and promised to reduce his own entitleiféetbecame Prime Minister,
Howard was forced to respond with a commitmenteform the scheme.As the
table below shows, Labor moved ahead in the pallgshe first half of 2004.
Latham also greatly improved on Crean’s performagainst Howard as preferred
Prime Minister, narrowing if not closing the gap.
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The Australian Newspoll: Two-Party Preferred Vote January-October 2004

COALITION LABOR

% %
16-18 January 2004 50 50
6-8 February 2004 47 53
20-22 February 2004 50 50
5-7 March 2004 45 55
19-21 March 2004 45 55
2-4 April 2004 47 53
16-18 April 2004 47 53
30 Apr — 2 May 2004 43 52
14--16 May 2004 46 54
28-30 May 2004 53 47
18-20 June 2004 48 52
2-4 July 2004 49 51
16-18 July 2004 49 51
30 Jul — 1 Aug 2004 50 50
13-15 August 2004 46 54
27-29 August 2004 43 52
3-5 September 2004 50 50
10-12 September 2004 50 50
17-19 September 2004 475 52.5
24-26 September 2004 48 52
1-3 October 2004 50.5 49.5

Source: www.newspoll.com

Government Problems

As well as the rise of Latham, Howard had othebfmms. In April 2003, a major

overhaul of Medicare was announced. The ‘Fairer ibrd’ package was aimed
at halting the decline in bulk billing and curbiribe steep rise in patients’

out-of-pocket costs. It received a cool receptimmf doctors, consumer groups and
the voters. A Senate Committee recommended ag#iestproposed changes.
In November 2003, the Government tried again wih generously funded

‘MedicarePlus’ scheme. The main features were firdnncentives for doctors

to bulk bill children and concession card holdensl @an enhanced safety net to
meet all out of hospital medical expenses incuweer a certain annual limit.

129ViH, 29.4.03; 22.11.03; 2.3.04.



Autumn 2005 Howard at the Crossroads? 7

The Australian Newspoll: Preferred Prime Minister January-October 2004

JOHN HOWARD MARK LATHAM UNCOMMITTED

% % %
16-18 January 2004 50 30 20
6-8 February 2004 47 34 19
20-22 February 2004 43 32 20
5-7 March 2004 44 39 17
19-21 March 2004 43 42 15
2-4 April 2004 48 37 15
16-18 April 2004 43 37 15
30 April — 2 May 2004 49 36 15
14-16 May 2004 50 33 17
28-30 May 2004 54 32 14
18-20 June 2004 48 36 16
2-4 July 2004 50 33 17
16-18 July 2004 43 33 19
30 Jul —1 Aug 2004 51 34 15
13-15 August 2004 47 36 17
27-29 August 2004 43 34 18
3-5 September 2004 49 37 14
10-12 September 2004 50 33 17
17-19 September 2004 47 37 16
24-26 September 2004 48 35 17
1-3 October 2004 49 32 19

Source: www.newspoll.com

The Senate has often been Howard’s best friendring of saving him from the
electoral cost of some of his more unpopular meesurhis occasion proved to be
no exception and the Government was forced in M2 to make the package
even more generous to garner enough votes to @llmapass, chiefly by lowering
the safety net threshold. Jennifer Hewett wrotih@Financial Review:

The government’s latest health plan certainly dessethe title PoliticsPlus. It
won't achieve . . . a rise in the overall rate ofidbilling ... But what it will
achieve is to lessen the pressure on the goverriment of the few areas where
the ALP has actually managed to draw political bl&b

13 Australian Financial Review, 22.11.03.



8 David Clune APR 20(1)

As part of the 2003 Budget, major changes to higiducation funding were
announced. University fees were to be partiallyedelated, meaning the cost of
some courses would rise dramatically, and the numbtill fee paying places was
to increase. Basically, costs were to be shifteglatds the user. It was hardly
surprising that there was much criticism of thepwmsals. As with its Medicare
reforms, to win the votes necessary to pass thisldgign in the Senate the
Goverrlznent was forced to make a number of conaessi@at softened the electoral
impact.

