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I am delighted to introduce the Australian Fabians 
Review, Issue 5, prepared and published under our 

new Editor, Dr Paul Read, supported by members 
of the Fabians Publications Committee. We are so 
fortunate to have Paul in this role, who has had a long 
international career working in the media, industry 
and government, as well as the United Nations 
and holds a PhD that has addressed strategies to 
implement United Nations sustainable development 
goals and is passionate about making global 
differences to society, economic development, peace 
and security. 

This edition is themed on the ‘Voice’ to parliament 
referendum campaign, a cause that the national 
Fabians team have been dedicated to in all states, 
in actively organising around the YES campaign. 
This edition is aimed at this broad audience and 
presents articles drawn from a diverse range of left 
contributors on the Voice as well as broader social 
challenges that Australia faces in housing, education 
and labour market policy and will feature new 
writers and critics drawn from the Labor party and 
movement as well as including contributions from 
emerging writers and poets.

The Fabians Review aims to be not only a political, 
intellectual and cultural magazine, but also to provide 
a space for the Fabians movement to build on its long 
history of political ideas. In doing so, the Fabians 
Review draws upon a proud history that draws 
inspiration from our British magazine founded by 
George Bernard Shaw and Sidney and Beatrice Webb, 
the New Statesman, published in London from 1913.

The magazine is now a print-digital hybrid and 
is aimed at both the political as well as the general 

reader. Our audience reflects the make-up of our 
membership: MPs, civil society leaders, researchers, 
academics, journalists, knowledge professionals and 
passionately interested Fabian’s members. 

We are proud that circulation is at its highest level 
since the Australian Fabians was formed in Australia 
as an independent think tank in 1947. Traffic to the 
magazine’s website has reached a new high with 5060 
page views, a record we fully expect to exceed in a 
short timeframe.

I hope you enjoy reading this edition of the Fabians 
Review. 

WELCOME

Letter from the 
National chair 

DR SARAH HOWE

Dr Howe is the National Chair of the Australian Fabians Society. A 
recognised expert in European and Australian political economy, 
industrial policy, economic development and competitiveness, Dr 
Howe has served as a longstanding and committed Labor party 
policy analyst and member.

Australian Fabians National Chair, Dr Sarah Howe
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A hearty welcome to readers of this fifth edition of 
The Australian Fabians Review dedicated to the 

forthcoming referendum, now scheduled by Prime 
Minister Anthony Albanese for October 14, 2023, to 
recognise Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
in the Australian Constitution through a Voice to 
Parliament. 

In this, we celebrate the unceasing dedication 
of Fabians around the country who have lent their 
time, talent and toil to supporting the YES campaign, 
empowering local communities and driving the winds 
of change towards progressive policy — a stronger 
land. I’m proud to feature the national campaign 
director of YES23, Quandamooka man Dean Parkin, 
in this edition as our lead author. Dean eloquently 
breaks through the echo chambers of division to 
sound a clarion reminder that Australia, at its heart, 
holds unshakeable goodwill between its peoples; and 
that a YES vote is a once-in-a-generation chance at 
reconciliation. 

Adding a voice to parliament can only strengthen 
the Australian community and, in a similar spirit, 
our second lead author The Hon Dr Andrew Leigh 
demonstrates how factionalism, and the bold debate 
arising from it, has historically strengthened the 
Labor Party. Both themes of the voice and the many 
voices in unity are then beautifully brought together 
by Mark Bonanno reminding the Opposition that 
they also have their own tradition of supporting 
Indigenous rights going back to Menzies. And 
rightly calls for a unity ticket in supporting the 2023 
referendum. 

Like most of our members, I fervently believe in 
progressive policy tempered with sound economic 
management and evidence-based policy. So, I was 

mightily startled by Dr Sarah Howe when she recently 
described me with a fond smile as ‘left’ of ‘left’, as 
I’d always considered myself politically agnostic, 
an avowed empiricist who cleaved to the modernist 
mantra of post-Enlightenment scientific method. Yet 
now, having read Dr Leigh’s work, and in the spirit 
of his cogent celebration of Labor factionalism, I am 
encouraged by him to own my faction proudly. 

And in so doing also celebrate the open-door 
policy we have introduced to embrace our colleagues 
among the Greens, warmly welcoming our third lead 
author Senator Janet Rice’s deft and wide-ranging 
analysis of the Greens’ vision for a Universal Basic 
Income. In scouting for bold visionary copy, we 
also welcome Captain Paul Watson, founder of the 
global conservation movement Sea Shepherd, who 
wrote from the command of his ship the John Paul 
de Joria for this edition about the devastating fires 
razing Hawaii. That the fires ravaging the Northern 
hemisphere have crept not only polewards but deep 
into Pacific waters means nowhere is safe, especially 
as the world heads into yet another El Nino event. 
As Capt Watson says these are hardly natural 
disasters — they are the direct result of profligate 
time-wasting by countries addicted to fossil fuels, 
among whom Australia maintains a sorry history. 

We have much to remedy in terms of both climate 
change and reconciliation with the traditional 
custodians of this land, and I hope this edition helps 
in both. Along with original poetry on the Voice, we 
feature artwork, book reviews and news including in-
depth commentaries on other rising issues such as the 
housing crisis, education and the University Accord, 
unions, defence, AUKUS, economics, technology and 
the rise of artificial intelligence, by authors like Rab 

WELCOME

Editorial 
DR PAUL READ
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Watkins, Matt Jeffries, Daniel Gerard, David Reeves, 
Daniel Nicholson, Alison Broinowski, Dr Tony 
Webb, Dr Geoffrey Campbell, Carl Gopalkrishna, 
Jason McKenzie, Babu Sajjad, Jeff McCracken-
Hewson, Julie Kimber, Dr John Tons, and David 
Cragg. All offer challenging visions for the future, 
inviting bold debate among our Fabians readers. We 
unashamedly encourage letters to the editor, inviting 
fearless critique by all members, well-known and not, 
engaging with essays designed to be thought-leading 
and ground-breaking policy pieces that challenge and 
inspire. 

I am honoured to write among them and serve 
as editor, and also excited to be planning with 
our new publications committee the next editions 
themed on The Planet and Intergenerational Equity. 
The new committee is a ‘brains trust of talent’ led 
by Dr Sarah Howe and Jeff McCracken-Hewson, 
ably supported by our Digital Ideas Editor Michael 
Aleisi and Art Director Amanda Rainey. We are 
extremely lucky also to have the long experience 
and wisdom of Zann Maxwell, the former founding 
editor of The Australian Fabians Review, along with 
Jason McKenzie and Bill Lodwick lending their 
considerable intellectual and creative strength to 
technology, policy and publishing. As a group, we are 
planning our first hard-cover collectors’ edition for 
Christmas 2023, featuring the very best of the past 
six issues, just in time for the 140th anniversary of the 
founding of the original Fabians in January 2024.

This carries on a long and proud tradition of 
writing that brought together Nobel Prize winners 
and thought leaders like Emmaline Pankhurst, 
Annie Besant, Bertrand Russell, George Bernard 
Shaw and HG Wells. The Fabians also founded the 

London School of Economics, which today works on 
the political economy of sustainability, equity, and 
human flourishing, work which I will briefly touch on 
in an article focused on Dr Jim Chalmers’ inaugural 
Wellbeing Budget for Australia, something I will 
argue has the makings of another Labor world first if 
it can get the data and its theoretical underpinnings 
on track.

In the spirit of those progressive visionaries who 
preceded us, I welcome our authors and sincerely 
hope that members and readers alike will take hold 
of our invitation to debate their cause in these pages, 
engage with each article by posting their thoughts, 
write bold letters (which I will dutifully publish), and 
to fully use this publication as a site for enhanced 
engagement with real-world issues and brave 
solutions.

Welcome to it, comrades. It’s pistols at dawn! 

Fabians Review Editor, Dr Paul Read
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It is hardly the most original of observations that 
modern politics is more polarised than in the 

past. It is the age of digital tribes and ‘alternative 
facts’. Reassuring echo chambers are easy to find 
for even the most peculiar perspectives on how the 
world works, as long as you have a connection to the 
internet. 

What is new, however, is that Australia has never 
held a referendum in this novel communications 
landscape. The last time Australians were asked to 
vote on a Constitutional amendment was almost 
a decade before the invention of the iPhone. Mark 
Zuckerberg was in high school. Nobody had even 
heard of a selfie. 

In campaigning across the country for a Yes vote in 
the referendum on constitutional recognition through 
a Voice, I have frequently remarked publicly that 
there have been two different conversations running 
in parallel on the subject. One stream of conversation 
happens in media and political circles. It is robust and 
assertive, and occasionally vicious. It parses language 
carefully, sometimes even tortuously. It can be wildly 
complex. On more than the odd occasion, there are 
raised voices, and ad hominem attacks. 

In contrast, there is the other conversation that 
happens in communities. It’s on doorsteps and 
street corners, around barbecues or in parks.  This 

conversation is curious and good-natured. It is simple 
and open. It talks of aspiration, and of values like 
fairness. 

The qualitative gulf between these two parallel 
conversations is magnified by the sheer magnitude 
of the digital information stream. While broadcast 
and digital media are furiously marking scorecards 
and debating a kaleidoscopic range of points, on the 
ground the conversation is focused, clear, and about 
basic values. 

Some people might despair at this. But to the 
contrary, it is what makes me confident that this 
referendum will succeed, and that Australians will 
choose to recognise Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people in the Constitution through a Voice to 
Parliament. 

In some ways this gap between what’s said in 
the media and political circles and then out in 
the streets is another proof point on the need for 
a Voice. Underlying the request for a Voice as a 
means of recognition is the demonstrated inability 
of our political firmament and machinery to deliver 
the practical results that Australians expect in 
basic outcomes in areas like health and education 
for Indigenous people. For decades, bureaucrats 
and political leaders — often with the very best of 
intentions — have tried, but the solutions have been 

VOICE

The YES  
at the heart  
of Australia 

DEAN PARKIN
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In some ways this gap 
between what’s said in the 
media and political circles 

and then out in the streets is 
another proof point on the 

need for a Voice.

National Yes23 Campaign Director, Dean Parkin
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imposed rather than built from the ground up in 
partnership with the practical input of the affected 
communities. Some of the proposals may as well have 
fallen from outer space, such is their lack of relevance 
and utility. 

Again, it reflects one character of conversation 
in government and political circles while another is 
running on the ground. The people who might have 
helped with the solutions weren’t properly involved 
in the policy process. This lived reality for Indigenous 
communities was what led to Indigenous people from 
across the country, through the Uluru Dialogues 
process, coming together in a moment of unity to call 
for a Voice to Parliament.

Though the challenges for Indigenous communities 
are undoubtedly complex, the foundations for 
solutions need not be. As the co-convenor of Liberals 
for Yes, former ACT chief minister Kate Carnell, likes 
to say: “Listening to people results in better policy.” 
Contained in those seven words is a compelling and 
obvious reason to support a Yes outcome in this 
referendum. 

Or take Roy Gibson, a Yalanji elder from Mossman 
Gorge in Far North Queensland. He has had a 
vision for sharing the stories of his people and their 
land through tourism in the area, on the edge of 
the Daintree Rainforest. While a tourist centre has 

been developed for the area, locals have been largely 
excluded. As Roy outlined in The Guardian earlier 
this year, it hasn’t provided much by way of pathways 
for better economic participation for the locals. 

“We had the architecture of a success story, except 
one foundational building block — our voice,” he 
wrote. “We had envisaged a partnership where we 
learn the ropes and after 10 years of development 
and capability building, in partnership with the 
government and tourism expertise, our mob would be 
ready to transition to management. But an operator 
was appointed without community links. There is 
limited local artwork, mostly mass-produced stock. 
Like most artefacts of mission days, our places are 
dominated by public control.

“No matter the energy, ideas, knowledge, and 
solutions we bring, while governments maintain 
control, we cannot shift the dial on disadvantage 
to get ahead. Unless public servants are obliged to 
partner with us, nothing shifts.”

Consultation is the cornerstone of effective policy 
reform. It pulls stakeholders together and gives them 
a shared interest in a positive outcome. A referendum, 
then, is the ultimate consultation process; it is 
asking the entire voting population to support a path 
forward. Everyone takes an ownership stake in the 
future. 

Dean Parkin campaigning at Halls Creek



I S S U E  5  13

So when we remind people out in our community 
conversations that their vote can directly lead to 
better policy, they are empowered. They see that 
they each have a part to play in ensuring Indigenous 
inclusion in our political life, joining together our 
ancient past with our multicultural and dynamic 
present, and in the process delivering better practical 
outcomes. 

These are the moments when you see the lights 
going on for Australians when discussing the Voice. 
And this is the reason to look forward with hope and 
optimism not just to the referendum, but to what 
follows. 

The communications context for this referendum 
is novel and it is perhaps an even more testing 
environment when coupled with what’s going on 
in the economy. This has been a difficult year for 
Australians. Rising prices for living essentials coupled 
with interest rate increases have stretched household 
budgets for millions of families. Many people have a 
sense they are going backwards. 

At first blush, this may not seem conducive to a 
campaign that must appeal to a certain generosity 
of spirit. But in the conversations we have with 
people, it is there in abundance. The goodwill 
towards Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
is an unshakeable reality of underlying Australian 
community values. 

This is, in the end, quite a simple proposition: 
a Voice is a standing committee of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people who will advise the 
government on making better policy on Indigenous 
issues. 

The complexity of the communications 
environment and the day-to-day pressures that people 
are under have made that proposition perhaps harder 
than it should be to land in the minds of voters. 

But as I write, the time remaining to the 
referendum is becoming a question of weeks rather 
than months. We are rounding the final turn. And 
when Australians fully apply themselves to what is 
being asked, I am confident they will respond with a 
resounding — and reassuring — Yes. 

A proud Indigenous Australian, Dean Parkin is from the 
Quandamooka peoples of Minjerribah (North Stradbroke Island) 
in Queensland. Having been closely involved in the process that 
resulted in the historic Uluru Statement From The Heart, Dean 
continues to advocate for constitutional and structural reform as 
national campaign director for Yes23.

These are the moments when you see  
the lights going on for Australians  

when discussing the Voice. 

And this is the reason to look forward  
with hope and optimism not just to the 

referendum, but to what follows. 





Australia’s oldest and  
greatest political party

This article comes from deep love for the Australian 
Labor Party. I joined the Labor Party in 1991, at the 
age of 18, because I wanted to be part of a serious 
movement for reform. Labor turned 100 that year, yet 
it was the heyday of the Australian Democrats. Some 
of my friends were attracted to this new party and 
their policies. But it struck me that if you wanted to 
be part of the great movement for progressive change 
in Australia, you needed to join a party that could 
form government. As I sometimes tease my friends 
in the Greens Party: ‘and who is your favourite Green 
Prime Minister?’. 

For 132 years, Labor has been the central driving 
force behind a more equal Australia. Ours is the 
party that produced the age pension, Medicare and 
the National Disability Insurance Scheme. Ours is 
the party of Cain and Curtin, Wran and Whitlam. It 
is only a slight exaggeration to say that the history 
of policy in Australia is the history of reforming 
Labor Governments, followed by the fallow years of 
Coalition inaction. When I look back at the legacies of 
the Menzies, Howard or Morrison Governments, I am 
struck less by their reactionary changes than by the 
profound sense of lassitude. These were governments 

of sleepwalkers — clumsily bumping around in the 
dark until a new political day finally dawns.

The Australian Labor Party isn’t just another 
political party — it is the beating heart of modern 
Australia. When Labor succeeds, we expand the life 
chances for invisible Australians. We empower the 
powerless. Labor plays a unique role in this country: 
Labor is the generator of ideas and the force of 
progress. The Liberals and Nationals are uninterested 
in reform. The Greens are uninterested in governing. 
Only Labor delivers real change for the nation. I am 
proud of Prime Minister Albanese and his cabinet, 
and honoured to be a member of the Albanese 
Government.

I’ve spent my entire adult life as a member of the 
Labor Party, and will die with my Labor membership 
still valid. In this sense, my life is in two phases: 
childhood and Labor Party membership. My 
bookshelves are filled with books about the Labor 
Party. I have studied its history and know its stories. 
I have attended hundreds of branch meetings, and 
I still look forward to Labor events, because I know 
that it means spending time in the company of 
unionists, feminists, environmentalists and social 
justice advocates — people who joined the ALP to 
shape a better Australia. 

ESSAY

A more 
competitive  
Labor Party 

THE HON DR ANDREW LEIGH
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It is this devotion to Australia’s oldest and greatest 
political party that animates me to write about 
something that is almost never mentioned: the role of 
factions.

The Duopoly Develops

All political movements contain groups of likeminded 
people. The United States Democratic Party has the 
Blue Dog Coalition, the New Democrat Coalition, 
and the Congressional Progressive Caucus. The 
Republican Party is riven between Trumpists, never-
Trumpists, and ex-never-Trumpists. British Labour 
has Blue Labour, Momentum and Progressive Britain. 
Groupings within the UK Conservatives include Blue 
Collar Conservatives, the Common Sense Group and 
the Northern Research Group. 

In Australia, the Liberal Party’s groupings have 
included the Monkey Pod Lunch Conservatives, 
the Prayer Group, the Modern Liberals and the 
Ambition Faction. The National Party sometimes 
splits into the landed gentry versus the angry 
populists, at other times into social conservatives 
versus agrarian socialists. The Greens Party is divided 
into dealmakers versus protestors, with large fissures 
sometimes opening up between its elected officials 
and its membership base.

What marks out the Australian Labor Party isn’t 
the fact of its factions, but the way in which they 
so thoroughly dominate the party. Factions control 
the National Executive and allocate positions in the 
federal ministry. Factions determine the agenda of the 
National Conference, decide almost all preselections, 
and even choose who will travel on international 
parliamentary delegations. I’ve long been interested 
in the factional system. Back in the 1990s, I was a 
member of the left faction for about five years, and 
even published a paper, titled ‘Factions and Fractions’, 
about the system. Tellingly, two decades after that 
paper was published, it remains one of the few things 
publicly written about Labor’s factions. I’m still not 
sure why political scientists have devoted so little 
attention to such an important aspect of Australian 
politics.

Labor’s highly formalised factions have their 
origins in the 1970s. In their book A Little History 
of the Australian Labor Party, Nick Dyrenfurth 
and Frank Bongiorno argued that the early-1970s 
reorganisation of the Victorian and NSW branches 
was an essential precondition for nationally organised 
factions, which solidified in the 1980s. The Hawke-
Hayden leadership struggle contributed to dragging 
many federal caucus members into one of the power 
blocs. By the mid-1980s, it had been established that 
the caucus would elect the ministry by proportional 
representation, and three national factions — Left, 
Centre Left, and Right — were institutionalised. 

Over the coming decades, the number of non-
factional caucus members steadily declined. In 1984, 
there were 10 unaligned members in the federal 
caucus. In 2003, there were about five. In 2010, there 
were two. In 2013, there were three. In 2016, there 
was one. Since 2019, there have been two. Meetings 
of the federal parliamentary independents can easily 
take place in a phone box. Since joining the federal 
parliament in 2010, I have comprised between 
33 percent and 100 percent of the non-factional 
members of the federal caucus. 

The other big trend of the past generation is the 
consolidation of the factions from three to two. In 
1984, the Centre Left faction made up one quarter 
of the federal caucus. But as prominent Centre Left 
ministers John Dawkins, Bill Hayden, John Button, 
Michael Duffy, Peter Walsh, Barry Jones, Mick 
Young, Neal Blewett, Chris Schacht and Peter Cook 
retired, the Centre Left faction waned. After the 2007 
election, the Centre Left faction essentially ceased to 
exist. 