In March 2003, Howard committed Australian troopshte US led invasion of Iraqg.
Although the war itself was quick and successh#, énsuing occupation soon gave
all the appearances of sinking into a Vietnam-siylagmire. There seemed to be a
growing danger for Howard that electoral opinionwabturn against Australia’s
involvement in Iraq. Another potential problem tbe Government was speculation
that Australia was at greater risk of terrorishekls because of its participation in
the war. The unexpected defeat of the Spanish Goart, which had committed
forces to Iraq, after the Madrid train bombings Ntarch 2004 illustrated the
political risks graphically. When Australian FedeRolice Commissioner Mick
Keelty made comments appearing to confirm that valistwas more of a target for
attacks like those in Madrid because of its supfmrthe invasion of Iraq he was
immediately rebuked by Howard and other senior Bters. He later issued a
‘clarifying statement’, allegedly after pressurerfrthe Governmerit.

The Howard Counter-Attack

There was increasing unease in Government ranktadsr appeared to be
consolidating its lead. Howard as always remairgad ander fire. The Government
launched a ferocious counter-attack. The overgéiailye was to raise doubts in the
mind of the voters about whether Latham could hestéd with the Prime

Ministership.

Treasurer and Liberal Deputy Leader Peter Costaliacked Latham'’s record as
Mayor of Liverpool, alleging there had been seridumncial mismanagement
during his tenure. Five former Liverpool Mayors pdly supported these
accusation%.6 Claims surfaced in the media about Latham’s cohednd personal
life. Probably more damaging than the allegatioas Watham’s response:

Choking back tears at an extraordinary news conéerehe appealed for the

sympathy of the people while blaming the Governnfientunning a dirty tricks
campaign against hif.

1 australian, 12.5.03:9VIH, 27.11.03; 6.12.03.

15QVIH, 16.3.04; 22.4.04; 6.5.04.

16 QVIH, 6.7.04;Australian Financial Review, 23.7.04Daily Telegraph, 10.7.03.
7QViH, 6.7.04.



Autumn 2005 Howard at the Crossroads? 9

Paul Kelly commented:

Latham’s performance was a melodramatic overreactigeinforces the character
issue Howard strives to build — that Latham isittexperienced, unreliable and
uncertain a commodit}.

The Government was able to inflict serious damagéhe Opposition Leader over
his promise to bring Australian troops home froaglby Christmas if elected. An
attempt to exploit doubts in the community abowd ttar, this commitment was
made by Latham without consultation with his cajjees™® It backfired badly,
allowing the Government to claim Labor was giving io terrorism and
undermining the American alliance. A significantnmher of voters were unhappy
about the war in Irag. However, in many casesy tlesiervations were outweighed
by a belief in the necessity of close defence wih the US. To minimise the
damage, Beazley, a former Defence Minister wellvkmdor his pro-American
views, returned to the Opposition front bench ilyJas defence spokesman.
Latham also softened his position on Iraq, prongigim commit funds and non-
combatant personnel to help with reconstructfo@verall, the affair created a
lingering doubt about the soundness of Latham’gé¢uaent.

A further attempt by the Government to portray lasthas anti-American did not

work so well. In July 2004, the US Congress apedothe proposed Free Trade
Agreement with Australia, long championed by Howafthere was strong

opposition within the ALP to the deal. It seemedtthatham was in a no-win

situation. If he supported the Agreement, he dskelamaging internal fight. If he
opposed it, Howard would seize on this as furthédence of Latham’s anti-

Americanism. The Opposition Leader adroitly sidpped the trap. He supported
the Agreement in general but insisted on amendnmergsotect local content in the
media and penalise pharmaceutical companies ttexhptied to prevent cheaper,
generic drugs coming on the market. Latham thusagpéal his critics in the Party
and portrayed himself as the champion of ordinaeppte against predatory
multinational companies. The Government quicklyead to the first amendment
and was soon forced to concede the seébnd.

There was a more positive side to the Governmeuttes-attack. The centrepiece
was a spending spree of over $50 billion in the NBaylget to buy back electoral
support. The main features were substantial téx fom middle and higher income
earners, a huge increase in family assistancedmg an immediate $600 cash
handout to many parents, and superannuation caansssThe Government,
however, maintained its economic credibility by fieg the Budget in surpld3.

An intensive advertising campaign was launchedximaet maximum advantage

18 pustralian, 7.7.04.

19 australian, 27.11.04.
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229VIH, 12.5.04.
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from the Budget initiatives and the earlier enhamests to Medicare. Latham’s
Budget response was criticised as vague and laakidgtail:

His problem is that he has a position, or a serigmsitions, but not a policy.
Indeed, Latham says that he will not be rushed tak and family detail’. This is
a risk for an untried and inexperienced leader uattack from Howard and
Costello and vulnerable on detil.

When Howard announced on 29 August that an eleationld be held on 9
October he was definitely back in the race and qgesteven had a slight edge. The
Government had decided on an unusually long sixweenpaign. This would put
maximum pressure on the novice Latham. The expegtmioward, on the other
hand, was unlikely to slip up on the campaign trail

The Campaign

When announcing the election, Howard said thak#yeissue of the campaign was
‘trust’. Some saw this as a misjudgement as newnsldad emerged challenging
the Prime Minister’s veracity over the children dyaard affair. However, the issue
that Howard was really raising was whether the nsotmould trust Latham and
Labor to manage the economy successfully and gratestralia’s national security.
The polls consistently showed the Coalition rativgl ahead on both issues. In a
Newspoll survey taken over 1-3 October, 56 per temight Howard more capable
of handling the economy compared to 25 per centLfitham. The equivalent
figures for national security were 50 to 32 pertééhis was the Government’s
chosen battleground and it remained a consistanpa@n theme. Howard used
interest rates as a potent way of bringing theeigseame to the average voter, stating
‘a vote for Mark Latham is a vote for a cripplingcrease in your mortgage
repayments. Interest rates were always higher unddror than under the
Coalition’. A number of commentators quickly dretteation to the dubious nature
of this claim® However, it remained a constantly repeated arett¥le scare tactic
throughout the campaign.

Latham’s problem was that although he had giveregdrcommitments he had few
specific policies behind him. It was not clear dkaevhat he stood for or was
offering to the electorate. Rather than being @bleet the agenda he was forced
onto the defensive. To refute the charge that ésterates would rise under Labor,
Latham committed himself to a Budget trilogy: rumgia yearly surplus during his
first term, cutting tax collections, and reducirmaﬁxdingz.6 It looked reactive, too
much like policy on the run.

2 paul Kelly,Australian, 15.5.04.
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That Labor’s electoral strengths were health anacation had become almost a
cliché. The problem for Latham was that the Govesmninwas well aware of this

too. Thus, when Latham announced on 6 Septembéerl#twor would provide a

100 per cent rebate on the scheduled fee for arglepeactitioner consultation for

bulk billing patients he was trumped by the Goveznim Immediately after the

Opposition’s policy was released, Howard promiseéxtend the full rebate to all

patients?’

Labor’'s long-awaited tax and family policy was eded on 7 September. Latham
promoted the $11 billion package as designed tgse'édhae squeeze’ on middle
Australia. Those earning less than $52,000 a yeeeived nothing from the
Government’s Budget tax cuts. Labor promised tkeenrelief of up to $8 a week.
The family tax benefit would be simplified and tineome level at which it began
to phase out would be substantially raised. Thécpabas carefully designed to
deliver ‘big weekly tax savings to many middle-ino® families’?® There were,
however, some drawbacks. The package was complxdifficult to sell in the
short time available. It was far from being the ¢kaut punch Labor needed if it
was to gain the initiative. Another difficulty wabat some low income earners
would actually be worse off under Labor’s proposé@lee of Latham's aims was to
entice those in this group ‘off welfare and into W™ This may have been
defensible in policy terms but it allowed the Goweent to make a damaging
counter-attack. Howard claimed that Labor wastipgtpressure on some of the
most vulnerable low income families in Australfd’Latham’s presentation of the
policy was weak and unconvincifgHe ran into particular problems over the
proposed abolition of the Government’'s $600 anmasiment to families. Barrie
Cassidy observed:

The marketing exercise was derailed because Lamded to publish two sets of
tables — one prominently placed which left out 8@vernment's $600 lump sum
family payment in the comparisons, and one whicfuighed the lump sum and
appeared — where else — at the back of the bodlat Was bad enough. But then
the obfuscation was compounded when Mark Lathamellatried to argue that the
$600 was not ‘reaf?