Andrew Leigh
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Factional Composition of the Labor Caucus

Year Left Right Centre Left Unaligned

1984 32 37 26 10

2003 40 41 11

2013 35 48 0 3

2021 43 49 0 2

With the disappearance of the Centre Left, 
Labor’s factions have become a duopoly. As their 
power has grown, the factions have become more 
structured. These are not lunch clubs or informal 
gatherings. Members are expected to attend factional 
meetings and vote with the faction. The factions have 
constitutions, elect factional leaders, take minutes of 
their meetings, and keep membership lists. As Dennis 
Glover notes, in other social democratic parties 
around the world, factions are loose and informal. 
Within the Labor Party, factions operate as formally 
as the party itself.

In the federal caucus, it goes without saying that 
most of my friends are in factions. To a person, they 
are talented, idealistic and hardworking. It would be 
unfair to them to engage in a ‘straw man’ discussion of 
the factional structure. So let me instead take a ‘steel 
man’ approach, by beginning with the strongest case 
for the factional system. What is good about factions?

In Defence of Factions

First, Labor currently stands in the strongest 
electoral position since the early-1900s, when 
the newly created party of the union movement 
swept its opponents away in election after election. 
Labor holds office federally and in every state 
and territory except Tasmania. The most senior 
Coalition leader in government on the Australian 
mainland is Brisbane Lord Mayor Adrian Schrinner. 
Labor’s party officials — from national secretary 
Paul Erickson down — are driven by data and 
evidence, and constantly experimenting with new 
ways of maintaining a thoughtful conversation with 
Australian voters. In an era of disinformation and 
distraction, Labor has been successful in persuading 
Australians to support policies backed by science, 
evidence and institutions. After decades in which 
populism has surged across the globe, in Australia it 
is in retreat. 

One might argue that factional dominance has 
played a role in this success. By providing stability 
to the party, faction leaders would argue, they have 

helped reduce internal dissent, so that everyone 
can focus their attention on electoral success. Full 
factional control, they would contend, provides a 
measure of certainty to the institution that allows 
people to get on with doing their jobs. If disunity is 
death, and factions provide unity, then they would 
argue that factional dominance should take part of 
the credit for Labor’s electoral victories.

Second, the Labor caucus is more diverse than ever 
before. For all their successes, the Whitlam, Hawke 
and Keating Governments were largely governments 
of men. No women served in Whitlam’s cabinet, and 
just one woman served in Hawke’s first cabinet. By 
contrast, the Albanese cabinet consists of 10 women 
and 13 men. A majority of the caucus are women. 

With the election of Mary Doyle in Aston, the Labor 
Caucus tipped over to 53 percent women. We have 
numerous members from non-English speaking 
backgrounds, including Egypt, Sri Lanka, Greece, 
Italy, Malaysia, India and Afghanistan. Six Labor 
members are First Nations people, including Cabinet 
Minister Linda Burney. The share of First Nations 
people is higher in the Labor party room (6 percent) 
than it is in the broader community (3 percent).

Again, faction leaders would argue that 
they deserve some credit for these outcomes. 
When preselections are considered one-by-one, 
underrepresented groups can repeatedly miss out. A 
failure to consider the big picture helps explain why 
the Coalition parties have just 30 percent women in 
their party room (about the same share as Labor had 
in 2001), and only two First Nations representatives. 
At a national and state level, Labor’s factions have 
helped meet the party’s affirmative action targets, and 
been tasked with bringing greater ethnic and racial 
diversity to the ranks of the party’s elected officials. 

The share of  
First Nations people  
is higher in the Labor  

party room (6 percent)  
than it is in the broader 

community (3 percent).

https://www.openlabor.net.au/2021/11/13/organised-factions/
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1415/WomanAustParl/Append12
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The Danger of Total Factionalism

So what is the problem? Should we worry if factions 
fully control the party? Is it really necessary for the 
party to provide space to people who choose not to 
join a faction? 

I believe there are four reasons to be concerned 
about a party that is totally dominated by factions.

First, there is now a shortage of healthy 
competition between the party’s factions. When I 
joined the party, I vividly recall the way in which 
factions channeled ideological disagreements. New 
South Wales Labor Party conferences in the 1990s 
featured feisty debates between Graham Richardson 
and John Faulkner, both then government ministers. 
Labor’s national conferences featured debates 
between Doug Cameron and Peter Cook. This verbal 
jousting wasn’t perfect, and the sharp edge of the 
speeches probably discomforted some. But they 
showed the public that it was healthy to have differing 
views, and that the Labor Party was a sufficiently 
large tent to contain a spectrum of ideological 
perspectives. They were a reminder that you didn’t 
need to agree with every Labor policy to support the 
Labor Party. 

By contrast, today’s factions are less likely to broker 
ideological debates than to try and find a way of 
avoiding the debate altogether. When both factions 
see it as desirable to find a ‘fix’, debate can be viewed 
as unhealthy. Calling a truce in the battle of ideas is 
not the Labor way. As John Faulkner once observed, 
‘when factions become mutual support associations 
divorced from ideas and devoted purely to securing 
promotion, they are toxic’. 

If we stifle internal debate, we miss the chance to 
test our policies among ourselves, and to train new 
generations of thinkers. I think this is what John 
Button meant when he warned in his Quarterly Essay 
that excessive factionalism led to party discussions 
that were about ‘arithmetic, not philosophy’. Those 
who fear that our opponents will exploit policy 
differences to paint Labor as a divided party need to 
remember that robust policy debates can also have an 
electoral benefit: allowing a broad range of voters to 
see their views reflected within the Labor Party. 

As the Assistant Minister for Competition, I can’t 
help but wonder if part of the problem is what we 
would call an increase in market concentration. As 
I have noted, the collapse of the Centre Left faction 
and the decline of non-factional parliamentarians 
has created a situation in which Labor’s factions 
are now a duopoly. And just as duopolies in the 
product market hurt consumers through price 

gouging and profiteering, so too duopoly factions 
may engage in behaviour that is not in the long-term 
interests of the party and its membership. When 
factional competition is less intense, dealmaking can 
replace debate. If factionalism becomes effectively 
compulsory, the party may become less dynamic.

Second, Labor’s factions can be profoundly 
undemocratic. Let me give a few examples. 

In some jurisdictions, factions require their 
members to use a ‘show and tell’ approach to internal 
Labor Party elections. In the room where ballot 
papers are handed out, the faction sets up a second 
table, a few metres away from the returning officer. 
When factional members are given their ballot paper, 
they must walk over to the factional table, and hand 
their ballot paper to a factional official. That factional 
official then fills in their ballot paper, and gives it back 
to the faction member to be deposited into the ballot 
box. This rule applies to all members of the faction, 
from new members to ministers. Failure to comply 
can mean expulsion from the faction.

The irony of show-and-tell is that historically 
Labor was among the strongest advocates for the 
secret ballot. The secret ballot — known in other 
countries as the Australian ballot — was revolutionary 
because it prevented bosses from demanding that 
their workers reveal how they had voted. The secret 
ballot in public elections effectively forbade show-
and-tell. 

As Peter Fitzgerald observes, show-and-tell 
‘would be considered an offence under State and 
Commonwealth laws if undertaken during State or 
Federal Elections’. No Labor Government would 
tolerate an organisation that set up a table in the 
corner of the polling station, asking people to 
volunteer to have their ballot papers filled in for 
them. We would see it as utterly undemocratic. Yet we 
tolerate it in our own internal elections.

And then there is the issue of preselections. In 
2018, Mark Butler spoke to the Victorian Fabian 
Society about his concerns that reforms he had 
championed as party president had been ‘blocked 
by factional leaders at the national conference and 
various state conferences’. 

Mark argued that one of the fundamental rights 
of Labor Party membership should be to choose 
Labor candidates. Yet as he ruefully noted: ‘I’m sorry 
to say that ours remains a party that gives ordinary 
members fewer rights than any other Labor or social 
democratic party I can think of ’. Mark pointed in 
particular to upper house candidates, which he said 
‘remain a last bastion of backroom dealing by self-
appointed factional warlords’. Labor’s candidates for 

https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/the-wran-speech-the-full-transcript-20110609-1fv3n.html
https://www.openlabor.net.au/2020/08/12/integrity-and-the-secret-ballot/
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Senate and Legislative Council should, he argued, be 
chosen by the membership. Likewise, he said, casual 
vacancies should not be filled by ‘highly centralised 
factional processes’. 

Mark reserved his fiercest scorn for Victoria, 
where he described the factional divvy-up of 
seats — including one that was yet to be created — as 
‘backroom buffoonery [that] does not reflect a 
healthy party organisation’. Just as Labor’s factions 
are at their best when they encourage ideological 
debate over important policies, they are at their 
worst when they serve only as competing executive 
recruitment agencies. This is what the Hawke-
Wran ALP review called ‘the deadening impact of 
factionalism’. It is what Kevin Rudd once called ‘the 
skullduggery of factional warfare’. 

Former Victorian Premier John Cain was a critic of 
developments in his state. He pointed out that many 
active branch members wanted nothing to do with 
factions, and resented their influence in the party. He 
also pointed out that ‘structured factionalism meant 
rigidity in decision-making’. In 2009, at the age of 
78, Cain again criticised the role of factions in the 
Victorian ALP, writing that ‘Historically, the people 
who run political parties, like all who hold power, are 
always slow to acknowledge their shortcomings. They 
fight tenaciously to hold the power they have won.’

According to one Victorian Labor activist, of 143 
Labor preselections in this state during the past 
two decades or so, a mere 10 have gone to ordinary 
member vote. Again, many talented people have 
entered the Victorian parliament during this period. 
But I am yet to hear anyone argue that the 10 who 
were selected by the members are less talented 
than those who were appointed. Others argue that 
central control over Victorian preselections has led 
to a failure to preselect candidates who genuinely 
represent their communities, especially in relation to 
cultural and linguistically diverse communities in the 
outer suburbs. 

Underpinning this system is the Victorian ‘Stability 
Pact’. Initially struck in 2006, the Stability Pact is 
an agreement between the factions in which every 
winnable seat, every party leadership position, and 
every spot on every committee is divided between 
the Left and the Right, with a no-contest rule on 
the other’s possessions. Like the nineteenth century 
colonial powers meeting in Berlin to divide up Africa, 
the Stability Pact effectively takes away the ability 
of local members to have their say. Nominally, the 
party rules say that preselections depend equally on 
local member votes and the central committee. But 
if the factions vote together, then even a 90 percent 

local member vote can be overridden by a 95 percent 
central committee vote.

Allocating electorates to factions is electorally 
reckless. If the Stability Pact allocates a seat to the 
Right, but the candidate with the greatest community 
appeal is unaligned or from the Left, Labor fails to 
put our top candidate into the field. The danger is 
that Labor runs less competitive candidates because 
the best person is in the ‘wrong’ faction. In an era 
when Greens and independents are on the rise, we 
risk losing electoral races that we might otherwise 
have won. Towards the end of his life, former NSW 
Premier Neville Wran said that he could never get 
preselected in today’s Labor Party because of the way 
factions wield power.

Moreover, the calibre of candidates is not the only 
test of a system. Those of us who love Australia’s 
democracy believe that democracy is inherently 
better, not just instrumentally. When we look around 
the world at undemocratic nations, we judge them 
on the fact that they do not give their citizens a say 
in how their countries are governed. Even a well-
managed autocracy is flawed, we think to ourselves. 
We believe in democracy not because it produces 
better outcomes, but because it is inherently right to 
give all citizens a say in how their country is run.

Labor’s democratic decline alienates party 
members. Ours has always been a mass party, 
and we have relied on our membership to win 
elections. If you believe the randomised evidence 
on political campaigning (and who doesn’t love a 
good randomised trial?), then the impact of direct 
mail and television advertising is dwarfed by the 
impact of personal contact via telephone calls 
and doorknocking. If you doubt this, just think 
about your own views. How often have you shifted 
your views about an important issue because of a 
letter or an ad, as compared with a conversation? 
Personal campaigning matters. Labor relies on our 
membership to win elections. Most Labor members 
are not in a faction — their only loyalty is to the ALP 
at large. In return for helping us win elections, it is 
only fair that Labor’s members should help choose the 
party’s candidates.

Third, factional dominance creates unnecessary 
divisions within the Labor Party. When an idealistic 
and ambitious new member joins the Labor Party, we 
should harness their passion for egalitarianism and 
show them a path to contribute. But if we ask them 
to choose — Left or Right? — then we risk forcing 
them into an uncomfortable choice. What if you are 
socially progressive but economically rational? How 
about if your two favourite Labor politicians come 

https://twitter.com/MrKRudd/status/1273557638819663875
https://www.theage.com.au/national/cain-attacks-alp-for-council-abuses-20090515-b652.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/the-wran-speech-the-full-transcript-20110609-1fv3n.html
https://www.brookings.edu/books/get-out-the-vote-2/
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from different factions? If you get the factional choice 
wrong, can you switch? I have spoken to many new 
party members who find it disquieting to be asked 
to pick a team within a team. Often, party members 
reluctantly join a faction because they cannot see 
another way of contributing. In some states, members 
cannot serve on the party’s policy committees unless 
they are in a faction. In most states, preselection is 
virtually impossible for people outside the factional 
system. It’s a case of Left, Right, or Out.

Factionalism can be a particular problem in Young 
Labor, where the fierceness of the arguments is 

sometimes out of all proportion to the stakes. In many 
states and territories, those who do not wish to join a 
faction quickly find themselves on the margins of the 
organisation. When too much energy is devoted to 
internal arguments, it leaves less space for engaging 
with the wider community. Young Labor is a vital part 
of the party. But it should also ensure that it remains 
attractive to people who want to join and just be… 
Labor. 

Factionalism can also be seen in university Labor 
Clubs. On many campuses, there are two Labor 
Clubs — one for the Left faction and one for the Right 
faction. Eerily reminiscent of the Labor Split, these 
clubs have been formed because university students 
have decided that they would prefer not to be in the 
same room as people in a different faction. What 
signal do they send to a new university student in 
orientation week? They tell that person that Labor 
is a party defined by its factions, and that if you are 
not willing to join a faction, you should not join 
Labor. These clubs have their own quirky origins, 
but the fact that they exist on multiple campuses is 
a reflection of weaknesses in the party at large. The 
factional duopoly has left no space for non-factional 
members. If Labor Clubs and Young Labor are 
entirely factionalised, bright youngsters may instead 

join another progressive movement — depleting the 
talent pipeline that is essential for any flourishing 
political party.

Fourth, factional dominance risks eliminating a 
tradition with deep roots in the Labor Party: people 
who simply choose to be part of the party. This is, 
after all, the majority of our members. As Chifley’s 
‘Light on the Hill’ speech so powerfully articulated, 
most Labor members join ‘not hoping for any 
advantage from the movement, not hoping for any 
personal gain, but because you believe in a movement 
that has been built up to bring better conditions to 

the people’. These are Keating’s True Believers. They 
are people like Jo, a retired teacher who joined me on 
a mid-winter street stall in the Canberra cold, because 
she wanted to persuade as many people as possible to 
support a Voice to Parliament. 

There are tens of thousands of Labor members 
who feel uncomfortable with factions, or are 
uninterested in factions. As the discussion paper 
initiating the Bracks-Macklin review noted, ‘Many 
members believed that factionalism did more harm 
than good and expressed concern in respect of both 
the secrecy that surrounds factional groups and the 
power that these groups wield. Members were aware 
of the stabilising role factions played historically, 
however, most believed that the current state of 
factionalism represented a significant problem that 
needed to be addressed.

Most Labor members will never seek a career in 
parliament or as a party official. They simply want 
their party to recognise that a non-factional member 
of the Labor Party is no less worthy than a factional 
member. These members will never engage in the 
kind of antics that led to a 60 Minutes exposé and an 
inquiry by the Victorian anti-corruption commission. 
They would no more dream of using pre-paid gift 
cards to subvert branch-stacking rules than they 

They are people like Jo, a retired teacher who  
joined me on a mid-winter street stall in the Canberra  

cold, because she wanted to persuade as many  
people as possible to support a Voice to Parliament.

https://www.openlabor.net.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/ALP_Discussion_Paper_FINAL_27.08.20.pdf
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would imagine voting for One Nation. On election 
day, these members will staff booths from dawn 
to dusk. They are motivated not by power, but by 
altruism. They joined Labor to shape a better nation. 
They should not be treated as second-class citizens 
within our party. 

Preserving a space for non-factional members 
in the Labor Party should not be a radical idea. For 
much of our history, Labor has not been a particularly 
factional party. But if we can no longer welcome 
unaligned members, it will become increasingly 
difficult to recruit to Labor. Running a mass 
membership organisation is hard enough in an age 
when fewer people are joining community groups. 
Demanding factional loyalty as a condition of active 
engagement in the Labor Party is like putting ballast 
in our backpacks. Why not make clear that ours is a 
party that will nurture talent regardless of whether or 
not someone chooses to join a faction?

Conclusion

No social democratic party should ever be sanguine 
about its future. Between 2009 and 2015, the Greek 
social democratic party PASOK went from being 
the largest party in the Hellenic Parliament to the 
smallest. PASOK lost nine out of ten of its voters. 

The collapse of PASOK isn’t just a Greek drama. 
Pasokification is how commentators describe the 
collapse of centre-left parties, including the French 
Socialists, Israeli Labour, the Austrian Social 
Democrats, the Irish Labour Party, and the Dutch 
Labour Party. One moment these parties were going 
strong; the next they were on the verge of collapse. 
An especially dramatic case was the French socialists, 
who went from holding the presidency in 2017 to 
garnering a mere 2 percent of the vote in 2022. In 
Western Europe, centre left parties in general are in 
trouble. Since the early-2000s, the average vote of 
European centre-left parties has dropped from nearly 
30 percent to just above 20 percent.

When the electorate decides that a party has 
passed its use-by date, the collapse can be swift 
and brutal. That is why the Australian Labor Party 
must always renew and refresh our structures and 
institutions. 

In 2023, it is worth asking whether a rigid 
factional duopoly — in which show-and-tell prevails 
and in which preselections are decided by the few 
rather than the many — is really in the long-term 
interests of the party. As a Tasmanian ALP member 
told the Bracks-Faulkner-Carr review of the party, 

‘While we continue to allow the factional carve up of 
positions and decisions are taken on faction grounds, 
people will continue to be turned off.’

The success of the teal independents shows 
the degree to which Australian voters admire 
independent-minded party candidates. Strong public 
support for transparency in government and the 
National Anti-Corruption Commission suggests that 
the best direction for Labor is in becoming more 
democratic, not less. 

I am not arguing — as Kevin Rudd did in 
2020 — for the banning of factions. I am not even 
arguing — as John Faulkner did in 2014 — for factions 
to be banned from binding their members. My 
argument is much more modest. I merely propose 
that not being in a faction should be as valid a choice 
as joining a faction.

The silence over factions and the way they operate 
should be a clue. If a group’s practices and deals 
start to sound like they’ve been plucked from a John 
le Carré novel, those people should ask themselves 
whether their shenanigans befit Australia’s most 
important political party. 

When it comes to elections, Labor has always been 
at the forefront of democratic innovation. In general 
elections, the mantra of Labor is that elites should 
carry no more electoral weight than everyone else. 
One person, one vote; one vote, one value. Part of 
being an egalitarian is the belief that ordinary people 
should be empowered, that democracy works better 
than autocracy, and that the many are collectively 
smarter than the few. Those who built the Labor Party 
were outsiders, not insiders. 

This essential egalitarian ethos should inform 
how we think about our own party. There is nothing 
wrong with people being in factions. Equally, there 
should be nothing wrong with being outside the 
factional system. Remaining unaligned — loyal only 
to the Labor Party — should remain a viable choice. 
The result will be a stronger, more competitive, more 
democratic and more effective Labor Party. 

A dedicated member of the Labor Party since 1991, Andrew Leigh is  
the member for Fenner in the House of Representatives and Assistant 
Minister for Competition, Charities, Treasury and Employment. His 
website is andrewleigh.com. This is an edited version of a speech 
delivered at a John Cain Lunch, hosted by Per Capita.

https://www.economist.com/europe/2023/06/15/the-problems-ailing-western-europes-left-are-not-just-cyclical
https://twitter.com/MrKRudd/status/1273557638819663875
https://twitter.com/MrKRudd/status/1273557638819663875
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2014/oct/07/john-faulkner-labor-must-eliminate-stench-of-corruption-to-restore-faith
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Australia’s major political parties are on a unity 
ticket to spend $37 billion on submarines we 

won’t see for 15 years, if at all; yet there is a battle over 
a referendum to allow Indigenous Australians to have 
a Voice to Parliament, recognised in the Constitution.

This is surprising. Since the 1967 referendum 
to recognise Indigenous Australians as citizens 
to be counted and accommodated under the 
Commonwealth Constitution, all major parties have 
been on a unity ticket of sorts concerning the rights 
of Indigenous Australians. Certainly, there have been 
quite vicious battles over policy, but no serious party 
for government is now assimilationist; and all major 

parties have the manners to look shamefaced and 
embarrassed whenever the Closing the Gap report 
shows that it isn’t (closing, that is).

What is puzzling is that the 1967 referendum was 
a Liberal Party initiative. Menzies himself had met 
with Indigenous leaders throughout his premiership, 
and although he had retired by the time of the 
referendum, he was present and active throughout 
the legislative preparation for the vote. Much of the 
lobbying for the measure had built up over years 
by a wide variety of groups, including Labor and 
progressives generally, but do not forget that the 
referendum itself was championed by the Liberal 
Party at the height of its powers. A ‘No’ at that point 
would have meant ‘No’ for a generation.

Liberal Prime Minster Harold Holt in supporting 
the enabling legislation had stated the simple truth 
is that section 127 (one of the relevant sections being 
amended by the referendum) is completely out of 
harmony with our national attitudes and modern 
thinking. It has no place in our Constitution in this 
age (Hansard, House of Representatives, 1 March 
1967 page 263).

The welfare and rights of First Nations people 
was not then, and should not now, be a matter of ‘us 
versus them’, of progressives versus conservatives. 
The Liberal Party in Australia has a proud record 
of championship of Indigenous causes. Jagera elder 
Neville Bonner was the first Aboriginal Member of 
Federal Parliament and the first Indigenous Senator. 
He joined the Liberal Party in 1967 and took up the 
seat vacated by Senator Annabelle Rankin in 1971 
and went on to win the Senate seat in his own right in 
1972, 1974, 1975 and 1980.

ESSAY
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Ken Wyatt, a proud Noongar, Yamatji and Wongi 
man occupied the Federal seat of Hasluck from 2010, 
to become the first Indigenous member of the Federal 
Executive, becoming Assistant Health Minister in 
2015, before becoming the very first Indigenous 
Aboriginal Affairs Minister in 2017. Again, a Liberal, 
not a Labor first.

Wyatt left the party that he had represented in 
Parliament over the Voice issue, but why did he have 
to? Thousands of loyal Liberals (and even, dare I say, 
Nationals) have expressed their personal preference 
to support the Voice. Who do they stand against?

The No campaign appears to be an unlikely 
alliance of those who argue the Voice does not go far 
enough (Treaty Now! Really? If the referendum fails 
will they be pushing for a treaty then?); and those 
who say it goes too far (These are the people who say 
that it gives aboriginal people special, unwarranted 
recognition, more rights than they deserve. After two 
centuries of it, most First Nations people are sick of 
the “special attention”). 

For more than two centuries we (white Australia) 
have governed aboriginal people for their own good. 
We have killed them; stolen their children; pretended 
they didn’t exist; organised policies ‘for’ them.

The Voice does nothing more than posit a simple 
question: would it be OK if, before visiting some new 
legislative regime on First Nations Peoples; if prior to 
enacting some well-meant and intentioned law upon 
people who have lived here for 65,000 years without 
our apparent assistance, that we actually asked them 
what they thought of our great new idea to improve 
their lot?

Because that’s all it is. A body elected and 
appointed by the governed themselves to advise 
on whether our brilliant ideas for their welfare are 
actually as genius as we think they are.

Are we scared because they might actually point 
out the mistakes in our otherwise perfect solutions? 
Are we concerned that the governed might actually 
have some thoughts about how they should be 
governed?

Finally, can I appeal to the genuine conservatives, 
those who stand for a political viewpoint that wishes 
to preserve those things that are good and positive 
in the body politic. I say this as a person who thinks 
himself a progressive but recognising that there are 
people who disagree for sound reasons: both sides 
of politics bemoan the fact that the quality of debate 
has for some decades been debased by vindictive 
personality politics.

Conservatives have a proud and positive record of 
pressing for improvement in the lives of First Nations 
people. The Voice is the next logical step on the way to 
social justice for the first Australians. 

Do not be the rump dragging society back to the 
abyss. 

Be the leaders you were in 1967. 

Secretary of the NSW Fabians since 2019 and current National 
Secretary, Mark Bonanno is the Senior Planning Lawyer at 
Canterbury Bankstown Council in Sydney’s South West and 
formerly Major of Ashfield. He is an Accredited Specialist in 
Property Law and a PhD candidate at Macquarie University.

Jagera elder Neville Bonner was the first  
Aboriginal member of federal parliament  

and the first Indigenous senator. 

He joined the Liberal Party in 1967.
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VOICE ORIGINAL POETRY 

‘We could  
be your 

people and 
you could  
be ours’

Indigenous poet Rodney (Rab) Watkins, from 
Townsville, was born in Alice Springs (Mpantwe), 

his maternal line from Tennant Creek. 

In two poems, Your Choice Our Voice  
and Pop, Rab explores The Voice, his hopes for the 
future, and how much Australia has changed for 

Indigenous people in only one generation.
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Your Choice Our Voice

We need to heal, it can’t continue like this

For too long our people so easily dismissed

An opportunity to engage, to talk with respect

The truth of this country, the wrongs we can’t get over, we can’t forget

This is not about guilt, not about blame

It’s about acceptance, understanding we’re not all the same

We have the answers to every question you might ask

For the present, for the future and even for the past

We’re not total strangers, we all love this land

We won’t give up the struggle but we need a hand

We want a share in the privilege, we don’t care about power

We could be your people and you could be ours

Now the decision is yours, you all have the choice

For us this means much more than a Voice

Pop

My grandfather passed at the age I am now

A hardworking indigenous man, handsome, strong and proud

It’s hard to believe that on his own land he needed permission to come in to town

But Tommy Braun wasn’t counted as a human until the year I was born

My memories are now faded but some remain clear

Like collecting wood chips for the old hot water heater

Throwing rocks in the dusty gravel streets where we lived in the railway yards 

Standing up in the back seat of his ford station wagon, heading up the old north road

The packet of Kool cigarettes I gave to him in his hospital bed, no one knew any 
different when we were kids

A lot has changed since that time, my grandkids won’t know struggles like my 
grandfather did.

I wish them all a happy, grateful life, knowing love like me and where it all starts.

Fifty years makes it sound like a long, long time ago, but it’s easy to forget  
we’re only one generation apart.

In their lives they’ll have their fights, I hope they learn their family story,  
resist the wrongs, know their rights

While I take the time to reflect on how different life could have been  
if my skin was darker or Pop’s skin was white
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The state funeral for Simon Crean who died 
aged 74 while hiking in Germany was held at St 

Paul’s Cathedral in Melbourne, attended by stalwarts 
from all sides of politics drawn together in unity to 
celebrate a lifelong legacy that left an indelible mark 
on the political landscape of this nation. 

As part of her beautiful tribute to her late 
husband Carole Crean revealed his last wishes for 
Australia included support for the upcoming Voice to 
Parliament referendum.

‘If he could be asked one last question, what 
would you wish for Australia now? he would say, the 
FTA (with Europe) is agreed and signed, and that 
Australians support the Voice as a positive step for all,’ 
she said.

‘We will all miss his happy smile, his cheeky eyes, 
his sense of fun and playfulness. He has left a huge 
hole in our lives, but also a huge legacy.’ 

A glowing tribute was given by Prime Minister 
Anthony Albanese who said ‘He was a great 
Australian who served his country and his community 
with humility and compassion, integrity and intellect 
… a beloved son of the Labor party whose personal 
qualities earned him respect that knew no political 
bounds’. Of his character he said Simon ‘greeted 
the world with a crinkle eyed geniality, a man of 
boundless generosity... as fierce and as bright as a 
lightning strike.’ 

Born on February 26, 1949, in Melbourne, 
Australia, Simon Crean was raised in a family with a 
rich history of public service. He inherited a passion 
for politics and a commitment to making a positive 
impact on society. Following in the footsteps of his 
father, Frank Crean, who served as a Deputy Prime 
Minister, Simon embarked on his own illustrious 
political journey.

Simon’s political career spanned several decades, 
during which he exhibited unwavering dedication 
to the Australian people and their welfare. He was 
the leader of the Labor Party and the Leader of the 
Opposition from 2001 to 2003 when John Howard 
was Prime Minister. and served as a Member of 
Parliament for various constituencies, including 
Hotham between 1990 and 2013. His political 
acumen and ability to connect with the public 
garnered immense respect across the political 
spectrum, especially remembered by politicians on all 
sides of the aisle for his principled stand against the 
US’s invasion of Iraq in 2003. 

Notably, Simon Crean held numerous significant 
ministerial positions under the Hawke, Keating, 
Rudd and Gillard governments and was the President 
of the Australian Council of Trade Unions., where 
he worked tirelessly to shape policies that aimed to 
uplift the lives of everyday Australians. He served 
as Minister for Primary Industries and Energy, 

ESSAY

Vale Simon Crean 
(1949–2023)

Beloved son of the Labor Party 
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Minister for Employment, Education, and Training, 
and Minister for Trade, among other roles. Simon’s 
contributions in these capacities played a pivotal 
role in the growth and development of the nation’s 
economy and workforce.

Beyond his ministerial responsibilities, Simon 
Crean also demonstrated his commitment to culture 
and the arts. He served as Minister for the Arts and 
passionately advocated for the preservation and 
promotion of Australia’s rich cultural heritage.

Simon’s leadership was characterized by his 
pragmatism, integrity, and a willingness to collaborate 
across party lines for the greater good. He was known 
for his strong belief in consensus-building and 
the pursuit of solutions that transcended partisan 
divisions.

Long after his official retirement from politics, 
Simon Crean continued to be a respected elder 
statesman, providing valuable insights and guidance 
to the next generation of leaders, including Anthony 
Albanese.

Simon’s warm demeanor, sense of humor, and 
genuine concern for the well-being of others endeared 
him to friends, colleagues, and constituents alike. 
He will be fondly remembered for his affable nature, 
unwavering dedication, and his relentless pursuit of a 
fairer, more prosperous Australia.

Simon Crean’s passing leaves a void in the hearts 
of those who knew him and the nation he served. 
He will be deeply missed but remembered for his 
immense contributions to Australia, the Labor Party, 
and the enduring values he embodied.

In the words of Anthony Albanese, ‘Simon 
embodies so much of what truly matters at the heart 
of the Labor party — above all a sense of fairness. It 
was his guiding star.’ 

Our hearts go out to Simon’s family. May his 
memory inspire future generations to follow in his 
footsteps and continue the pursuit of a better and 
more equitable Australia. 

‘If he could be asked  
one last question, what  

would you wish for Australia 
now? he would say, the FTA 
(with Europe) is agreed and 
signed, and that Australians 

support the Voice as a  
positive step for all.’

World Economic Forum, CC BY-SA 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0
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The land on which I am writing always was, and 
always will be, Aboriginal land. Writing here in 

Footscray, near the Maribyrnong river, I know that 
this land has been home for tens of thousands of years 
to the Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung and the Bunurong 
peoples of the Kulin Nation.1 The name of the river, 
Maribyrnong, is said to be an anglicisation of the 
expression ‘Mirring-gnay-bir-nong’ — ‘I can hear a 
ringtail possum’. 

There can be no discussion of economic justice, 
and how important a guaranteed liveable income is 
for economic justice, without a discussion of racial 
justice, and the injustice of colonisation, whose 
devastating impacts are ongoing. That is why it is so 
important that we listen to First Nations voices, and 
work towards Treaty, Truth and Voice, and learn from 
the wisdom of our First Nations people with regards 
to what it means to live life well, in a way that is 
sustainable for millennia. 

As Chair of the Senate Community Affairs 
References Committee, I spent considerable time in 
the first half of this year travelling around the country, 
chairing hearings as part of the Committee’s inquiry 
into the extent and nature of poverty in Australia.2 
Poverty and economic inequality are often discussed 
in abstract terms, but a crucial part of our hearings, 
and in many instances the most powerful evidence, 
was hearing the stories of witnesses about the 
impact of poverty in their lives. As one person told 
the inquiry, in discussing a lifetime of dealing with 
challenges including violence, health problems, and 
homelessness: 

If I wasn’t poor, I’d have justice in my life. I would 
be safe and have time to heal. Other people would 
be held accountable for their actions. I would not 
have slipped through the cracks my whole life. 
I could afford dreams. If I wasn’t poor, securing 
proper healthcare services would not depend on 
my likability. I would be harder to victimise. I 
would have teeth.3

The way economic inequality and poverty are 
intrinsically bound up with fundamental questions 
of justice is one that has stayed with me. I became 
politically active because of my passion for justice —  
I wanted to address the injustices of native forest 
logging and the climate crisis, passions that have 
stayed with me through a lifetime of campaigning.4 

1 https://www.maribyrnong.vic.gov.au/Discover-Maribyrnong/Our-history-and-
heritage/The-history-of-Footscray-and-surrounds 

2 https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/
Community_Affairs/PovertyinAustralia 

3 Witness A, private capacity, Proof Committee Hansard, 20 October 2022, p. 59. 
4 https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query
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As we campaign for justice, it’s important that 
we understand that in campaigning and progressive 
politics we are always weaving together two elements 
in our work: understanding and engaging with the 
power structures and injustices of the status quo, in 
all its failings; and envisioning a different, brighter 
future, one where justice is done — the transformative 
change that we are fighting for. 

To campaign effectively we have to be able to 
meaningfully and deeply engage with and understand 
what is wrong with the current system — the power 
structures that enable and perpetuate environmental, 
racial, economic and social injustices. We have to 
understand a system, and how it perpetuates itself to 
seek to disrupt and change it. But at the same time we 
must imagine and envision a different world, one that 
embodies the progress we are striving for, and the 
justice that we seek. This piece aims to both articulate 
the vision of the change that we are fighting for, but 
also to outline the power structures and existing 
injustices of the current systems that we are yet to 
overcome. 

As we talk about poverty and inequality, we must 
recognise that we do so in a framework imposed after 
violent invasion and colonisation. The inequality and 
injustice post-colonisation stand in stark contrast 
to life experienced by First Nations peoples prior to 
their dispossession of their land and their livelihoods. 
Thomassin and colleagues write: 

“In the literature on Indigenous prosperity, a 
significant theme relates to the ways in which 
First Peoples thrived and were prosperous pre-
colonisation. Indigenous Nations’ oral histories, 
as well as some documentation by Europeans, tell 
of abundance in their relationships with the land, 
fisheries, hunting practices, agricultural systems, 
trade partnerships, skills and knowledges.”5

In particular, our understandings of poverty and 
inequality are shaped by a Western, market-based 
model that does not account for the interconnections 
between country and community. Writing on a UBI in 
2016, academic Eva Cox similarly recognised: 

“I start by a necessary acknowledgement that 
the First Nations here, in all their diversity, 
have managed some 50,000 years of occupancy 
without formalising materialism and wage labour. 

=Id%3A%22chamber%2Fhansards%2F51bf64f5-0da0-45b0-8f27-30816cdb43b4%2F0142%22 
5 https://www.aboriginalaffairs.nsw.gov.au/research-and-publications/completed-research-and-evaluation/Economic-prosperity-for-Aboriginal-peoples-in-NSW.pdf, 

p. 30. 
6 https://www.greeninstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Less_Work_More_Fair_WEB_BM.pdf, p. 78. 
7 https://blog.indigenouspolicy.org/index.php/ipj/article/download/455/528, p. 3. 
8 https://www.parrhesiajournal.org/index.php/parr/issue/view/41/4, p 1-21

While paid work and money income go way back 
in our various immigrant histories, it was the 
relatively recent industrial revolution that clearly 
defined both the power of capital, as investment, 
and of financial transactions as the public tokens 
of exchanges of time. This shift from agrarian, 
feudal, home production and hunter gathering 
social systems, to forms of mass production 
and colonisation, created the mass trade bases 
of today’s post-industrial system. This history 
created a range of inequalities …”6

Similarly, Tiwari, Harris and Van Dan Akker 
summarise: 

Indigenous people are concerned with the long-
term welfare of their whole community, not 
individual households. They rely on extended 
families that live across the country, each area 
producing seasonal products at different times 
(Sercombe, 2005). Traditional economies 
are environmentally sustainable, because for 
Indigenous peoples the land is their ‘homeland’ 
and nature’s resources such as game, fish, 
seeds and fur are used as ‘trading’ tools, but 
on a limited basis. The natural harmony is to 
be maintained. They therefore use the natural 
resources available to them in a way that could 
be considered self-supporting and viable across a 
long term.7

In her piece ‘the law of obligation, aboriginal 
ethics: australia becoming, australia dreaming’ Mary 
Graham states a compelling argument for tackling 
inequality and injustice:

The Aboriginal approach to sustainable social and 
political structure is that a stable world must be 
in place for young people and future generations; 
that while the natural environment may have 
times of uncertainty (earthquakes, ice ages, etc.), 
the human environment must not be allowed 
to become fraught and uncertain it must retain 
its stability throughout the changing natural 
conditions. If people feel that their government 
holds their best interests in the sense of security 
and safety policies and practices, then confidence 
is retained. People need to maintain confidence in 
their system.8

https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22chamber%2Fhansards%2F51bf64f5-0da0-45b0-8f27-30816cdb43b4%2F0142%22
https://www.aboriginalaffairs.nsw.gov.au/research-and-publications/completed-research-and-evaluation/Economic-prosperity-for-Aboriginal-peoples-in-NSW.pdf
https://www.greeninstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Less_Work_More_Fair_WEB_BM.pdf
https://blog.indigenouspolicy.org/index.php/ipj/article/download/455/528
https://www.parrhesiajournal.org/index.php/parr/issue/view/41/4
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My reflections in this piece are shaped by my 
own perspective and experience as a white person, 
a settler- colonialist living in a society that has not 
yet addressed the ongoing injustice of colonisation. I 
know however that it is fundamental to our work in 
this space that we begin to rework and challenge the 
very frameworks embedded in our thinking here. 

Historical lineage of the  
Universal Basic Income

In the white, Western world, there is a long lineage 
of thinkers, who have discussed different forms and 
variations of a universal basic income, and related 
concepts. In her historical account, Dr Elise Klein 
mentions Thomas Moore’s Utopia as one of the first 
thinkers to float the idea of providing “everyone 
with some means of livelihood”.9 Bertrand Russell, 
one of the founders of the Fabians, proposed an 
unconditional income that he described as the 
“‘vagabond’s wage’, sufficient for existence but not 
for luxury”.10 In Australia, the Henderson Inquiry, 
led by Professor Ronald Henderson, recommended 
a ‘Guaranteed Minimum Income’, which was never 
implemented.11 

ChatGPT, AI, and why technology  
should benefit everyone

In recent decades, that push for a guaranteed liveable 
income, or some other form of a UBI, has grown more 
pressing with technological change. As I write this, 
the writers and actors’ strike in the US is playing out, 
a crucial test case for how the intersection of workers, 
big corporations, and new technology will play out. 
The tremendous advances in technologies in recent 
times only reinforce the need for some form of UBI, 
to ensure that people are protected as the relationship 
between work, income and technology is disrupted by 
new advancements. 