On 9 September a bomb exploded outside the Austr&linbassy in Jakarta, killing
at least nine people and injuring many more. Cagmag was briefly suspended.
Any momentum Latham had gained from the releaskadmor’s tax policy was

dissipated and his message blocked out. In spiteattack, national security did
not become a major issue in the campaign. Howets,is not to say it was

27 9MIH, 6.10.04.
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irrelevant. Concerns about terrorism and the imtgéonal situation were an
omnipresent if subdued backdrop, reinforced by gquler flow of stories about
atrocities in Iraq. This was probably to the Goweent’'s advantage as national
security was an area where it had the electorad.edg

On 10 September, Treasury released the Pre-eldetionomic and Fiscal Outlook
Statement. It showed that the surplus was evertagréfaan forecast in the May
Budget, some $25 billion. This guaranteed a bighdjpgy campaign. Government
and Opposition rolled out one expensive policyradiother in almost every ar&a.
By the end of the campaign many voters were codfbyehe mass of policy detail
and sated with largesse. This probably worked agdiatham as he needed to
differentiate clearly the alternative that he wéfering. Instead, he found himself
continually hemmed in by Government counter-bids.

The only debate between the Leaders took place2dBeptember. The consensus
was that Latham emerged the clear winner. Thi®riagave him a personal boost
and lifted his campaign: ‘Latham’s tempo, moralée antlook have all lifted since
the leaders’ debate . . . Latham looks livelieralthier and there’s a spring in his
step that is translating into his campaighHowever, many voters still had doubts
about the Opposition Leader’s ability to handle tbp job. Even after Latham’s
good performance in the debate, Newspoll showedandwas preferred as Prime
Minister by 47 to 37 per cent. A survey just befpatling day had Howard ahead
by 51 to 36 per cenit.

The third week of the campaign saw another majdooLdaunch, that of its
education policy. State schools were promised $ill®n in funding over five
years. They were also generous handouts for Gattnod less well-off independent
schools. However, to help finance the package, 6th® most affluent private
schools were to lose $520 million. Whatever theitsi@n equity grounds, it was a
political miscalculation in that it touched off ardroversy that took attention away
from the main elements of the policy. The Governtrisnmediately attacked the
cuts as divisive and promoting class conflict. [goalaunched an effective scare
campaign by claiming that the ‘hit list’ was onlyet beginning. Howard asserted:
‘Hit lists never shrink; they only grow® The Anglican and Catholic Archbishops
of Sydney and Melbourne joined in the attdthdany parents with children at
private schools that were not affected saw Lathgoolcy as ‘an attack on the
private school system generalf§}.

33 For some details sdistralian, 2.10.04.

34 paul Kelly,Australian, 17.9.04.

35 \www.newspoll.com. Surveys taken on 17-19 September and 6-7 October
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By mid-campaign, Latham was getting good media @mye and was displaying a
folksy charm on the trail. However, he stumbledhat beginning of week four. On
the morning of 19 September, during a televisioterinew Latham responded
angrily to hostile questioning about his tax pa&kabater that day, he lost his
temper completely at a press conference when agkether his young son would
be educated in the private or public syst8mll the old doubts about Latham’s
ability to handle the pressures of the Prime Mentship were revived. One
experienced observer commented:

Mr Latham’s campaigning style is surprisingly enigggHe seems to handle the
small talk exceptionally well. Increasingly, hgstting on top of his brief and
breezing through talkback encounters . . . Buthat can be for naught if the
discipline slips®®

Both Parties’ major policy launches took place ieel five. Howard was first, in
Brisbane on 26 September. His delivery was unugaalimated, like someone who
smelt blood. Howard continued to ram home the niegahessage that Labor could
not be trusted to protect Australia’s national siégwor economy, particularly low
interest rates. This was backed up by $6 billiontiwof promises which Howard
said had been made possible by the Coalition’s ebemp economic management.
Small businesses would receive tax concessionsersuffering from dementia and
their carers would be given additional assistaState and private schools would be
eligible for $1 billion in funding for capital imprements. In a swipe at the State
education systems, Howard said that this fundingldvdoe provided direct from
Canberra. Similarly, 24 technical colleges would dstablished and run by the
Commonwealth. Families were offered a 30 per caxtrébate on childcare. The
new ‘Round the Clock Medicare’ programme would @age the availability of
after hours general practitioner serviées.

Latham responded by accusing Howard of a despdesteminute attempt to buy
votes with an irresponsible spending spfeEhis was potentially a powerful line of
attack. The problem was that Latham himself wat ggsvulnerable to the charge.
The day after Howard’s launch, for example, he uUadeat $1.6 billion child care

policy. There was a basic inconsistency in Labapproach, one minute wanting
to be seen as more socially caring, at other tima® economically responsible.

Latham’s launch was on 29 September, also in Bmisbdt was a strong and
effective performance. One columnist wrote: ‘Theexgh rang with phrases and
sentiments that were authentic reminders of whsat &ttracted the attention of the
electorate to Lathanf® The Opposition Leader contrasted his youth, vigaod

innovative ideas with a Prime Minister charactatiss on the way out. This was

39 Age, 20.9.04.

40 Barrie Cassidy, ‘Latham in danger of developingspention complex’Australia votes: Federal
Election 2004, www.abc.net.au/elections/federal/2004, 23.9.04.

41 QVIH, 27.9.04.

42 QVIH, 29.9.04.

43 Geoff WalshAustralian, 30.9.04.
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encapsulated in the phrase: ‘I'm ready to lead.sHeady to leave® Policies
already launched such as the tax package, highlebBling rebate and additional
school funding were re-emphasised. There were soew concessions for
pensioners and grandparents. Latham’s main aneowd was ‘Medicare Gold’,
a $2.9 billion plan to pay all health costs for &afans over 75. Taking these
people out of the private health insurance systemlavallow the funds to reduce
premiums by 12 per cent. It was a bold initiatieasily communicated and with
much potential appeal to older Australians andrtfegnilies. Many commentators
felt ‘Medicare Gold’ had given Labor new momentumtihe campaign. However,
as with a number of Latham’s other policies, theas a downside. Voters over 55
were Howard's rusted on power base. Polls showega0Ocent of this group
supporting the Coalitioff. Pollster Sol Lebovic commented: ‘Latham is chaiieg
Howard on the Coalition’s strengths, the older vot&is is bold and gutsy, but it is
also risky’*® To use a military analogy, a frontal attack oninest heavily fortified
part of the enemy’s line rarely pays dividends.

Latham unveiled his forestry policy at the begimniof the final week of the
campaign. The timing was controversial within thatiam camp, with some
advisers believing that Labor should emphasisaitstives to ease the financial
pressure on families in the run up to the poll. Tgaicy was written inside
Latham’s office with no outside consultation. LabBorshadow environment
minister, who had his name on the policy, did ree & before it was releaséd.
Latham took a strong pro-environment stand, pramgiso protect 240,000 hectares
of Tasmanian forests subject to finalisation bycierdtific review. In reality, the
policy was as much about Green votes in capitglsgats on the mainland as it was
about Tasmanian forests. The polls showed the #tRygling to get above 40 per
cent of the primary vote. If it was to win, Laboeeded a strong flow of Green
preferences. Latham was thus gambling that the gairthe mainland would
outweigh the damage in Tasmania where Labor helfival Federal seats. Early
reactions were not encouraging, with timber work#ve Tasmanian Labor Premier
and a Federal Labor MP from Tasmania all vigoroasigicking the policy?

Howard responded with his forestry policy two dagter. He promised to save

170,000 hectares of Tasmanian forest but guararttestdno jobs in the timber

industry would be lost. Media images of timber wakcheering Howard received
much exposure. Environmentalists claimed that teree, in fact, no plans to log

the areas Howard promised to s&Vén reality, Howard’s announcement was a
ruse, a cosmetic policy that had some semblancengironmental soundness
but was really about winning Tasmanian seats. He Iitle to lose as Green

preferences were always going to flow overwhelnyiriglLabor.

44 QVIH, 30.9.04.

45 QVIH, 2.10.04.
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The last part of the campaign saw a huge, negatiertising blitz from the
Government. The theme was that Latham as Primeskinivould be a dangerous
experiment. Some advertisements attacked Lathaenwrd as Mayor of Liverpool
with the message ‘If you can’t run a council, yan't run a country® Others
pushed the line that a Latham victory would jeofsardeconomic prosperity and
push up interest rates. A feature of these adamients was that ‘the L in Latham
is set out like a learner driver's plate. It's aple message: L plate Latham will
prang the economy™

Labor was not the only target of the Governmengégative advertising. Liberal
insiders were concerned about the so-called ‘dectives’, Liberal voters in safe
seats unhappy about Howard’'s conservatism, paatiguthe war in Iraq and the
hard line on asylum seekers, who might defect éoGneens. To counter this, the
Liberal Party launched a campaign urging votersdosider some of the Greens’
more radical policies before switching. A glossympdhlet distributed by the
Liberals in seats considered vulnerable to thispheenon claimed that the Greens
advocated: ‘Medicare funding for sex change openati increasing company tax,
phasing out negative gearing, legalising the partyg ecstasy, scrapping the 30 per
cent private health rebat&.