But the simple reality is that we’ve known for a 
long time that new technology would drive the need 
for a UBI, or something like it, and the questions of 
how to distribute the benefits of new technology are 
not new ones. As Bertrand Russell wrote in 1932: 

Modern methods of production have given us the 
possibility of ease and security for all; we have 

9 https://www.greeninstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Less_Work_More_Fair_WEB_BM.pdf, p. 23. 
10 https://www.gutenberg.org/files/690/690-h/690-h.htm 
11 https://crawford.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/publication/taxstudies_crawford_anu_edu_au/2018-05/complete_regan_stanton_social_policy_wp_may_2018.pdf 
12 https://harpers.org/archive/1932/10/in-praise-of-idleness/ 
13 https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/25387807-inventing-the-future; 
14 https://www.greeninstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Less_Work_More_Fair_WEB_BM.pdf 

chosen instead to have overwork for some and 
starvation for others. Hitherto we have continued 
to be as energetic as we were before there were 
machines. In this we have been foolish, but there 
is no reason to go on being foolish for ever.12

More recently, many have written about the need 
for a UBI or something like it, to respond to the waves 
of technological innovation we’ve seen13 — AI is just 
the latest, most urgent form of a question that to 
date, our society has repeatedly failed to grapple with. 
Writing in 2016, Godfrey Moase from the National 
Union of Workers wrote: 

… in Australia, we are experiencing a 
structural imbalance between unemployment, 
underemployment, insecure work and overwork 
by those in full-time employment. Each of these 
factors exist in relation to each other. Australian 
workers, an incredibly generous bunch, donate 
enough unpaid overtime to their employers that it 
amounts to a total of 14.7% of total hours worked.

Let’s be clear about what this means about 
the relationship between working hours and 
employment precarity.

No one need be unemployed. No one need be 
underemployed. The stress and anxiety some 
of us feel for not getting work or enough of it 
are linked—they are both opposite ends of our 
antiquated and unbalanced approach to work. 

Our suffering is a social choice.14

A guaranteed liveable income has to be an 
important part of the conversation about the 
implications of AI, and feature front and centre in 
debates about how we distribute the wealth and other 
benefits that come from technology.

UBI and human rights

An important contributor to our thinking on UBI and 
other platforms is the conception of social security 
as a fundamental human right. That fundamental 
linkage to international human rights informs our 
commitment to the eradication of poverty as a 
fundamental goal in the Australian Greens charter. 

It’s also embedded in international agreements. 
Article 9 of the International Covenant on Economic, 

https://www.greeninstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Less_Work_More_Fair_WEB_BM.pdf
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/690/690-h/690-h.htm
https://crawford.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/publication/taxstudies_crawford_anu_edu_au/2018-05/complete_regan_stanton_social_policy_wp_may_2018.pdf
https://harpers.org/archive/1932/10/in-praise-of-idleness/
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/25387807-inventing-the-future
https://www.greeninstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Less_Work_More_Fair_WEB_BM.pdf
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Social and Cultural Rights explicitly recognises the 
right to social security.15 

An important part of the evidence to the 
Community Affairs Inquiry on the extent and nature 
of poverty in Australia was on the role of social 
security as a human right. Economic Justice Australia 
outlined in their submission: 

The right to social security and a basic income 
is a fundamental building block of all human 
rights; other legal and human needs cannot be 
fulfilled without financial security. This right is 
also central to guaranteeing human dignity for all 
people.

A fair social security system is fundamental 
to addressing poverty. It provides a safety net 
necessary to keep a person (and their children) 
clothed, housed and fed, as well as stability to 
enable them to plan for the future and engage in 
their community.16

Australian Lawyers for Human Rights also 
provided specific evidence about that link: 

Poverty is a violation of human dignity. ALHR 
submits that poverty in Australia must be 
approached from within a human rights 
framework. As a party to the core international 
human rights treaties Australia has recognised 
the inherent dignity of all people and the 
universal, indivisible and interdependent nature 
of all human rights. However, as a nation we have 
largely failed to develop effective anti-poverty 
strategies that recognise and address the wide 
range of human rights impacted by poverty.17

What a UBI would mean for society

As well as recognising what a Guaranteed Liveable 
Income would do for individuals, it is clear it would 
have real benefits for broader society.

There is considerable research interest in exploring 
these benefits. So many problems in our society 
arise because of poverty. People who are living with 
constant financial stress, being threatened with 
eviction from insecure housing are more likely to 
resort to coping strategies such as abuse of legal and 
illegal drugs. When lives are upended constantly 

15 http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/other/dfat/treaties/ATS/1976/5.html 
16 Economic Justice Australia, Submission 16, p. 1. 
17 Australian Lawyers for Human Rights, Submission 107, p. 3.
18 https://unitingcare.org.au/submission/the-extent-and-nature-of-poverty-in-australia/#:~:text=Joint%20research%20by%20ACOSS%20and,Australians%20

living%20in%20severe%20poverty 
19 https://theconversation.com/universal-basic-income-could-improve-the-nations-mental-health-123816 
20 https://greens.org.au/about/charter 
21 pp. 167-170.

and there is not enough food to go round, no money 
to pay for medications, no security or stability there 
is an increased likelihood of antisocial, violent and 
criminal behaviour. Children brought up in poverty 
are less likely to finish school, to have health problems 
attended to and are more likely to have a lower sense 
of self worth. They are less likely to reach their full 
potential and society misses out.18

In addition as Matthew Smith writes: 

UBI could give people the means to focus more 
on engaging with their communities, rather than 
simply earning an income. This would include 
carers, parents and volunteers. A UBI provides 
proof to such workers that their labour is valued 
and appreciated.

UBI would shift our focus from economic growth, 
which doesn’t benefit everyone, to social and 
emotional growth, which would. It would allow 
people to reassess what matters most to them 
and give them a platform to live more meaningful 
lives.19

The Greens and UBI

Within the Australian Greens using social security 
payments to address income inequality, and provide 
for people’s basic needs has been a consistent theme 
of our policy platform. As a founding member of the 
Victorian party , I’m proud that the charter of the 
Australian Greens , written over thirty years ago, 
specifically sets out a vision to “to eradicate poverty by 
developing initiatives that address the causes as well 
as the symptoms of poverty”.20 

Social justice has always been part of the work that 
the Greens have pushed and campaigned for. In their 
1996 book, The Greens, Bob Brown and Peter Singer 
wrote: 

A Guaranteed Adequate Income Scheme would 
help to reduce the pressure on people to find 
employment when often no job exists for them. 
It would make it easier for people without money 
to study, or to volunteer for community work … 
the Greens propose that the federal government 
investigate the costs and benefits of this highly 
promising innovation.”21

http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/other/dfat/treaties/ATS/1976/5.html
https://theconversation.com/universal-basic-income-could-improve-the-nations-mental-health-123816
https://greens.org.au/about/charter
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Internationally, Greens parties around the 
world have pushed for action to bring us closer to a 
universal basic income in a range of countries:

• Scotland — the Greens have passed motions in 
Holyrood calling for UBI trials;22

• England and Wales — the Greens have announced 
a plan for a fully costed universal basic income;23

• Ireland — the Greens have also put forward a 
clear proposal for introducing a UBI;24 

• Japan — the Greens have a basic income 
approach;25

• New Zealand — a commitment to work towards a 
UBI as part of an election policy;26

• United States — a proposal to tax the wealthy to 
fund a UBI;27

• Canada — Greens negotiated for a pilot project in 
British Columbia in 2017.28

Here in Australia, as well as the conceptual work 
in advocating for radical change, we have continued 
to focus on the improvements to our social security 
system that will lead us to a fairer, better system. 
My former colleague and predecessor in the social 
services portfolio, Senator Rachel Siewert, was a 
powerful advocate for those impacted by poverty, and 
a key advocate for many of the changes that made 
such a difference during Australia’s response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which are discussed below. I’ve 
sought to continue that legacy in my role as social 
services spokesperson, fighting for concrete changes 
that will improve the income support system, whilst 
simultaneously outlining a clear vision for the radical 
change that’s needed. 

At the 2022 election, we put forward a proposal for 
a Guaranteed Liveable Income that built on existing 
structures within the income support system, but 
would have taken us radically closer to a system to 
ensure everyone has the resources they need. As we 
said when that policy was launched: 

The Liveable Income Guarantee would see all 
government income support payments raised 
above the poverty line, mutual obligations 
abolished, and unfair restrictions on who can 

22 https://greens.scot/news/ubi-pilots-closer-after-holyrood-backs-greens-call 
23 https://www.greenparty.org.uk/news/2019/11/15/green-party-announces-plan-for-fully-costed-universal-basic-income-for-everyone/ 
24 https://www.greenparty.ie/policies/universal-basic-income 
25 https://basicincome.org/news/2015/02/japan-party-that-endorses-big-has-a-new-political-platform/ 
26 https://www.greens.org.nz/household_livelihoods_policy 
27 https://www.gp.org/as_election_day_draws_near_green_party_candidates_push_for_equal_pay_universal_basic_income_and_fair_taxation_to_jumpstart_the_

economy 
28 https://www.greenparty.ca/en/media-release/2021-02-09/statement-green-party-leader-annamie-paul-guaranteed-livable-income-bc 
29 https://greens.org.au/news/media-release/greens-take-inequality-and-launch-liveable-income-guarantee 
30 https://csrm.cass.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/docs/2021/5/FS_and_OPM_paper_SVA_PDF_0.pdf 
31 https://www.aph.gov.au/DocumentStore.ashx?id=60da709f-e6a0-4c61-843c-cb52f9e2a762&subId=733965 
32 https://www.aph.gov.au/DocumentStore.ashx?id=e13fbefb-419e-4901-a543-25cdd7def735&subId=734783, p. 27. 

access the payment removed, to ensure that 
everyone has the means to cover their basic 
essential needs. With cost of living a pressing 
issue and wages growth stagnant, the Greens 
also argue the policy for a universally available 
payment will help lift wages from the bottom 
up, while also boosting the economy by ensuring 
more money is spent on essentials in local 
businesses.29

The policy evidence for increasing income support
As well as the values that inform our policy 

approach, we also know that income support is one 
of the single best tools to address poverty. Academics 
Ben Phillips and Vivikth Narayanan, writing at 
the Australian National University, concluded in a 
research paper: 

… increasing overall social security spending by 
up to 20 per cent yields strong benefits in terms 
of reducing poverty and financial stress when 
targeted towards working age payments with 
high rates of poverty and financial stress. These 
include JobSeeker Payment, Parenting Payment 
Single, Disability Support Pension and Carer 
Payment.30

It’s sometimes easy to lose sight of the fact amid 
false claims of ‘complexity’, and ‘wicked problems’, but 
the simple reality is that income support payments, 
as a fundamental form of wealth redistribution, are 
powerful, effective policy tools to address income 
equality and reduce poverty. Academic Elise Klein 
submitted to the Poverty Inquiry that: 

While poverty cannot be attributed to one single 
factor, our research suggests that social security 
policy settings directly affect the prevalence of 
poverty in Australia.31

Similarly, the Melbourne Institute for Applied 
Economic and Social Research said it clearly in their 
submission: “The level of income support to a large 
degree determines the level of poverty in Australia.”32

We know that a better income support system can 
reduce poverty, because we saw that happen during 

https://greens.scot/news/ubi-pilots-closer-after-holyrood-backs-greens-call
https://www.greenparty.org.uk/news/2019/11/15/green-party-announces-plan-for-fully-costed-universal-basic-income-for-everyone/
https://www.greenparty.ie/policies/universal-basic-income
https://basicincome.org/news/2015/02/japan-party-that-endorses-big-has-a-new-political-platform/
https://www.greens.org.nz/household_livelihoods_policy
https://www.gp.org/as_election_day_draws_near_green_party_candidates_push_for_equal_pay_universal_basic_income_and_fair_taxation_to_jumpstart_the_economy
https://www.gp.org/as_election_day_draws_near_green_party_candidates_push_for_equal_pay_universal_basic_income_and_fair_taxation_to_jumpstart_the_economy
https://www.greenparty.ca/en/media-release/2021-02-09/statement-green-party-leader-annamie-paul-guaranteed-livable-income-bc
https://greens.org.au/news/media-release/greens-take-inequality-and-launch-liveable-income-guarantee
https://csrm.cass.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/docs/2021/5/FS_and_OPM_paper_SVA_PDF_0.pdf
https://www.aph.gov.au/DocumentStore.ashx?id=60da709f-e6a0-4c61-843c-cb52f9e2a762&subId=733965
https://www.aph.gov.au/DocumentStore.ashx?id=e13fbefb-419e-4901-a543-25cdd7def735&subId=734783
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the pandemic. In the space of a few short months, as 
the world reeled in response to the COVID-19 wave 
surging across the globe, the Australian government 
responded to community pressure and made changes 
that activists and campaigners had been advocating 
for years: a supplement to double the payment rate 
for working age payments, reduced conditionality, 
and a more generous means test to make the payment 
more accessible. The evidence shows that those 
changes worked, and quickly: 

• One survey found that the “Supplement and 
suspension of mutual obligations improved 
respondents’ physical and mental health and 
contributed to their overall wellbeing. These 
dramatic changes enabled people to turn their 
attention away from day-to-day survival and 
towards envisioning and working towards a more 
economically secure future for themselves and 
their dependents.”33

• A briefing note by ACOSS concludes that the 
supplement: “Immediately alleviated financial 
stress, allowed people to buy essentials like food, 
pay off debt, and meet the cost of items and 
services that were generally unaffordable like 
medical, or household goods.”34 

There are, of course, always arguments about 
the efficiency of different approaches. But far too 
often, ‘efficiency’ is code for brutal attempts to claw 
money from those who already have too little, at great 
human cost. As the Robodebt Royal Commission 
clearly outlined, fraud was miniscule, but that did 
not prevent senior Liberal Ministers from expending 
great energy in a failed and illegal scheme that 
demonised those who had done nothing wrong, 
persisting in the face of the evidence with a flawed, 
punitive and ideological approach. If we are serious 
about making changes that will improve people’s 
lives, then we must develop policies that genuinely 
approach social security as a right rather than as a 
political punching bag.

Who holds the purse strings? 

One argument we invariably hear against a 
guaranteed liveable income, is the cost. It’s true, there 
would be a cost. But in choosing to pay the costs of a 

33 https://www.cfecfw.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Social-security-and-time-use-during-COVID-19-Report-Treating-Families-Fairly-2021.pdf, p. 6. 
34 https://www.acoss.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Addressing-inadequacy-of-income-support-2023-final.pdf, p. 7. 
35 https://greens.org.au/platform/fair-share 
36 ‘No-one in poverty’, https://pbo.govcms.gov.au/sites/default/files/2023-03/2022%20Election%20-%20ECR%20-%20Consolidated%20costing%20

documents%20-%20Appendix%20G%20-%20Greens.pdf. 
37 https://pbo.govcms.gov.au/sites/default/files/2023-03/2022%20Election%20-%20ECR%20-%20Consolidated%20costing%20documents%20-%20

Appendix%20G%20-%20Greens.pdf 
38 https://theconversation.com/the-greens-liveable-income-guarantee-is-a-serious-idea-the-major-parties-wont-touch-yet-179573; https://tdunlop.substack.com/p/

the-greens-liveable-income-guarantee 

scheme that would transform the lives of our fellow 
community members, we are also choosing to value 
their lives — to say that their human value, their 
innate human dignity — is something that we value 
and cherish. 

In contrast, sadly, too often it seems that powerful 
people are content with a different set of choices 
and values. Nuclear submarines. Tax cuts for the 
ultrawealthy. Every choice is an expression of values, 
and the simple reality is that our government has 
chosen for decades to prioritise the billionaires and 
big corporations. We are advocating for a different 
choice — one that would make a huge difference in 
the lives of community members and have substantial 
community-wide benefits.

Our plans to tax billionaires and big corporations 
which would enable us to pay for a Guaranteed 
Liveable Income would radically transform how 
we allocate wealth, and we believe would have far 
reaching beneficial consequences for Australian 
society.35 

Which version of a Universal Basic Income?

The Guaranteed Liveable Income proposal that we 
took to the 2022 election was a fully costed initiative 
with clear proposals and associated costs.36 That 
initiative included key components, including: 

• An increase in the rate of payments to $88 a day, 
above the Henderson Poverty Line at that point 
in time, and; 

• Removing mutual obligations, and other 
conditional barriers that are preventing people 
from accessing income support.37

The policy was well received, including by 
academics who have thought deeply in this space, 
such as Fabian member John Quiggin and others.38

We chose this model of a UBI because we felt 
it was a proposal that took account of current 
politics and circumstances, and would shift the 
dial considerably in socialising the idea of a UBI in 
Australia. We put it on the election table as something 
for people to seriously consider and be able to review 
and critique, get behind or challenge.

But we do not consider it set in stone. We welcome 
a strong public debate about the parameters of what 

https://www.cfecfw.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Social-security-and-time-use-during-COVID-19-Report-Treating-Families-Fairly-2021.pdf
https://www.acoss.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Addressing-inadequacy-of-income-support-2023-final.pdf
https://greens.org.au/platform/fair-share
https://pbo.govcms.gov.au/sites/default/files/2023-03/2022%20Election%20-%20ECR%20-%20Consolidated%20costing%20documents%20-%20Appendix%20G%20-%20Greens.pdf
https://pbo.govcms.gov.au/sites/default/files/2023-03/2022%20Election%20-%20ECR%20-%20Consolidated%20costing%20documents%20-%20Appendix%20G%20-%20Greens.pdf
https://pbo.govcms.gov.au/sites/default/files/2023-03/2022%20Election%20-%20ECR%20-%20Consolidated%20costing%20documents%20-%20Appendix%20G%20-%20Greens.pdf
https://pbo.govcms.gov.au/sites/default/files/2023-03/2022%20Election%20-%20ECR%20-%20Consolidated%20costing%20documents%20-%20Appendix%20G%20-%20Greens.pdf
https://theconversation.com/the-greens-liveable-income-guarantee-is-a-serious-idea-the-major-parties-wont-touch-yet-179573
https://tdunlop.substack.com/p/the-greens-liveable-income-guarantee
https://tdunlop.substack.com/p/the-greens-liveable-income-guarantee
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a Universal Basic Income, a Guaranteed Liveable 
Income, or other similar proposals should look like. 
There are important questions to work through 
including about the rates of payment, means testing 
and the intersection with the minimum wage. 
Important work is being done on these and other 
issues at the Australian Basic Income Lab,39 and in 
other conversations around the country, in university 
lecture halls, between advocates, community settings, 
and elsewhere. 

Campaigning for the change we need 

Sadly, however, that’s not yet where the broader 
national debate is. So, there is a pressing question 
for us, as a political party intent on seeking positive, 
progressive change to a system intent on maintaining 
itself, is — if it’s such a great idea, why don’t we 
already have a universal basic income? What political 
forces are aligned against it, and how can we advocate 
for the change that we are striving for? 

We know that poverty has been, and continues 
to be, an ongoing challenge that impacts millions 
of people. We know what the solutions are — there’s 
clear evidence, and even if there’s debate around the 
parameters, there’s no serious debate left about the 
broad thrust of what’s needed. 

So why don’t we already have a Guaranteed 
Liveable Income, or a similar framework? 