Labor’s advertising was more varied than the Cioalis. Positive advertisements
promoted its health, education and family assigapolicies. Others claimed
Latham was ‘ready to lead’. There were also negatidvertisements. The
Government was attacked as the highest taxing istralia’s history. It was
claimed that Coalition policies would make healtérec and higher education
accessible only to the rich. Much emphasis wasanlan the likelihood of Howard
being replaced after the election by the less mopGbstellc® Michelle Grattan
wrote of this strategy: ‘Labor’s pitch that a véte Howard was a vote for Costello
was misjudged. Voters mightn't particularly warmQ@ostello, but they believe he
has done a good job with the econonty’.

At the end of the campaign, the polling evidenceigal to a Howard victory. AC
Nielsen’s final survey had the Coalition on 54 pent of the two-party preferred
vote. A Galaxy poll commissioned by tBaily Telegraph also had the Government
ahead with 52 per cerrﬁ.NewspoII’s survey of 6—7 October had both Parties on 50
per cent, with the Coalition slightly down from tb@.5 per cent recorded at the
beginning of October. HoweveNewspoll's survey of twelve key marginal seats
showed the Coalition ahead 51.5 per cent to 4&5@91?’6 The final Morgan poll

%0 Australian, 20.9.04.

51 QVIH, 4.10.04.

52 pustralian, 20.9.04.

53 QVIH, 20.9.04; 4.10.04; 11.10.04.

54 qun Herald, 10.10.04.

5 SMH, 9.10.04:Daily Telegraph, 8.10.04.
56 wwww.newspoll.com.
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was the exception, showing Labor leading with 5t pent of the two-party
preferred voté’

The Results®

Although a Government victory seemed likely by #md of the campaign, the
extent of it surprised almost everyone. The Caalitpolled 52.7 per cent of the
two-party preferred vote, an increase of 1.8 pet.deabor’s primary vote fell 0.2
per cent to 37.6 per cent. The Liberal primary we#s 40.5 per cent, an increase of
3.4 per cent, and the Nationals polled 5.9 per,agmt0.3 per cent (the Northern
Territory Country Liberal Party polled 0.3 per cdenThere was a two-party
preferred swing to the Government in all StatesnTania, Western Australia and
Victoria recorded swings to the Coalition of ovep&r cent. The lowest swings
were in NSW and South Australia, 0.3 per cent ithloases.

On the extreme right, One Nation declined intol@vance, polling only 1.2 per
cent. On the left, the Democrat vote collapsedinfalby 4.2 per cent to 1.2 per
cent. As expected, the Greens replaced them athitideforce in Federal politics.
However, the Green vote did not increase as draaigtias many had predicted,
rising by 2.2 per cent to 7.2 per cent. In 200%, ¢cbombined Green and Democrat
vote in the House of Representatives was just @@eper cent. Labor’'s hopes of
coasting to victory on Green preferences provebetonisconceived. According to
Antony Green, the results showed that regardles®of many Green preferences
the ALP receives

Labor cannot win from a primary vote of vote oftj{88 per cent]. It seems Labor
and the Greens are fighting over the same bloslotafrs on the left of the political
spectrum, when the only way for Labor to win isrhgking inroads into swinging
voters now wedded to the Coalitioh.

After redistribution, the notional state of the Keubefore the election was
Government 83, Opposition 63, Independents 3, Gréefihe Government won 87
seats while Labor dropped to 60. The three Indepaisd— Bob Katter, Tony
Windsor and Peter Andren — were easily re-electémd Liberal Party won from
Labor: Greenway in NSW, Hasluck and Stirling in \ées Australia, Kingston in
South Australia, and the new seat of Bonner in @siead which was notionally
Labor. The Liberals held Wakefield in South Aus&ralkhich was notionally ALP
on the new boundaries. In a reaction against resstoy policy, Labor lost Braddon
and Bass in Tasmania to the Liberals. Labor gaRettimond in NSW from the
Nationals and Parramatta from the Liberal Partye Htter result seems to have
been at least partly due to a highly publicisedndedinvolving the sitting MP.
Cunningham returned to the ALP after having beem g the Greens at a by-
election in October 2002. In South Australia Latvan Adelaide and Hindmarsh.

57 \www.r oymor gan.com.
58 All results are from the Australian Electoral Coragibn websiteyww.aec.gov.au.
59 SMIH, 1.10.04.
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House of Representatives: Percentage of first preference votes

NSW | VvIC QLD WA SA TAS | ACT NT | AUS
ALP 3328 | 4045 | 3478 | 3475 | 3675 | 4458 | 5025 | 44.27 | 3651
LP 36.16 | 4324 | 3941 | 4813 | 4740 | 4198 | 3523 - 40.47
NP 9.19 3.51 9.75 0.63 1.02 - - - 5.89
CcDP 122 0.02 - - - - - - 0.62
CEC 0.30 0.47 0.36 0.60 0.03 0.37 0.37 026 | 036
CLP - - - - - - 4384 | 034
CLR 341 - - - - - - - 1.12
DEM 1.07 1.07 137 149 1.88 - 2.40 237 | 124
FFP 0.77 2.38 367 0.24 4.31 2.84 - 110 | 201
GRN 8.09 745 5.06 767 5.44 988 | 1076 621 | 7.9
HAN 140 0.14 198 2.52 1.13 - - - 1.19
OTHER | 5.10 1.29 363 174 2.04 0.35 0.99 196 | 305

Party abbreviations

ALP:
CDP:
CEC:
CLP:
CLR:
DEM:
FFP:
GRN:
HAN:
IND:
LP:
NP:

Australian Labor Party

Christian Democratic Party (Fred Nile Group)
Citizens Electoral Council of Australia
Northern Territory Country Liberal Party
Country Labor Party

Australian Democrats

Family First Party

Australian Greens

Pauline Hanson’s One Nation
Independent

Liberal Party of Australia

National Party of Australia

Source: Australian Electoral Commission, Electoral Newsfile, No. 121, February 2005

Overall, the Government further tightened its gripthe key marginals around the
capital cities. As Green noted:

Once again, government has been determined in ¢higage belt seats of the
capital cities. Seats like Aston in Melbourne afacarthur in Sydney, seats



18 David Clune APR 20(1)

dominated by relatively new housing estates, avelriberal-held with margins
greater than traditional blue-ribbon seats likeditig, Kooyong and Wentworffi.

Other commentators pointed to Labor’'s poor shovnngon-metropolitan areas:

Labor won only 14 of the 63 provincial and ruraatse or 22%. It won 19 out of
46 outer metropolitan seats, more than 41%. WAiB$ of outer-metro seats is not
good for Labor, it pales in comparison with thet?arshowing in the region.

One of the biggest surprises was the Senate resitlt,the Coalition winning
control of the Upper House. No Government has haatrol of the Senate in
its own right since 1981. The Coalition polled 4p4r cent, up 3.3 per cent from
2001, and won 21 seats (Liberal 17, Nationals 3 @odntry Liberal Party 1).
With the 18 seats the Government already haswilligive it 39 of the 76 Senators
from 1 July 2005. Labor won 16 of the 40 vacamébe seats with 35.0 per cent
of the vote, up 0.7 per cent. The Democrat vote diedrply, down 5.2 per cent
to 2.1 per cent. All three Democrat Senators seekinelection were defeated.
As in the House of Representatives, the Greenshdidpoll as well as expected.
They won two seats with a vote of 7.7 per cent3.3pper cent. In a surprise result,
the Christian Family First Party polled 1.8 per tcamd elected a Senator in
Victoria. One Nation polled only 1.7 per cent cargd to 5.5 per cent in 2001.
The make up of the new Senate will be: Coalition B&bor 28, Democrats 4,
Greens 4, Family First 1.

Conclusion

A problem many commentators identified in Laborampaign was the ‘small
target’ strategy, leaving the release of key pefidintil the election was underway
so that opponents had as little opportunity as ipes$o attack them. Michelle
Grattan, for example, observed:

The tactic of holding back major policies, incluglitax and family policies and
Medicare Gold, was too clever by half. It was just possible to sell so much so
quickly. Voters thought it all sounded too good)tl)trues.2

Hugh Mackay noted that leaving the release of mdiaintil the campaign would
not have been such a problem if Latham had been

a better known or better understood leader. Btdremeed one or the other if they
are going to hand the reins to an Opposition: eitte leader must be a known
quantity or all the key policies . . . must becempelling as to compensate for the
unfamiliarity of the leade??

%0 9viH, 1.10.04.