A UBI is politically charged because it’s an issue 
where the strength of the idea in itself is not sufficient 
to see it adopted. There are considerable forces 
lined up against it who won’t immediately benefit 
or who are doing very well out of the status quo . As 
Machievelli said regarding the introduction of a new 
order of things; ‘the innovator has for enemies all 
those who have done well under the old conditions, 
and lukewarm defenders in those who may do well 
under the new’. 

The simple reason why a UBI is contentious 
and a long away from being adopted is because the 
distribution of wealth in our society is bound up 
with political power. The kind of meaningful wealth 
redistribution that would be required, if we were 
to implement a Guaranteed Liveable Income, or 
something like it, would change the balance between 
the haves and the have-nots in society. It would signal 
a meaningful shift in the allocation of resources 
between people, and a change in the relationship 
between people and government. 

 

39 https://www.sydney.edu.au/arts/our-research/centres-institutes-and-groups/australian-basic-income-lab.html 
40 https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/8274578/welfare-safety-net-compared-to-a-parachute-with-holes/ 

For that reason, there are many who have vested 
interests in maintaining the status quo,who will 
actively oppose attempts to move towards a fairer, 
more just system. 

Billionaires, big corporations, and the right-wing 
media aligned with them, are all fighting to maintain 
their power; and to prevent the change that’s needed. 
They do it because it suits their interests to have a 
pool of people in poverty who are forced to accept 
work with low wages and exploitative conditions. It 
suits them to not have to pay higher taxes to help pay 
for a guaranteed liveable income. They exert their 
pressure through media and donations, to ensure that 
the old political parties do not deviate too far from the 
status quo. 

These structures, and their capacity to fight 
against the change that’s needed are the reason 
that I remind people so frequently in and out of 
Parliament — poverty is a political choice. If the 
old parties had the courage to confront the vested 
interests fighting against change, then we could see 
dramatic changes overnight, as we did during the 
pandemic. 

Of course, I’m glad to see the Liberals out of 
power, and some of the worst dangers of a fourth 
term averted. But sadly many of the frameworks 
they introduced, such as the Stage 3 tax cuts, mutual 
obligations and compulsory income management 
are still in place. And income support continues to 
be manifestly inadequate under the current Labor 
government, even after the ‘carefully calibrated’ 
increase of $4/ day to jobseeker, student and youth 
allowances in this year’s budget.

As University student Sam Thomas told 
the Inquiry into the Government’s so-called 
‘Strengthening the Social Safety Net’ legislation:

 “I wouldn’t call it a safety net, I would call it a 
parachute with holes. If you are on JobSeeker, you 
are going to hit the bottom at some point.”40

Ultimately, the most significant changes in our 
society are driven by the community, championed by 
some politicians and other influential people, then 
accepted by a majority of politicians through required 
legislative change, because they know that their 
seats and their power are at risk if they don’t accept 
the change . So if we’re going to see a genuine shift 
towards a guaranteed liveable income in Australia, it’s 
going to come from the community. 

To see meaningful, substantial change will 
take a movement. It will rely on people coming 

https://www.sydney.edu.au/arts/our-research/centres-institutes-and-groups/australian-basic-income-lab.html
https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/8274578/welfare-safety-net-compared-to-a-parachute-with-holes/
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together — from the grassroots, from advocacy 
organisations, from unions, political parties, and 
a whole host of other contexts — to fight for the 
change that’s needed. Groups like the Antipoverty 
Centre, the Antipoverty Network South Australia, 
and the Australian Unemployed Workers Union , are 
organised by and for people with direct experience 
of poverty. The Community and Public Sector Union 
has a campaign to re-establish the Commonwealth 
Employment Service and immediately suspend 
mutual obligations,41 and the ACTU and individual 
unions have called for a meaningful increase in 
income support.42 The Australian Council of Social 
Services coordinated an open letter before the budget 
that saw multiple leading figures, including Labor 
backbenchers, signing on to call for an increase in 
income support.43 That was part of a broader push 
across civil society for a meaningful increase in the 
rate of JobSeeker as part of the 2023-24 Federal 
Budget. 

That push was not successful this year, but the 
campaigning has only just begun. The pressure rattled 
the government — they know they are vulnerable on 
the issue. And they know that poverty is not going to 
go away. However, the pressure isn’t strong enough 
yet to outweigh the pressure from vested interests, 
particularly the pressure by wealthy elites and big 
corporates who are making obscene profits and who 
are fighting tooth and nail to maintain the status quo.

But it showed that the pressure can and must come 
from a broad campaign across society, to drive change 
in government policy; including through electing 
people who will be guaranteed to stand up for these 
changes in the parliament and to be ready to use 
political levers to achieve these changes.

I was one of the founders of the Greens in Victoria 
30 years ago because I saw a gap in who was being 
elected to Parliament. I well remember a conversation 
I had with a Labor backbencher who told me that 
they didn’t need to deliver on the progressive changes 
we were urging them to deliver because the people 
who were concerned about these issues would vote 
for them anyway. I realised that was true. There was 
nowhere else for their vote to go.

So, we began the process of building the Greens 
to be an electorally successful force for social change. 
Thirty years on we are seeing the fruits of those 
decades of work.

While Labor backslides on its social and 
environmental agenda, then there is fertile political 

41 https://www.cpsu.org.au/CPSU/Content/Media_releases/CPSU_launches_campaign_Bring_Back_CES.aspx 
42 https://beta.actu.org.au/media-release/cuts-to-jobseeker-must-be-reversed/ 
43 https://www.acoss.org.au/raise-the-rate-open-letter/ 

ground for the Greens, now an established electoral 
party deeply embedded in the progressive movement. 
We will continue to advocate, build power and 
campaign for election on a platform of real change.

With effective and sustained campaigning 
eventually one of two things will happen. Either 
Labor will feel sufficient community and electoral 
pressure and they will shift. Or if they don’t, they 
will lose more seats and have to negotiate with us to 
form Government, and indeed to get any legislation 
through the Parliament. And we will pursue our 
agenda tenaciously in those negotiations.

No matter how the path unfolds, Greens 
campaigns in the community and electorally will 
continue to seek power in order to share that 
power with the community; weaving together and 
negotiating improvements to the current flawed 
and failing system, steadily building towards the 
transformative change needed to achieve our vision of 
a better, fairer world.

One of the original founding members of the Greens in Victoria, 
Senator Janet Rice has campaigned for progressive policy 
tirelessly since 1992. Janet has been re-elected as senator three 
times since 2013 and currently serves as Chair of the Community 
Affairs References Committee and Deputy Chair of the Community 
Affairs Legislation Committee.

Senator Janet Rice

https://www.cpsu.org.au/CPSU/Content/Media_releases/CPSU_launches_campaign_Bring_Back_CES.aspx
https://beta.actu.org.au/media-release/cuts-to-jobseeker-must-be-reversed/
https://www.acoss.org.au/raise-the-rate-open-letter/
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VOICE ORIGINAL POETRY 

Never Forget

Never forget the jangle of chains

around the black men’s shining limbs.

Gangs made to crawl, to fall and stumble

for 150 years of wrongs without rights;

until that 60s white man vote

at long last called them “Australian”.

Never forget the timeless walkabout journey.

No Voice but a myriad Stories of the land;

the echoes of 60 millennia unnoticed.

Then, in a blink of years

came Pastor Doug, Polly, Namatjira 

with Lionel and Evonne setting the stage.

Their Voice was loud but no one answered.

Never forget the missing livestock

and black trackers of generations

in truth stolen by someone else.

The innocent are stunned, shock-haired and mute!

But would and could speak had time permitted.

So, in now suburban, old, emu-hunting grounds

never forget the forty thousand with their Protector

camped among trees by the roar of Yarra Falls.

They shifted camp to a wilderness of spirit

with only whisperings in the waters.

Never forget inland screams and red splashes

upon broken spears and grazed faces

that stained the soil like burnt pea-flowers.

Never forget the hundreds run to a dead end

against cliff face walls, unbroken,

crouched amid zing of bullets.

Survivors in chains sun-bleached, un-fed,

gaunt faces forced to smile a heartfelt grimace.

This ancient, graceful people, let them speak!

Let them raise their Voice to the Country!

From Brisbane, Dr Geoffrey Campbell is a published poet and 
mathematician at the Australian National University.
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Australia’s social welfare policy taps into an aspect 
of Australian society that is rarely acknowledged. 

Hugh Stretton referred to it as ‘Australia’s war on the 
poor’ (Stretton 1979). Welfare policy is shaped by 
a social and political culture that has little time for 
‘bludgers’. It is an intriguing contradiction that the 
Australian commitment to a fair go bristles at any 
suggestion that our welfare system encourages some 
to bludge off the state. The problem with the idea of 
a Universal Basic Income is that it needs to surmount 
the hurdle that could be seen as supporting bludgers.

Australia’s experiences during Covid brought 
home to Australians that the existing system is far 
from equitable. If Australians lose confidence in the 
capacity of the existing system to justify inequalities 
then the whole political and social edifice stands in 
danger of collapse (Piketty 2020). Prior to Covid 
the shortcomings of Australia’s welfare system 
were, for most Australians, an academic debate but 
covid changed that as Donaghy states: Suddenly 
millions of people in Australia who had never been 
in a Centrelink queue are directly affected (p8). The 
other transformative change has been Robodebt. The 
Royal Commission into its operation estimated that 

500,000 Australians were directed affected by the 
misery that this caused. These 500,000 Australians 
are part of social networks meaning that the impact 
of Robodebt indirectly affected even more people. 

But we do not need to go to Robodebt to ask 
some serious questions about our welfare system. 
The Federal Government’s ‘compact’ summary of 
the various benefits and allowances applicable in 
the year up to September 2019 ran to forty-four A4 
pages! (p9) An arcane and unwieldy system has been 
created. One should not be surprised that many 
of the people employed by Centrelink do not fully 
understand it. They are reliant on the software and 
far too often people looking for support are told ‘The 
computer says no’.

There are still those who remain welded on to Neo-
liberal Market fundamentalism. But after more than 
thirty years of this experiment it has to be adjudged 
a failure. Neo-liberal market fundamentalism 
actively produces, and necessarily depends upon, the 
existence of, social and spatial inequalities in wealth 
and income, neoliberal philosophy promotes the 
view that it is both morally wrong and technically 
unnecessary for governments to seek to intervene to 
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remediate these inequalities. The result is a damaging 
and incredulous cycle of market liberalisation 
followed by growing inequalities followed by the 
preferred panacea—more aggressive neoliberalism! 
(Boyle, Hickson et al. 2022)

The idea of a Universal Basic Income is far from 
new. In 1968 a group of US economists wrote an 
open letter to Congress that stating that ‘the country 
will not have met its responsibility until everyone 
….is assured an income no less than the officially 
recognized definition of poverty’ (Bregman 2017, 
p39). Nixon made two attempts to introduce the 
appropriate legislation but for much of his second 
term Nixon was pre-occupied with Watergate.

There is no shortage of literature on the subject. 
Philosophers like Phillipe van Parijs’s paper had the 
provocative title Why Surfers Should be Fed: The 
Liberal Case for an Unconditional Basic Income 
(van Parjis, 1991), and others like Bregman describe 
in detail why we should introduce a UBI (Bregman 
2017). Good as these texts are none provide chapter 
and verse by answering the important question 
of demonstrating that it could work. This where 
Donaghy’s text comes in its own. He argues that as 
a Universal Basic Income is so much simpler and 
transparent than the present mess, it is something of 
a dole bludger’s nightmare — the fewer and simpler 
the rules, the fewer loopholes there are. If UBI were 
administered by the ATO, the ATO would simply give 
everyone a UBI number and we would give the ATO a 
bank account number. Every fortnight the UBI would 
be paid into your account. If your only income is the 
UBI you will pay no tax. If you earn an income in 
addition to the UBI you will pay some tax. 

The next question is ‘how can we possibly afford 
that?’ 

This is covered in some detail in the four 
appendices. Essentially there are four things which 
make it affordable. A UBI would reduce the costs in 
running the welfare system. Secondly, overseas trials 
have demonstrated that it increases employment. 
Thirdly there are savings on our mental health 
expenditure — remove the worry about one’s finances 
and you reduce rates of mental health problems. 
The fourth relates to the way we tax people — our 
tax system would need to be made more equitable. 
Donaghy cites Simon Cowan who believes the UBI to 
be a bad idea he claimed that the top tax rate would 
have to go up to as much 60% — totally unacceptable. 
If experts such as he have such a poor grasp of 
economic history no wonder we have doubts. Top 
marginal tax rates have been as high more than 100% 
(Scandinavia) but even in Australia is had nudged 
80%. But even if we do not increase the marginal 
tax rates Donaghy cites Switzerland’s version of the 
Tobin Tax — a small charge on all electronic financial 
transactions of 0.2% would yield €200 billion. 

Donaghy’s book is not a panacea but it 
demonstrates that we should take the idea seriously.  
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End the ethic of 
crass materialism!

Sustainable Australia needs an equity model  
that transcends time, says Prof Ian Lowe 
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At the Australian Fabians AGM on Sunday 28 
May, 2023, Prof Ian Lowe offered an optimistic 

view of Australia’s future, if we could embrace a social 
justice which includes equality across generations, 
reconciliation, treaty and truth. Speaking to Fabians 
from across the country, he boldly outlined the 
conditions for Australia to become the master of its 
own destiny. It must embrace sustainability, rein 
in population growth, increase foreign aid, and 
reinvigorate local production and manufacturing.

Prof Lowe proposed a telling thought experiment. 
He asked us to imagine that, in some dark back 
rooms, the Morrison government had established a 
Department of Unsustainability. Its aim: to fund our 
own lifestyle at the expense of future generations. It 
would fetishise economic growth. Its policies would 
drive population to an extra million every seven 
years. It would increase consumption by subsidising 
construction of sprawling suburbs of McMansions, 
navigated by petrol-guzzling 4WDs. There would be 
extraction of non-renewable mineral resources and 
the overuse of fisheries and water. Rising inequality 
and the erosion of public services in favour of private 
profiteering would amount to a culturally endorsed 
‘ethic of crass materialism”. The government would 
appear committed to “destroying our children’s 
future”.

Australia, by slavishly following the USA as a 
model of neoliberal affluence, finds itself failing in 
OECD rankings of waste and emissions per capita, 
obesity, and the gender pay gap: The USA itself sits 
at 33rd of 34 OECD countries on such measures, 
with the four Scandinavian countries doing best. For 
Australia to claw itself up the rankings towards a 
more sustainable future, Prof Lowe drew attention to 
the principles of UKARA 2022. Reconciliation and 
population control should sit alongside a circular 
economy, where the waste from one industry becomes 
the raw material of another. He also called for a new 
environmental protection agency. This should move 
beyond a time-delimited concept of social justice, to 
one that recognises past owners as well as the needs 
of future generations.

In case anyone thought he was peddling naïve 
utopianism, Prof Lowe pointed out that women’s 
rights and the abolition of slavery were once viewed 
as utopian. It is hardly utopian to recognise that 
a flourishing society needs more than economic 
growth. And it is intensely naïve, in fact downright 
delusional, for successive governments to have 
thought we could achieve infinite economic growth 
in a closed biological system. Australia’s big issue is 
that its natural resources, though beautiful, are being 

sacrificed at the altar of consumerism, without regard 
to the fact that biological loss is entirely irreversible. 
This was originally highlighted in his own State of the 
Environment Report as well as the OECD and Ukara 
work. He called for all Fabians to broaden their remit 
to include ecological, as well as social, equity. 

Insightful and thoughtful questions were 
moderated by Fabians chair, Dr Sarah Howe. 
Responding to Tim Diamond’s question on the 
needs of developing nations, Prof Lowe called for 
7% of Australia’s GDP to be dedicated to foreign aid. 
We should help developing countries to enhance 
their social safety nets, decreasing the need for high 
birth rates driven by poverty. By improving social 
conditions in countries from which people are fleeing, 
we would also drive down the need for illegal arrivals 
in Australia.

Prof Lowe agreed with Dr Tony Webb, on the need 
for Australia to reduce reliance on overseas food 
production. He noted the tight correlation between 
petrol prices and a basket of food in Australia. This 
was due to unsustainable transport costs in service 
of international and out-of-season consumption of 
foods. Ann Greta Hunter asked how we can move 
towards this. Prof Lowe suggested redirecting 
massive government subsidies from fossil fuel and 
mining extraction to local food production. He also 
pointed out that the erosion of local manufacturing 
in Australia had made us the dumping ground 
for second-rate consumer goods, rejected by the 
European Union. This made us third world producers 
but first world consumers. Prof Lowe agreed with 
another questioner that a steady state economy in 
support of say, Kate Raworth’s doughnut economics, 
moves away from the economic growth paradigm. It 
recognises that current world consumption requires 
1.5 times the number of planets we have at hand. This 
is entirely unsustainable.

Prof Lowe concluded that degrading our kids’ 
future is simply not morally acceptable. He reiterated 
his call for a social justice model that transcends 
time, and embraces the needs of traditional owners as 
well as future citizens of Australia. He called on the 
Australian Fabians to take a broader view of equity. 

Jeff McCracken-Hewson has almost five decades of activism in 
the trade union movements and Labor/Labour parties of Australia 
and Britain. He joined the Victorian branch of Fabians in 2018, 
becoming its events manager and, in 2020, its chair and national 
board representative.
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Lahaina 
A similar fate may be coming to a town near you! 
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I have fond memories of Lahaina. I first visited 
the town in 1976 when I was First Officer on 

the Greenpeace VII. We were warmly received 
and the people of Lahaina generously supported 
us. It was a pretty town with a one-thousand-year 
history including once being the capital for King 
Kamehameha I of Hawaii. It also had a more sordid 
history as a whaling town. 

Since 1976, I have spent considerable time in the 
Islands, on Maui, Oahu, and especially Molokai. And 
I have witnessed the diminishing life on land and 
in the sea on and around islands that have seen the 
largest extinction of species events on the planet. 

Invasive species like pigs, chickens, rats, and 
mosquitos and, of course, the most invasive species 
of all — humans — have weakened the Hawaiian 
ecosystems, and this has contributed to the situation 
today where climate change has now heralded this 
destruction as a harbinger of worst things to come.

A combination of drought, dried grasses and high 
winds ignited this holocaust of fiery destruction. 

The Anthropocene has unleashed the age of the 
Pyrocene and places that were once considered safe 
from wildfires, floods and storms are now becoming 
vulnerable to ‘unnatural disasters’. 

Hawaii is known as the extinction capital of the 
world. 95 of 147 species of birds have been driven to 
extinction since the arrival of people in the islands. 
This is not ancient history. The last known wild 
Hawaiian crow was classified as extinct by the IUCN 
as recently as 2002.

Eco-systems are protected by the diversity of 
species within them and diversity in Hawaii has 
been devastated. With the decline of diversity comes 
the decline in interdependence, which results in 
ecological collapse.

Worldwide we will see more increases in wildfires, 
forest fires, floods, mudslides and storms. Where I 
live in Vermont has been relatively safe until recent 
flooding but a greater threat to Vermont than flooding 
will be future forest fires.

The consequences of not addressing climate 
change is emerging on so many levels everywhere on 
the planet and will increase more destructively with 
every year that we continue to do nothing.

We see the problem and we do nothing to solve it. 
We all want change, but we don’t want to change. The 
more we deny, the more we will suffer.

At least 80 people died in the Lahaina fires. I am 
quite sure that each of them awoke in the morning 
and the last thing on their mind on the day they died 
was that they would die in the searing flames along 
with their town.

The death toll on Maui is expected to rise 
significantly They have not yet begun to search the 
burned-out buildings.

How many more of us will awake to unexpectedly 
die by the end of the day, drowned in flood waters or 
burned in wildfires?

Others will die slowly from thirst and starvation as 
climate change and species extinction wipes out crops 
and eco-systems.

Recently, seven people died and 20 injured in some 
80 fires that raged through Greece. 

40 people have died in wildfires that recently swept 
through Algeria, Italy and Portugal.

Australia, China, Indonesia, Canada, the USA and 
so many other places have experienced death and 
destruction as world temperatures have increased and 
weather patterns have changed dramatically. Drought 
and high winds effectively create these infernos.

All the money in all the banks in the world will not 
save us. Politicians will certainly not save us.

It is an impossible problem and the only answer 
to an impossible problem is to find the impossible 
solution and that can only be accomplished by 
harnessing the power of individual passion, courage, 
determination, and imagination.

It is a difficult task made even more difficult by 
recent actions by many governments to heavily police 
and penalize climate activists.

The message from government is to endure, not to 
ask why and to dutifully — die!

The laws being passed are sending the message 
that resistance is futile. This is a message we 
cannot accept and if the consequences are fines and 
imprisonment, so be it. Incarceration and monetary 
punishment are preferable to being drowned, starved, 
or burnt alive. 

Canadian-American champion of ocean conservation, Captain Paul 
Watson is the Founder of Sea Shepherd Conservation Society, 
1977, and the founder of the Captain Paul Watson Foundation, 
2022. He is the author of Urgent! Save our Oceans to Survive 
Climate Change.

It is an impossible problem 
and the only answer to an 

impossible problem is to find 
the impossible solution.
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This year housing activists in Canberra proved 
again the power of community organising and 

running positive agendas. Friend of the Fabian 
Society, Eben Leifer has been a part of growing the 
campaign for housing reform as part of Greater 
Canberra, a community group on a mission to make 
our city more affordable, liveable, and sustainable. 
This year, after collaborating with unions, ALP 
branches, members of the ACT Legislative Assembly, 
and factions, they achieved major reform to Labor’s 
platform. The momentum they have built in this 
campaign is now likely to carry through into 
government before the next ACT election, and make 
Canberra a more welcoming, diverse, and affordable 
city.

Many people who have not lived in Canberra are 
probably not aware of how expensive housing is in 
this city, especially for renters. Whilst the average 
rent for a house in capital cities across Australia in 
June 2023 was $580/wk, in Canberra it was $675/wk. 
Whilst Sydney prices are now higher, for many years, 
Canberra was the most expensive city to buy or rent in 
Australia.

Some have argued that the high price of housing in 
Canberra is affordable because of the higher relative 
incomes of public service executives who live here, 

but that is not the reality for most people. Canberra 
does have many public service executives, but like 
any city, it is home to people who work all kinds of 
jobs — cleaners, shop assistants, builders’ labourers, 
and personal care attendants. For many of those 
people, and those who do not work, Canberra is often 
a nightmare of unaffordable housing. Many drive 
ridiculous distances from regional New South Wales, 
forced out by Canberra’s housing costs.

Greater Canberra argues that a component of 
the housing shortage is not just the growing pains 
of the national capital, but a significant flaw in our 
planning system. Most of Canberra is covered by very 
restrictive zoning regulations that prevent anything 
denser than single-family homes, often on quarter-
acre blocks, from being built. This restriction covers 
inner city areas with great services like schools, public 
transport, and shops within walking distance. Those 
laws mean that new housing can often only be built 
on the city fringe, at great expense in money and 
environmental damage, and without the services that 
people need. 

Not only do the planning regulations make it 
difficult to build in Canberra, but there is an appeals 
mechanism that means anti-development groups are 
able to drag out processes and make it too expensive 

HOUSING

Positive activism 
reforms Labor 

housing platform 
DANIEL GERARD
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to build the homes Canberra needs, even where the 
zoning allows for it. In recent years public and social 
housing has often been blocked by neighbourhood 
‘community councils’ on any pretext they can find 
to stop poorer or working-class people moving into 
their suburbs. In one case a small group of residents 
sought to block the construction of a domestic 
violence shelter. Even when they don’t have a case 
and eventually lose in court, years of delay and tens of 
thousands of dollars make it just too hard to build the 
houses Canberra needs.

Recognising this problem, the grassroots 
community group Greater Canberra formed, and 
have been arguing the case for building more homes. 
Greater Canberra is a non-partisan organisation 
comprised of people from across the political 
spectrum, all focused on the goal of ensuring more 
housing is built in Canberra. Whilst working with 
that group, Labor-aligned members also started work 
within the party, making the case for reform. 

ACT Labor has been in Government since 2001, 
and next year will be facing re-election, hoping to 
secure their seventh consecutive term in Government. 
With strong local NIMBY (Not In My Backyard) 
groups well established in the community, they do not 
seem like they would be in the most likely position to 

take a strong stance in favour of housing density. The 
campaign reached out and found common ground 
with the CFMEU campaign to improve building 
quality by increasing licensing of trades and creating 
a system of developer licensing. It also consistently 
and credibly made the case that all people should 
be considered when planning our city, including 
the Canberrans who are not yet there because their 
homes have not been built, not just the loud NIMBYs 
minority who are against them.

This campaign is a great example of how 
constructive engagement with the Labor Party can 
deliver real policy results. At no stage in the campaign 
did a spokesperson attempt to shame or embarrass 
incumbents into changing positions. Instead, the 
campaign positively engaged, made its case, and 
found comrades willing to act. On conference day, 
standing orders had to be bent so that representatives 
of different factions and persuasion could speak, one 
after the other, all ‘in favour’. A series of motions, 
adopting a pro-housing policy and limiting third 
party nuisance appeals were adopted without any 
votes against. 

Daniel Gerrard is the convenor of the ACT Fabians.
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Generational reform; that is the billing of the 
current Universities Accord process. Not since 

1987-1991 when John Dawkins sat in the chair 
currently occupied by Jason Clare has there been a 
process of prospective breadth, a ground-up re-
examination of the policies, regulatory settings, 
and funding metrics that shape Australia’s higher 
education sector.

By firing the metaphorical starters gun from 
the hallowed, stained-glass halls of the University 
of Sydney’s inaugural Bradley Oration (named for 
Denise Bradley, the policy-lantern of Labor’s last 
attempt at university reform), Clare set off a critical 
chance for Labor to reshape a post-18 education 
system. A reshaping that highlights national needs, 
taking up the challenges and the opportunities faced 
by Australia in the 21st century, post-COVID domestic 
and geopolitical landscape.

Having been in Government for just on eight 
years since 1996, it is also an exceedingly rare chance 
for Clare to tackle such a mission based on Labor 
and social democratic values. Matching the task of 
advancing a sovereign industry base, the climate crisis 
and evolving global threats, and of course knowledge 
for the sake of knowledge, to those core values: 
egalitarianism, opportunity regardless of background, 
the power of knowledge, and the fair go. After sitting 
in opposition as Conservative governments enacted 
policy directly opposed to such values, Labor must 
not waste this chance.

The most Labor of ideas and ideals

Though the case of urgency for all points outlined in 
the Accord discussion paper may be made, indeed 
beyond to the very purpose of the sector, from the 
outset ‘equity’ has been forefront. Writ in the fabric 
of his conception of sectoral change, Clare has placed 
equity as the guiding value. Himself the first in family 
to attend university — a Labor story, yet still far too 
few from working class areas — and marrying with the 
Government’s social agenda, equity is central to the 
Accord.

For purposes here, it is also critical to define what 
many speak of as ‘equity.’ Largely, it means levelling 
the field to engage post-secondary education amongst 
groups traditionally excluded i.e. First Nations, 
those with a disability, low-SES, rural etc. For many, 
it involves quotas, though these are debated, while 
other voices simply push for greater parity with 
participation from traditional student pools i.e. 
middle-class, metropolitan etc.

Arguably, if the outcome of this process is a set of 
policy and regulatory settings that expand access and 
increase participation amongst such traditionally 
underrepresented groups, many will consider it a 
worthy success.

Yet, as a true Labor remaking of higher 
education, driven by a view of education as the 
paraclete to break cycles of disadvantage, of the 
democratisation of knowledge and opportunity, this 
simplification is naught but a disservice to those very 
individuals — a series of platitudes delivering few 
actual opportunities. If we acknowledge university 
education was designed traditionally for those from 
privileged academic foundations, it is the castle in the 
sky — for what does it deliver but the chance to enter 
high education, Yet none of the support to succeed, in 
turn setting up a higher risk of failure, and debt, from 
the outset. Most cruel indeed.

Where too often we have seen lowest-common-
denominator behaviour in the post-secondary 
education sector (i.e., predatory approaches to 
international education), how can we ensure equity is 
not another such tale? Given the learnings from the 
demand system, its successes and failures, this risk 
is real — the risk of more students ill-prepared, seen 
as enrolment statistics, and not provided the tools to 
reach potential and succeed through their work. The 
result, disillusion, and debt.

What demand achieved, and what it did not

Labor’s last attempt at meaningful reform of 
universities was the introduction of the demand-
driven system. The demand system was to be the 
panacea, expanding university beyond its traditional 
cohorts. This worked by removing government-
imposed limitations on course enrolments and 
per-student funding, enabling more students to be 
enrolled and hence reversed the inflation of entry 
requirements i.e. increasingly ATAR scores. Such 
conditions were theorised to increase the opportunity 
across diverse student cohorts.

However, did it actually do that?
The answer is less than clear. Perhaps the most 

in-depth analysis to-date, by the Productivity 
Commission in 2019 two years after caps were 
reintroduced, pointed to real gains and worthy 
achievements. Yet simultaneously, the failures and 
inefficiencies it highlighted for all to see should sound 
a warning to the simplified, tick-box version of equity 
occupying certain stakeholders and sector advocates 
at present (Productivity Commission, 2019).
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Universities Australia (2023), a noted champion 
of the demand system (along with the former Pyne 
proposal, by-the-by), eagerly points to gains made 
during demand: a 66 per cent enrolment increase 
amongst low-SES participants; 105 per cent increase 
in Indigenous undergraduate enrolment. Likewise, 
rural and regional undergraduate participation lifted 
by half, while the figure is 123 per cent for individuals 
with a disability.

These are laudable successes and should be 
championed. But in context, for they fail to present a 
comprehensive narrative.

Such increases were part of an overall explosion 
in student numbers: by 2016 approximately 60 per 
cent of those 22 and under were attending or had 
attended university. The demand system resulted in 
significant equity enrolment gains, yet even larger 
increases in non-equity enrolments. Across low-SES 

and first-in-family, participation gaps closed. For 
rural, and particularly Indigenous, despite enrolment 
increases, it did not keep pace with mass growth 
amongst metropolitan and middle-class enrolments, 
hence those gaps grew and the attainment gap 
compounded — a perverse outcome (Productivity 
Commission, 2019). This shadows the complexity 
of the issue of equity, in favour of simplistic views of 
success.

Even more disturbing, the outcomes. This is where 
the fiction of ‘participation as equity’ is shone bright 
for the limited, fraudulent view it is. Highlighted by 
Andrew Norton and Ittima Cherastidtham (2018), for 
too many students in equity groups, university meant 
no qualifications, higher dropout rates, and large 
debts.

By the Department of Education’s own figures, by 
age 25, equity groups in the demand years: had a 12 
per cent lower graduation rate; 10 per cent higher 
dropout rate; lower employment rate in managerial 
or professional roles; and earned approximately $100 
less per week. Indeed, 21 per cent of students with 
literacy, numeracy, and ATAR scores below pre-

demand levels left university without a qualification 
by 23, almost double the norm (Productivity 
Commission, 2019). Those whose school performance 
would have enabled entry pre-demand? Higher 
graduation rates, higher employment, greater 
employment in managerial roles, and few leaving 
without qualifications.

This is at the heart of the HECS-HELP debt 
explosion across Australia, seeing drastic upswings 
in debts exceeding $50,000 (Convery and Nicholas, 
2022). At such scale, HECS moves from an 
affordable, well-designed system to one impacting 
the next life stages, such as buying a home, growing a 
family, and the foundations of later-life prosperity; a 
recipe for income wealth yet asset poverty. For those 
with the debt, but without a qualification, a segment 
that grew at rapid rates with demand, it is many times 
worse.

Finally, though the system nomenclature was 
of ‘demand’, equity speaks to ideology and values, 
while demand speaks to markets. Yes, an argument 
may be made that the market in question was not 
the labour force, but instead the universities, with 
enrolees the customer. But if so, how did that align to 
the preparation of students for their future, necessary 
knowledge, skills etc? The answers, we know now, 
is with varied outcomes i.e. nursing v engineering. 
Simultaneously, the ill-fitting aligning between a 
values or ideology driven focus — equity — and such 
economic realist labour language as demand remains. 
One more to the mixed bag.

The cause of the mixed bag?

Though various reasons behind this mixed bag of 
outcomes have been noted — outcomes mirror the 
strengths and weaknesses of our school system etc., I 
highlight one critical reason.

And it is this that forms the heart of concerns 
amongst numerous stakeholders regarding the 

Debts exceeding $50,000 …  
at such scale, HECS moves from an  
affordable, well-designed system to  

one impacting the next life stages.
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current tenor of the equity debate within the Accord: 
as implemented, equity was conceived as an issue in 
and of itself, a question of enrolment statistics, and 
not performance and outcomes results. By conceiving 
equity as a series of data points, we lost track of the 
human impact, and most vitally, human outcomes. In 
effect, why drive at equity in higher education?

To repeat such a folly would be to once again 
service rosy institutional data, at the cost of missing 
the true opportunity to impact lives and break cycles 
of disadvantage. For so many across the continent 
for whom university education continues to seem out 
of reach, it may even be considered a breach of our 
social contract.

For true Labor reform, excellence, success,  
and equity are the two sides of one coin

How then to avoid such a breach of responsibility, 
and fulfil the Labor legacy of higher education? The 

answer lies in equity having an equal, meaningful 
partner in excellence and success.

For our current system, too often energy is 
expended to keep equity and excellence as mutually 
exclusive characteristics. How often do we hear 
excellence discussed with the most simplistic of 
measures, for example ATAR scores, a time capsule of 
past performance with little context for strengths or 
failures of schools and systems, rather than student 
potential? Likewise, equity as nothing more than 
enrolment statistics, whether students succeed, fail, 
churn, or burn?

These are simplistic measures, designed for 
reporting statistics and marketing campaigns, while 
strenuously avoiding meaningful consideration of 
real-world impact. If not completely meaningless, it 
leads them to such a precipice . And as long as kept 
simplistic and separate, will remain thus.

However, through marrying the two, a reform 
of higher education representing the best of Labor 

values is possible.

Students at the University of Sydney in 1974. Whitlam Institute.
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At worst, the simplistic views and approaches are 
guilty of the most paternalistic thinking — a view 
that any quality of offering is good enough for those 
without monetary means, First Nations peoples, 
and others excluded. However caring if they actually 
succeed and achieve — equal commitments to 
excellence and equity — speaks to the worthiness of a 
quality education for all, and the necessary structural 
supports for all students to grasp the life-altering 
chance.

Under such a marriage, excellence is delivering 
the best possible outcomes for students in an 
environment of systems and structures to realise 
their potential: demonstrate achievement of their 
sustained work and effort. It will clearly look and 
function differently across settings, communities, 
and educational contexts. Rather than continuing 
the fiction that Australia’s sector is of a single tier, let 
us match excellence to context. This has the added 
benefit of establishing guiderails for meaningful 

accountability for public funding.
Concurrently, regarding equity, rather than 

markers risking exclusion, how about a system where 
students match to opportunity, with systems to 
support potential and determined effort for success. 
This will cease the fiction that all students in equity 
groups have the same needs as one another, a single, 
monotone bloc, rather than individuals facing specific 

challenges and systematic barriers. 
Be clear, such a system would be one of hard work, 

high academic standards, and not one of equity of 
outcomes. We can breach no lowering of standards, 
but likewise, those who argue extension of higher 
education beyond its traditional cohorts somehow 
equates to dumbing down are guilty of privileged 
condescension. This is about egalitarian opportunity. 
There are systematic barriers to success for various 
student cohorts, too-often state buttressed. Economic 
opportunity springs to mind immediately, the state 
of too many public schools, and of course the myriad 
of hurdles First Nations students face. These set up 
students, whether school leaver of mature enrolees, 
for harder paths for success — and must be navigated 
via funding, systems, and approaches across 

institutions.
Equally so, this cannot be a pathway of guaranteed 

success. By leveling the playing field of opportunity, 
work, perseverance, and potential take the lead. Then 
we truly can have a system where success or failure 
is a personal story. At present, it is a cruel neoliberal 
trick for too many. Yet in challenging such systemic 
barriers, nor can we fall for the equity of outcomes 

fallacy, for it is a fundamental betrayal of egalitarian 
values. More so, it does naught for the students 
themselves, institutions, nor the nation most of all. It 
degrades the value of degrees, harming the student; 
over time it chips away at institutional reputation; 
while for the nation, it fails to produce the knowledge 
and skills needed for economic uplift, fails the core 
task of a readiness for future innovation, and contests, 
and amplifies the social cost for a social subset who 
feel betrayed, excluded, and deceived.

University is about what may be learned and 
mastered, what may be achieved in an environment 
structured to support such outcomes. There are 
institutions that already do so exceedingly well. The 
University of Newcastle’s approach sees success 
at the heart of equity, and their results speak to 
this, with strong pathways programs that provide 
the critical middle-ground between school and 
university to develop those skills that will be tested 
at the Bachelors level, sector-leading success rates 
(i.e. graduation), and consistent systems matching 
student potential and hard work with measures to 
overcome barries (ATN, 2023). It is the opposite of 
the opportunistic, cynical view of equity somehow 
deserved of less. At heart, a Labor approach.

The Accord  
Discussion Paper  

called for big, 
bold ideas. 

Here is a simple one,  
to the heart of our  

challenge here:  
make institutions  

accountable  
for performance  

in equity.
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How to secure equity and  
excellence for outcomes

The Accord Discussion Paper called for big, bold 
ideas. Here is a simple one, to the heart of our 
challenge here: make institutions accountable for 
performance in equity. Set the markers for success: 
where institutions exceed, they will be funded to 
expand and grow. For those that don’t, enrolment 
places will be shifted to those that succeed and do the 
work.

The surreal and perverse system at present in effect 
says to students, particularly those already facing 
barriers, you alone are responsible for passing or 
failing. Never mind the dream of a post-18 education 
you were sold, nor empty promises of a pathway 
to degree attainment. Little thought to the deep 
inequity of designing a system so suited to students 
from intellectually and economically privileged 
backgrounds, then tossing those without such 
luxuries in the deep end. Pass less than 50 per cent of 
eight courses, wave goodbye to HECS-HELP.

If we want change, truly placing excellent equity 
at the heart, this disdainful narrative must flip. 
Make institutions responsible — reward those with 
the systems, and demand accountability from those 
without. Yes, students must be accountable for their 
performance, but this is on the institution to engage. 
Government should seek wider accountability.

With the power of the state to collect data and 
statistics, deliver funding, and define metrics, 
imagine the possibilities of a system where 
universities that perform strongly in the entwined 
equity and excellence per above are rewarded, and 
funded to expand. For those who fail to implement 
effective measures, a loss of cap places. Then make 
performance public, informing prospective students. 
It may not be perfect, but it is lightyears from the 
current edifice to pseudo accountability.

Under this approach, clear markers for expected 
success amongst equity enrolments would be set 
by government. These would be realistic, but bold. 
These are the markers universities measure against. 
It will be on them to implement effective support 
systems, matching potential with rigorous academic 
quality. On a biennial or triennial basis, government 
would acquit outcomes against the metrics for 
equity students, making the results public. Churning 
students would not count as avoiding responsibility 
for their outcomes. Likewise, regulatory and audit 
systems may be used to ensure academic quality as 
well as detect any massaging of the figures.