61 p van Onselen and P Senior, ‘Labor’s hopes metstsi bush’ SMH, 13.12.04. The classification of
seats used is that of the AEC.

62 94, 10.10.04.

53 QviH, 2.10.04.
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Senate: Percentage of first preference votes

NSW | VIC | QLD | WA | SA | TAS | ACT | NT | AUS | Seats
ALP 3637 | 3612 | 3165| 3252 | 3549 | 3354 | 41.10| 4137 | 3502 | 16
LP - . 3820 | 49.34 | 4749 | 4613 | 37.87| - 1765 | 17
NP - . 661 | 08| 040 - 137 | 3
LNP 4412 4410 - : - - 25.72
CcDP 261| 034| - 188 | - 065 | 156| - 118
CLP - - - 4540 | 035 | 1
DEM 220 186 | 220| 200| 239| 08 | 214 473 | 209
DLP - 194 | - . - - 0.49
FFP 056 | 188| 337| 08| 39| 238 - 176 | 1
FPY 054 | - 128 | - - - 0.42
GRN 734| 880| 540| 806| 660| 1329 | 1636| 760 | 767 | 2
HAN 189 | 072| 314| 245| 1.14 - 173
HMP 060 | - 077 | - - - 0.35
LFF 053 | 184 | 098| 050 | 029 - 0.90
OTHER | 322 | 240| 631 155 223| 319 | 096 091 | 331

Party abbreviations

ALP:
CDP:
CLP:
CLR:
DEM:
DLP:
FFP:
FPY:
GRN:
GWA:
HAN:
HAR:
HMP:
IND:
LFF:
LP:
LNP:
NDP:
NP:
VPG:

Source:

Australian Labor Party

Christian Democratic Party (Fred Nile Group)
Northern Territory Country Liberal Party
Country Labor Party

Australian Democrats

Democratic Labor Party (DLP) of Australia
Family First Party

The Fishing Party

Australian Greens

The Greens (WA) Inc

Pauline Hanson’s One Nation

Tasmanian Independent Senator Brian Harradine Group
Help End Marijuana Prohibition

Independent

Liberals for forests

Liberal Party of Australia

Liberal-National Party (combined ticket)
Nuclear Disarmament Party

National Party of Australia

Vallentine Peace Group

Australian Electoral Commission, Electoral Newsfile, No. 122, February 2005
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In the final analysis, the electorate was far fymgnsuaded that Latham was ready to
lead. He was seen as too risky a choice. Many sotere curious about Latham but
ultimately not interested.

Howard, by contrast, was widely perceived as safk raliable if not exciting or
inspiring. While some voters had reservations altoot, there does not seen to
have been a pervasive feeling that he was a sperg. fMackay commented that the
Government was

given widespread credit for sound economic managgragen by those who insist
that the foundations were laid by Hawke and Keatimgl for being appropriately
tough on national security issus.

The Government, on the whole, ran a superior cagnpa&ioward rarely deviated

from his strategy of combining a fear campaign alvoei economy with the offer of

massive largesse. The alternative Labor was offeoften seemed reactive and
cobbled together. No clear message came throughaitrawas unable to outline a
coherent vision let alone persuade the electooaaelopt it.

The Government also seems to have campaigned bettiee organisational level.
This was partly due to the wide range of resouticashave been made available to
sitting Members. However, a post-election reviewetimg of the Labor shadow
cabinet was told that there were problems with ‘Berty’s polling, with the
advertising, with the marginal seat campaigning®> Paul Kelly wrote during the
campaign that there were signs that ‘the aurawhaible professionalism that was

once synonymous with Labor is shifting to the Ladeeam’®®

More generally, the 2004 campaign provided someesde that the nature of

electoral politics had changed. After the painfestructuring of the 1980s and

1990s, the economy was booming. Incumbency was again an advantage. As
in the post-war ‘long boom’, most voters were nutlined to jeopardise existing

prosperity by a change of government unless thexe an overwhelming reason.
The majority believed that they had little to gaind perhaps much to lose. In
addition, the Government had the advantage of aunibent in good economic

times of having large sums at its disposal to kerglection. The 2004 campaign
also indicated that the new right agenda of smaieeernment and market liberal

economics was no longer as predominant. In anetieo of the 1950s, consensus
politics and the welfare state seemed to be madngething of a comeback. A

64 QvIH, 22.9.04.
5 9vIH, 28.10.04.
56 Australian, 17.9.04.