Such measures would also inform the provision 
of capped funding across institutions. Ultimately, 
it is about setting a system where institutions that 
place the support of equity enrolled and funded 
students, the excellence of matching their potential 
and hard work to attainable outcomes, as a priority 
are empowered to grow. In turn, students are better 
served by a system that proudly proclaims they 
are worthy of a first-class education, matched to 
supportive systems, the strength of their will, resolve 
and work, and the necessary information to inform 
choices.

Concluding remarks

The Accord is the chance for Australia to remake its 
university system, securing the great national benefits 
it delivers for decades to come, as well as serving the 
diverse communities to whom we owe the educational 
social contract. In a sector where the impact of 
piecemeal change has been a growing disconnect 
between funding, mission, and potential, overarching 
reform is an opportunity to be seized, for it is a single 
opportunity — we cannot come back in five years 
having fluffed it.

Never has the prerogative been greater for true 
Labor reforms; placing those values of egalitarianism, 
communitarianism, and looking beyond one’s wealth 
to one’s potential at the centre of a sector that exists to 
serve the public good. This will require a government 
brave enough to drive public policy solutions to 
service such values.

In doing so, it calls for a government brave 
enough to require policy solutions to carry depth of 
ideas — equity is a rightful focus yet must be matched 
with excellence for those students. After all it must 
serve them. This should then be repeated across all 
priorities for the Accord. If they can achieve that, the 
Accord will go down as Labor’s latest, greatest reform 
of our knowledge nation. 

With a background in the public and private sectors across a range 
of portfolios, David Reeves is a strategic advocacy and public 
policy expert. Currently leading federal government engagement 
and policy for one of Australia’s leading universities, he is also 
pursuing a PhD, and is active across Labor Party forums. The views 
expressed are his own.
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‘There is no such thing as unskilled work’ has 
become a popular phrase among leftists and 

worker activists in Australia. You can find essays 
notionally written in defence of low paid workers, 
even stickers and posters triumphantly declaring that 
unskilled work does not exist. 

To a labour economist, paid labour will fit into 
one of four skill categories: professional, skilled, 
semi-skilled and unskilled work. Beyond being 
dry, economistic categories, these are used by some 
economists to justify the low pay of workers in 
sectors like retail and care. In the wake of Covid-19 
lockdowns, when political and business leaders were 
forced to acknowledge that the workers who kept 
food on our shelves and risked their lives to care 
for the elderly are ‘essential workers’, labelling this 
work ‘unskilled’ or ‘semi-skilled’ seems particularly 
outrageous.

It is little wonder, then, that trade unionists and 
worker advocates bristle against these categorisations. 
But while labelling workers we rely on for the basic 
functions of society as ‘unskilled’ may grate many, it 
does not follow that unskilled work does not exist. 

Pretending that unskilled work does not exist 
elides the fact that the right to exercise skill in 
the workplace is something that generations of 
workers and trade unionists have struggled for. It 
masks the reality that the right to deploy our skills 
in the workplace can make the difference between 
meaningful work and tedious drudgery. Perhaps 
most importantly, it ignores the industrial power that 
workers gain from skilled work, which grants them 
high levels of autonomy and control over their labour 
process. 

In short, pretending that unskilled work does not 
exist obscures the struggle for autonomous, skilled 
work, and ultimately for industrial democracy, and 
risks leaving workers and their unions unprepared for 
future attacks on the right to skilled work. 

Skilled work and worker autonomy

Previous generations of worker activists recognised 
that the struggle for meaningful, skilled work was a 
foundation stone for a broader struggle for industrial 
democracy. Going back over 170 years, Australian 
unions struggled against the micro division of 
work tasks, and for widely recognised, transferable 

qualifications as they understood these underpinned 
workers’ bargaining power and created more 
interesting, meaningful jobs. 

At our current conjuncture, after waves of 
successive and relentless attacks on organising 
rights, only 12.5 per cent of the Australian workforce 
is unionised; it is understandable why unions find 
themselves in a defensive crouch. But a struggle for 
more autonomous work, where workers are enabled 
to develop and deploy a wide range of skills in 
creative and useful ways, can and should form part of 
a platform for trade union renewal. 

In other words, far from being an abstract ideal, 
the reality of unskilled work is a tangible workplace 
issue, subject to struggle every single day in 
Australian workplaces. This struggle is brought into 
sharp relief at moments of rapid technological work 
reorganisation. 

Take for example the implementation of a new 
welding robot in a heavy engineering workshop. 
Whatever happens, the welder is no longer going to 
be able to perform their previous, manual welding 
tasks. There is nonetheless still work to do. 

In one scenario, a worker may develop a deep 
understanding of the new equipment, and a high 
level of skill in its operation. At the start of a shift, 
she would be required to interpret a Computer Aided 
Design (CAD) rendered representation of what 
she is required to fabricate. She will then need to 
program the robot for the task. Over the course of 
her shift, while monitoring the robot, any number 
of over one hundred error codes might appear. 
She would know how to deal with them—either 
through reprogramming the robot or by performing 
maintenance tasks. She will also possess skills in 
maintenance and retooling on the new equipment. 

A second scenario presents a stark alternative. 
Our worker is not trained in how to program the 
robot, nor does she understand how to read the 
instructions contained in the CAD program. Instead, 
after clocking on each morning, she waits for an 
engineer to come around and program her machine. 
She is familiar with only a handful of error codes—the 
most common ones—and when more complex errors 
occur, she calls the maintenance team. Retooling and 
preventative maintenance tasks also require a more 
skilled maintenance worker.

These two examples present a range of questions 
for anybody concerned with workers’ rights. Which 
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worker has a more meaningful, interesting job? 
Which worker has more control and autonomy over 
their labour process? And which worker would be 
more difficult for an employer to replace if she were to 
withdraw her labour?

In short, there is such thing as unskilled work. 
Pretending there isn’t denies the tedious, monotonous 
reality of many people’s working lives. Even worse, 
it elides the fact that skills—and the right to deploy 
them at work (autonomy)—just like wages and other 
employment benefits, are rights workers won through 
hard-fought struggle. Finally, it fails to recognise the 
industrial strength that stems from workers having 
control over their labour process.

The struggle for skilled work

Perhaps the most important radical theorist of work 
organisation and worker skill was Harry Braverman. 
In his classic text Labour and Monopoly Capital 
(Braverman, 1974) he introduced a Marxian class 
analysis to questions of work organisation. In 
particular, he examined the ‘Scientific Management’ 
developed and advocated by engineer and 
management consultant Frederick Taylor, which 
Braverman considered to be “nothing less than 
the explicit verbalisation of the capitalist mode of 
production.”

Taylor promoted the micro division of workplace 
tasks, which would be performed over and over 
by workers under intense, direct supervision of 
managers. Braverman was especially critical of three 
central principles of Taylor’s managerial system: (1) 
that managers should attempt to gather all knowledge 
previously held by workers and codify this knowledge 
into a set of rules; (2) all possible mental work should 
be removed from the shopfloor and centralised with 
management; and (3) both what work is to be done 
and how should be planned in minute detail by 
management.

Braverman’s central contribution was to 
demonstrate that it was “not the ‘best way’ to do work 

‘in general’ that Taylor was seeking… but an answer to 
the specific problem of how best to control alienated 
labour—that is to say, labour that has been bought 
and sold.” In other words, contrary to the managerial 
literature, under capitalism managers must balance 
the drive for efficiency through empowering workers 
with the need to maintain control of the workplace by 
deskilling work.

Since Braverman theorised the drive for 
managerial control under capitalism, other 
researchers have examined forms of managerial 
control beyond the direct control advocated by Taylor. 
These include: technical control, when managerial 
control is built into machinery or other workplace 

technologies; bureaucratic control, accomplished 
through organisational rules; and most recently, 
algorithmic control, used to describe labour 
management practices in the contemporary digital 
economy. 

Whatever the managerial technology, the 
managerial imperative remains the same: to deny 
workers skilled work and autonomy to make them 
cheaper to train, easier to replace, and easier to 
control. 

Trade unions and skilled work in 
contemporary Australia

Why, then, given the arguments outlined by 
Braverman, and expanded upon since, would some 
on the left maintain that there is no such thing as 
unskilled work? I argue that this reflects a broader 
misunderstanding of skill and its role in facilitating 
meaningful work and underpinning collective worker 
power. 

Indeed, some Australian trade unions continue 
to support—and even advocate—the deskilling of 
workers they purport to represent. Frequently, this 
takes the form of signing up for employer-specific 
or sector-specific training and skillsets. These micro 

Whatever the managerial technology,  
the managerial imperative remains the same:  

to deny workers skilled work and autonomy to make them 
cheaper to train, easier to replace, and easier to control.



I S S U E  5  55

qualifications mean that instead of workers being 
trained with nationally recognised qualifications, that 
give workers the skills to move between employers 
and sectors, they are tied to a single sector or even 
employer. 

Employers in Australia’s rail sector, for example, 
have recently spearheaded an attack on the skilled 
work of rail maintenance workers. Rail operators 
have been lobbying governments and campaigning 
industrially to establish a set of rail-specific 
qualifications to replace trades, trades assistants, and 
other qualifications that are recognised across the 
country and across sectors. In place of electricians, 
they want ‘Rail Signalling Technicians’; in place of 
fitters, they propose ‘Rail Maintenance Workers.’ 

These qualifications would represent a deskilling 
of workers in several dangerous ways. First, the 
qualifications proposed by employers would lead to 
a more Taylorised labour process. Instead of fitters, 
boilermakers, electricians and trades assistants with 
the capacity to perform a wide range of work in rail 
maintenance, these qualifications would pigeonhole 
workers to a particular labour process which they 
would be required to perform over and over.

Second, these qualifications would only be 
recognised in the rail sector at best, and only by a 
single employer at worst. By making workers less 
employable in this way, the capacity of workers to 
move to other sectors or employers is reduced, and 
this means their employers can dictate the value of 
their skills virtually unilaterally. 

Third, while existing career pathways in electrical 
and engineering are recognised in the Australian 
Qualification Framework and industrial awards, 
the new qualifications would not be recognised 
industrially, making their rates of pay detached from 
any wider industrial instrument or competency 
framework.

In rail maintenance and manufacturing, three 
unions share (and sometimes compete for) coverage 
of the engineering and electrical workforce: the 
Electrical Trades Union (ETU), the Australian 
Manufacturing Workers’ Union (AMWU) and 
the Rail, Tram and Bus Union (RTBU). While the 
ETU and the AMWU are fighting a rear-guard 
action to defend electrical and engineering skills 
and qualifications that are broadly recognised and 
industrially enforceable through provisions in the 
manufacturing award, the RTBU has lent their 
support to the deskilling agenda. 

Why would an otherwise hardworking, industrially 
militant union like the RTBU support the deskilling 
of workers in this way?

There are two equally dispiriting possibilities. One 
is that the RTBU hopes that by creating rail-specific 
qualifications they can reduce AMWU and the ETU 
influence in the sector, as these unions are generally 
seen to organise workers with wider skillsets. The 
second is that they simply do not understand that 
deskilling workers forces them to perform less 
interesting, less challenging work, and reduces their 
bargaining power. Either way, the medium and long-
term consequences will be the same: the fundamental 
undermining of workers’ industrial strength. 

Conclusion

Skill and autonomy are key features of decent jobs 
as well as a source of industrial strength. Pretending 
that jobs that deny or reduce workers’ right to exercise 
their skills do not exist is patronising and elitist. 
This essay is not an argument for an exclusive form 
of craft unionism. Nor is it a tacit endorsement of 
the economists’ and bosses’ assertions that essential 
work like retail and care work requires no skill. On 
the contrary, it is an argument for militant unions to 
prise open new bargaining agendas, beyond simply 
bargaining for pay and conditions, and fight for 
the recognition and expansion of worker skills and 
autonomy. In deepening and expanding workers’ 
control over their work, and institutionalising 
recognition of their skills, unions can bolster their 
struggle for bread-and-butter issues like pay and 
benefits.

As a movement, we need to move beyond the naïve 
assertion that there is no such thing as unskilled 
work. We would not say there is no such thing as 
underpaid work, or unsafe work. But in the same vein 
as remuneration and occupational health and safety, 
skilled work is not something bosses will simply hand 
to workers. Workers must organise and fight to win 
the right to skilled, autonomous work that can be the 
cornerstone of a new push for industrial democracy 
and workers’ power in Australia. 
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AUKUS

Australia:  
A Prophecy 

CARL GOPALKRISHNAN

Using William Blake’s prophetic poetry, Jungian psychoanalysis, 
and J. Campbell’s Hero’s Journey in several paintings and prints, 

I examine the AUKUS tripartite defence pact and US-China great 
power tensions through the frame of masculine violence, PTSD and 
the literary and mythological archetypes within our national cultures. 
Replacing the political and the military with an imaginative, spiritual 
and literary lens, I bring my own personal family history to challenge 
the elite geopolitical narrative which is driving the ‘Indo-Pacific’ 
towards war. 

The AUKUS Chronicles is a thematic ‘sub-stream’ within my current 
body of work beginning with my 2021 painting Australia a Prophecy 
which explores the subconscious, literary, and mythological tensions in 
the Asia-Pacific (aka ‘Indo-Pacific’). This became an article published 
for Critical Military Studies (Routledge, London, Vol 9 #2, 2023), then 
a January 2023 talk to The Blake Society in London. I’ve just completed 
my essay and canvases for the Society’s 2023 issue of their magazine 
VALA which is themed War & Peace. 
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DEFENCE

Changing  
the way we  
go to war 

DR ALISON BROINOWSKI
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Australians for War Powers Reform grew out of 
the Campaign for an Iraq War Inquiry, that was 

formed in 2012 by former diplomats, academics, 
medical and defence people. 

From 2015, AWPR has campaigned for openness 
and accountability from government about its 
decisions to send Australian forces to overseas 
conflict. AWPR collaborates with veterans, and with 
larger civil society groups which seek to raise public 
awareness about defence and foreign policy. 

As an apolitical organisation, we concentrate our 
advocacy on MPs and Senators, particularly including 
Independents.

AWPR achieved one of its objectives when the ALP, 
having twice promised to hold an inquiry into how 
Australia goes to war in its first term in government, 
established it in September 2022. 

Our submission was among 94 of those in favour of 
reform of the ‘war powers’ which enable the executive 
government to decide to dispatch the ADF without 
public or parliamentary consultation. 

Only 12 submissions supported retaining the 
present practice, which was endorsed by Defence 
Minister Richard Marles and Foreign Minister Penny 
Wong. 

The recommendations of the Standing Committee 
on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, released 
in March 2023, did not reflect the majority of 
submissions. The report recommended that the 
Executive facilitate a debate in both houses but did 
not recommend a vote. 

This is crucial. All MPs and Senators must be given 
a vote before we join any overseas war — otherwise 
we could easily see another decision like the one 
made by John Howard in 2003. The Iraq war was a 
disaster for millions of people and was illegal under 
international law.

AWPR is currently concentrating on the AUKUS 
agreement, which was devised in secret, agreed to 
in haste, and whose details and final cost are still 
unknown. 

Is AUKUS really in  
Australia’s national interest?

In addition to the lack of consultation AWPR has 
serious concerns about AUKUS. These include:

• The pact could far more readily draw Australia 
directly into any conflict between the U.S. and 
China over Taiwan — a war whose consequences 
would be catastrophic. 

• The prospective visits from 2023 by US and UK 
nuclear-powered vessels to Australian ports for 
repair and resupply further militarise our region.

• Basing US and UK nuclear-powered submarines 
at HMAS Sterling near Fremantle from 2027 will 
lock Australia even more closely into American 
war-fighting systems.

• If Australia’s own nuclear-powered submarines 
eventuate, they will be part of US plans for 
fighting nuclear war, which would pose an 
existential risk to people everywhere.

• The plan keeps Australia tied to a world 
dominated by superpowers and takes us away 
from a genuinely independent foreign policy.

• The submarine decision breaks — without any 
consultation — the long-held and accepted 
understanding that Australians reject nuclear 
power.  

Author and former diplomat Dr Alison Broinowski is a member 
of the Australians for War Powers Reform (AWPR) Executive 
Committee. warpowersreform.org.au 

AWPR urges Australians to take action against AUKUS. 
Write to, or meet with, your local MP to demand  

a public inquiry into AUKUS.

Follow our campaign on social media:     AustWarPowersReform     @WarPowersReform

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Foreign_Affairs_Defence_and_Trade/Armedconflict/Submissions
https://warpowersreform.org.au/
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To reduce the social costs of inequality requires 
reducing upper and upper-middle class welfare. 

Put another way it is time to call out the tax bludgers 
who do far more harm to society than those on 
‘welfare’ support that they stigmatise with ‘dole 
bludger’ and similar labels. 

Who is ‘bludging’ on the state? 

Current debate is focussed mainly on the stage three 
tax cuts enacted by the former coalition government 
and due to come into effect in 2024. It is widely 
recognised that these tax cuts will almost exclusively 
benefit those with high and above average taxable 
incomes — a section of the population who have 
already benefited from a range of structural economic 
changes over the past four decades that have 
significantly increased inequalities in income and 
wealth. Those on average wages get little. Those on 
minimum wages get nothing! 

On their own the tax cuts will cost the budget at 
least $40 billion a year — more than $300 billion over 
the coming decade. Of this the top 20% of income 
earners gain over $200bn, around 73% of the total; 
and half of the total handout will go to those earning 
over $180,000 a year. For comparison the total cost 
of all federal government welfare services is around 
$200 bn of which only around $12 bn is for those 
‘on the dole’. Within these ‘unemployed’ workers it is 
estimated that less than 5% could be regarded as not 
job-seeking — preferring to live on meagre benefits 
of around $770 a fortnight rather than actively seek 
work and so costing the budget at best around $0.6bn 
(For a useful analysis, see Bongiorno, 2023).

Put simply the costs to the budget of this future 
income tax cut to those with already more than 
adequate income for a decent standard of living is 
three times greater than the total costs of support to 
all unemployed people and 60 times the costs of those 
who get labelled as ‘bludgers’ living on the cost-of-
living-inadequate dole benefits. 

ESSAY

Towards a  
‘values-based’  
public-private  

market economy 
DR TONY WEBB
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A fair go? Impacts of inequality  
on the social fabric of democracy 

In addition to the argument above about fairness 
there is an even stronger economic argument for 
revoking the proposed tax cuts. The tax income to be 
foregone is urgently needed to tackle years of neglect 
and deficits in financing of: public education and 
childcare, publicly funded health services, public 
housing, and aged care to name only a few such 
essential government services. The cuts will also limit 
ability of governments and the agencies providing 
these services to raise the inadequate low pay of those 
who work in these sectors — thus further entrenching 
the inequalities. 

But the problem for our personal and social 
wellbeing from the high and rising level of inequality 
goes much deeper. The studies by Wilkinson and 
Pickett (2009) provide overwhelming evidence that 
unequal sharing of capitalism’s economic benefits is 
a primary cause of both adverse personal physical 
and mental health outcomes and a wide range of 
social health indicators. These negative outcomes 
pose significant additional costs to the community 
and, perhaps more importantly, affect the nation’s 
wellbeing. 

Using widely available global data the studies 
show that the higher the level of inequality in any 
country the greater the level of such adverse measures 
as: dying early; general ill-health; rates of cancer, 
heart disease, diabetes and other specific illnesses; 
alcohol and drug use; lower education levels, early 
school leaving and teenage pregnancy; levels of 
crime and offending especially relating to violence 
and addictions; rates of incarceration and hence 
economic and social costs of keeping offenders in 
prisons; and a wide range of mental health concerns 
such as levels of stress, anxiety, and depression. In 
short, they show that inequality affects us as a society 
and a country. It alters how we think, feel and behave 
towards ourselves, others, and our environments in 
ways that have broad economic social and ecological 
consequences. To paraphrase the authors’ own words 
the studies show that in more equal societies almost 
all people, rich or poor, almost always do better!

Underpinning economics  
with some social values 

When it comes to including elements of values in the 
social democratic agenda for managing the interfaces 
between government policies and market forces, as 

recently endorsed by federal treasurer Chalmers (see 
Treasurer’s Budget speech October 2022) there is 
clearly a need to shift the political-economic debate 
from the neoclassical emphasis on efficiency in use 
of resources, essentially one that prioritises value 
for money, to one that gives direction, whether by 
regulation or incentives, to policy objectives that 
seek to achieve desirable and publicly desired social 
outcomes — essentially one that prioritises values for 
money for both public and private investment (see 
Mazzucato, 2023). 

As noted above with the Wilkinson and Pickett 
studies we are now able to show that a political 
economy based on values has measurable outcomes, 
positive or negative, in terms of human wellbeing. 
But, in developing the details for what this would 
look like in terms of government fiscal policy 
there has yet to be a broad public discussion about 
reducing the level of government subsidies given 
either directly or as tax-reduction benefits to the 
upper- and upper-middle-class taxpayers that are 
used to undermine, indeed increase the privatisation 
of what should be public services funded from the 
collective pool of funds raised through taxation. 
These benefits that have variously been described 
as ‘middle class welfare; subsidies to the rich, or 
handouts to ‘tax bludgers’ make a mockery of the 
neo-liberal claim for the benefits of deregulation, 
small government, privatisation of state-run services, 
trickle-down economics and reliance on market 
forces for economic efficiency. They also make a 
mockery of the idea that the unemployed and others 
receiving welfare payments are a burden on the state 
that requires oppressive, often punitive measures 
to ensure that recipients meet ‘mutual obligations’ 
as the price of receiving often small and inadequate 
‘benefits’. The reality is that the neoliberal economic 
agenda requires maintaining a significant pool of such 

A political  
economy based on  

values has measurable 
outcomes in terms of  

human wellbeing.
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‘unemployed’ people as a brake on employed workers 
demanding realistic wages to meet their living costs. 
Unemployment ‘benefits’ are in fact wages paid to 
those without a job to fulfil a necessary function 
within capitalist economies. A universal basic income 
paid to all workers — in or out of work — would be a 
way of recognising this. 

In and out of health

When it comes to tax bludging we might start 
with welfare payments in the public health sector, 
particularly the primary health care services provided 
by general practice doctors, mental health and allied 
health service providers through the federally funded 
Medicare service rebating system. These services 
are chronically underfunded to the point where it 
is increasingly difficult to find bulk-billing services. 
Gap fees paid by patients over and above the rebate 
they can receive from Medicare for a consultation 
are now comparable to the rebate itself and access 
to timely and affordable primary health care is 
less and less available to many. This shortfall, only 
partly redressed in the recent budget increase in 
bulk-billing supplements for some patients, puts 
increased pressure on the joint federal-state funded 
hospital emergency services — already under stress 
before and more so as a result of the recent COVID 
19 pandemic — and increases overall costs from 
delays in providing early diagnosis and treatment for 
a wide range of health conditions. While measures 
to better integrate the primary health care GP and 
allied services and revising the state-federal hospital 
funding arrangements are needed, and long overdue, 
the reality is that more government funding is needed 
to tackle the root of the problem — insufficient income 
for those who work in the system — that will attract 
both new workers and the disillusioned and burnt-out 
workers who have left the system. 

However, government policies currently provide 
tax-reducing incentives to those with surplus income 
to invest in private health insurance. The 30% rebate 
on this insurance costs the budget around $3 billion 
annually — almost half (48%) of Australia’s health 
care costs.1 This subsidised private health cover gives: 
privileged access to both private and, it should be 
noted, public health services; shorter waiting times 
for elective surgery; choice of treatment providers, 
etc. Despite these subsidies for private health-cover 
patients have the option of falling back on the public 

1 See the Australia Institute report: How fair is health spending? The distribution of tax subsidies for health in Australia https://australiainstitute.org.au/wp-content/
uploads/2020/12/DP43_8.pdf

service if the procedure would incur costs above what 
their health insurer will cover. 

The choice of paying privately for health care 
and insuring against such costs is a fundamental 
democratic right. The right to have this choice 
systematically subsidised, in ways that were chosen 
as part of a neo-liberal political-economic agenda to 
undermine the values that underpin the necessary 
and widely supported universally available and 
collectively funded health system is not. Social-
democratic (let alone democratic socialist) values 
for money in health requires that such subsidisation 
of private health insurance and other subsidies to 
private health services is reduced if not completely 
eliminated and the funds redirected to ensuring we 
have a genuinely universal and free public health 
system. Any system that erodes health equality 
simultaneously decreases the funding pool available 
for universal healthcare, encourages private 
healthcare among the wealthy and, by increasing 
inequality, erodes public health in the first place.

Education

Education has similar subsidies for private schooling 
that undermine the provision of funds for public 
schools. A number of private providers now receive 
state funding equivalent to and sometimes greater per 
student than many public schools — schools which 
inevitably have a greater proportion of students 
with special needs that require more attention and 
hence special funding. Again, the right of parents 
to choose to send their children to a private school 
is not in dispute. The right of such schools to claim 
state funding is open to challenge and change. Many 
private schools have assets and endowment income 
as well as parental fees that support their teacher 
salaries and running costs. While some costs to the 
state from private provision will be reduced, the 
level of state funding to offset such costs needs to be 
re-negotiated, significantly reduced, and redirected 
so that we have more equitable and needs-based 
provision of education services. 

Both ends of life-care

A similar shift from community-service provision to 
individualised and privatised provision can be seen 
in child-care and aged care services. Both of which 

https://australiainstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/DP43_8.pdf
https://australiainstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/DP43_8.pdf
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are in short supply, underfunded and have some of 
the lowest pay rates despite being among the highest-
valued services in the country. A shift of government 
financing is needed that prioritises the community 
and state-owned and run services and those 
structured on a not-for-profit basis over those which 
are privately run for profit. It also needs to direct 
funding to these public-service providers rather than 
subsidising individuals to cover fees for these services. 

The compulsory superannuation savings system 
was introduced to boost retirement incomes and to 
some extent offset the costs of state-provided age-
pensions. In part it was a response to concerns over 
anticipated rising costs due to more older people 
living longer and possibly requiring additional 
health care in old age, while the proportion of the 
working age population contributing to state funds 
for pensions was projected to decrease. The evidence 
shows that private and for-profit superannuation 
funds deliver significantly less benefits than not 
for profit funds — to the extent that considering 
intervention to wind up the former is now warranted. 
But of greater concern is that the tax benefits to 
those with surplus income and hence able to park 
significant annual income and wealth in these, often 
self-administered, schemes is now resulting in costs 
to government in reduced taxation revenue on a par 
with the costs of providing state pensions2. 

For the rich, superannuation has become a 
tax-reduced subsidy for wealth to be passed on 
as inheritance — perpetuating and increasing the 
already obscene level of wealth inequality. The 
recent budget decision to cap tax-free contributions 
to superannuation accounts already holding $3 
million or more is a first small step towards what 
needs to be a radical overhaul of the superannuation 
and the related pension and taxation systems. We 
urgently need to ensure all citizens have an ‘adequate 
sufficiency’ of inflation-proofed income in retirement 
funded by the combination of accumulated personal 
superannuation and/or state age pensions but close 
off the income tax avoidance and low taxed wealth 
being hoarded in these schemes by the wealthy. 

Housing — as homes for people

It is now recognised that the system of capital 
gains taxing and ‘negative gearing’ of housing 
investment for renting is widely used by many with 

2 See Grattan Inst Report: (https://grattan.edu.au/report/super-savings-practical-policies-for-fairer-superannuation-and-a-stronger-budget/) which suggests 
concession costs of around $45bn a year — around 2% of GDP and soon likely to exceed the$46bn cost of age pension See also: https://treasury.gov.au/sites/
default/files/2021-02/p2020-100554-ud04_sustainability.pdf 

3 See https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2023/may/17/think-its-tough-being-a-renter-hardly-landlords-are-voiceless 

surplus wealth and income as another ‘legitimate’ 
tax avoidance measure.3 Such measures might 
be justifiable if they were effective in delivering 
sufficient affordable rental accommodation for those 
unable to compete in the home-ownership housing 
market — one that has gone through quite exceptional 
increases in house values, again benefiting mainly 
those with existing wealth or higher incomes. The 
reality is that both home ownership (usually via 
mortgage repayments to banks and other lenders 
which for many is much like paying rent to the 
bank for decades before being able to claim one 
owns even part of it) and secure, affordable home 
rentals are beyond the reach of too many. For many, 
private renting causes financial stress where it 
takes over a third of their income. ‘Public’ housing 
is very limited in Australia. Rather than being an 
option for ‘working’ people is largely restricted to 
and has the added stigma of being for people on 
‘welfare’. A values-based government should be 
restructuring the supports for both public and private 
housing to ensure ‘homes for all’. In this it needs 
to redirect existing tax benefit subsidies for both 
home ownership and ‘investment’ properties into 
schemes that finance genuinely ‘affordable’ housing 
investment. The priority here needs to be funding 
for both social-enterprise ‘not for profit’ housing 
associations, cooperative housing schemes, and direct 
state and/or local council owned housing — with 
perhaps some joint shared state-family equity 
arrangements where people progressively purchase 
their home as part of paying rent. 

Progressive political economics

There are other measures that governments can 
and should take which reduce wealth-welfare under 
capitalism. The massive investments in people 
represented by the job-keeper and job-seeker 
payments that kept the economy going into recession 
during the height of the COVID pandemic have 
shown that old-style ‘Keynesian’ economics has 
value. A step further would be to embrace elements 
of Modern Monetary Theory which would permit 
any country with a sovereign currency to put money 
into the economy — subject only to external exchange 
pressures rising from excessive inflation — to meet 
a range of social needs and use taxation to direct 
spending in socially valued directions rather than the 

https://grattan.edu.au/report/super-savings-practical-policies-for-fairer-superannuation-and-a-stronger-budget/
https://treasury.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-02/p2020-100554-ud04_sustainability.pdf
https://treasury.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-02/p2020-100554-ud04_sustainability.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2023/may/17/think-its-tough-being-a-renter-hardly-landlords-are-voiceless


I S S U E  5  65

current helter-skelter profiting from greed wherever 
possible. 

A universal basic income (UBI) guaranteed to each 
person provided on a regular basis direct from the 
state would be a short-cut to achieving a number of 
these values-based objectives. It would provide a floor 
for all that would go a long way to ending poverty. It 
would eliminate much of the cost of managing the 
current means-tested and often punitive systems for 
distribution of welfare payments. A single universal 
system would be cheaper to run. The savings would 
contribute to providing the UBI at an appropriate 
level. Progressive taxation for all personal income 
above the basic level would do much, alongside the 
reduction or elimination of the upper-class welfare 
identified above, to pay for the UBI and reduce the 
level of inequality. Above all, such a UBI would 
embody social values around human rights and 
dignity that tinkering with wage-based taxation alone 
cannot achieve. 

Tackling the intergenerational inequalities from 
inherited wealth also needs attention — in a way that 
respects working families’ efforts to pass on hard 
earned saving to their children and dependants but 
closes off the more obscene wealth transfers that 
perpetuate privilege in a small number of families 
who exert undue influence over the democratic 
processes we rely on for a humane society. 

All of the arguments for change on the personal 
taxation side of the equation take on even greater 
urgency in the field of corporate taxation. The reality 
is that major corporations pay little if any tax despite 
large profits from Australian consumer spending, 
exploitation of Australian resources, and significant 
spending on ‘political donations’ to spread their 
influence on measures that might impact their vested 
interests.4 Reform of the taxation systems here and 
in other developed countries, and international 
protection that can and should be offered to the less 
developed, is much needed so that tax is paid where 
corporate income is earned and non-renewable 
resources are extracted. And in a world facing 
unprecedented environmental challenges, there have 
to be measures that internalise the costs of damage 
to environments — social and economic as well as 
ecological — as part of a values-based public-private 
democratically run economy. 

 And — to tackle to issue raised at the start — while 
the stage three tax cuts for the wealthy are 
reprehensible and need to be scrapped, if our 

4 The Australian Tax Office Report on corporate tax transparency for 2020-21 showing a third of 2,500 large and medium corporate entities paid no tax in the 
financial year see: https://www.ato.gov.au/Business/Large-business/In-detail/Tax-transparency/Corporate-tax-transparency-report-for-the-2020-21-income-
year/ Also for discussion of this and similar tax avoidance in previous years see Guardian article https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/nov/03/
australia-tax-transparency-report-almost-a-third-large-companies-pay-zero-income-tax.

government finds the argument about honouring 
its election promises overwhelming then perhaps it 
might consider an alternative. The argument is made 
that reducing personal taxation puts money into 
the economy and tax cuts are needed for this. Well, 
if so how about governments honour the promise 
at the level of aiming for the economic stimulus as 
the desired effect but deliver it in a way that would 
actually be more effective and fairer. Rather than the 
$40 plus billion as a handout to the wealthy — where 
much of it wouldn’t see the light of day as consumer 
spending or productive investment — how about 
government give the same amount as a tax cut by 
raising the threshold level at which personal income 
taxation starts — thereby giving the same amount 
to everyone — equally! More of it would be spent 
in stimulating the economy, reducing household 
debt (and costs associated with this), family savings 
that would lead to finance sector having more for 
investment etc. Of course, those tax bludgers with 
vested interests in upper class welfare capitalism 
would scream. I’d be happy to see them argue for 
their interests over those of the rest of us — and I’m 
pretty certain who would win that argument.  
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The Voice to Parliament is the first referendum 
since 1999, which failed to establish Australia 

as a republic independent of the Crown. This new 
referendum, at a cost of $400 million, asks of the 
Australian people:

A Proposed Law: To alter the Constitution 
to recognise the First Peoples of Australia by 
establishing an Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Voice. Do you approve this proposed 
alteration?

One of the unique characteristics of a Referendum 
is that it requires a double majority to succeed, 
that is a majority above 50% nationally as well as 
a majority across states. The problem is that most 
polls fail to sample enough voters in smaller states 
like Tasmania and South Australia. One solution is 
to aggregate results from multiple polls. This was 
recently attempted by Evershed and Nicholas (26 
June, 2023) for The Guardian. Combining results 
from 10 separate polls demonstrated a massive fall 
in support from August, 2022 until March, 2023. It 
fell from around 60% to 50% nationally, the highest 
support being in NSW (62%) and the lowest in WA 
(52%). They also found age group influenced support, 
rising from 40% among those older than 55, up to 
84% among 18-34 year-olds. 

As of mid-2023, a total of around 60 polls 
have sampled Australia’s support for The Voice to 

Parliament, representing a total of almost 100,000 
people. Most of these polls are single-issue push polls 
run by news media, and so prevent deeper analyses 
on other attitudes and voting habits. There is also 
some concern that their wording is manipulated, 
which can have profound effects. For example, the 
latest Essential Poll of 1125 voters changed its June 
methodology to include an ‘unsure’ option, prompting 
a fall in support from 60% to 47% seemingly 
overnight. Other criticisms of the polls are that they 
are unbiased slaves to the Murdoch media, and rarely 
include representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
islanders themselves. For the referendum to succeed 
it needs a 50% majority in every state. In the absence 
of useful sampling in smaller states, some pollsters 
rely on broad bipartisan support as an alternative 
marker, where voters of all different stripes offer 
support. 

As will be seen in the following analysis, a majority 
of these issues are obviated in the original Australian 
Electoral Study (Cameron & McAllister, 2023), one 
of the very first polls that examined support for The 
Voice, and arguably of interest because it takes a 
baseline temperature of support long before mass 
media fully weighed in on the debate. As will be 
seen, those most resistant to The Voice tend to vote 
for Pauline Hanson’s One Nation and the Nationals. 
Whilst Pauline Hanson’s One Nation embraces a 
slew of policies that are ‘tough minded’ and punitive, 

ORIGINAL FABIANS RESEARCH

Will the Voice 
succeed?

 What the polls say

DR PAUL READ
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other analyses suggest that Nationals voters can 
adopt progressive policies depending on context. 
Meanwhile, Greens, Independents and Labor voters 
tend to support the ‘Yes’ campaign. This article also 
examines resistance to the campaign and identifies 
strategies for engagement with the ‘No’ camp.

pseph·ology (noun) 
the study of elections and voting statistics

Cambridge Dictionary

The original Australian Electoral Study (Cameron 
& McAllister, 2023) sampled 2508 people from 
around the country, asking whether they would 
support a referendum to recognise Indigenous 
Australians in the Constitution. This paper looks 
at the results and trends that emerge from this 
question using both the original sample (which was 
skewed towards an older cohort and so possibly 
more conservative) as well as a randomly selected 
subsample of 1497 people that more closely match 
Australia’s age structure. A proper survey reflecting 
the entire nation would have required a sample size 
of at least 5000 people so results should be viewed 
with caution. Only one survey has achieved this — the 
YouGov survey of 15,060 people in March 2023. The 
following analyses examine the original results from 
the Australian Electoral Study (2022) contextualised 

against results from the largest and more recent 
YouGov survey commissioned by the authors of the 
Uluru Statement from the Heart.

In the original 2022 AES survey, the first question 
was how much people support the change overall. 
As can be seen in Figure 1, fully 85.7% of the sample 
either supported (39.4%) it or strongly (46.3%) 
supported it. Responses were recorded on a four-
point Likert scale where 1 denoted ‘strong support, 
2 was ‘support’, 3 was ‘opposed’ and 4 was ‘strongly 
opposed’. This is almost identical to the full sample’s 
result, 81.8%. By contrast, the more recent YouGov 
survey puts support at 51%, opposition at 34% and 
those ‘undecided’ at 15%. 

Figure 1. Number of people endorsing a referendum to recognise 
Indigenous Australians

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/study
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/election
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/voting
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/statistics
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The support by state is shown for AES (2022) 
in Table 1. Again, sample sizes were too small for 
Tasmania, Northern Territory and the ACT, but the 
trend overall suggested each state was broadly in 
support of the Referendum. These findings, although 
the sample size was small, suggested The Voice would 
succeed in each state. The larger and more recent 
YouGov results show the same trends across states but 
at smaller rates of support that tend to match only the 
values for ‘strong support’. They diverge only in the 
case of Tasmania, where the larger sample predicts 
far less support than the original AES sample. It 
falls from 66% strong support to 50% support. In 
the absence of Tasmania, excluded as an outlier, the 
correlation between the two samples across states is r2 
= .90 (p < .001).

Among Indigenous Australians themselves, there 
were only nine males and 13 females recorded in the 
AES sample. The rate of 77% support in the tiny AES 
sample roughly matches the more recent 83% support 
in YouGov, which was based on the largest sample of 
Indigenous Australians to date, a total of 732 people. 
When the Indigenous AES sample was combined 
into both genders 18% ‘opposed’ it and 5% ‘strongly 
opposed’ it. To increase the sample size the original 
sample of 2508 was checked and the same trends 
emerge in a slightly expanded sample of Indigenous 
Australians — 59% ‘strongly support’ it, 22% ‘support 
it, 15% ‘opposed’ it and 3.5% ‘strongly opposed’ it. 

When tracked across five-year age increments 
in the AES, all ages are largely supportive until the 
age of 53, at which point older respondents become 
slightly resistant to supporting the Referendum. As 
to gender, 82% of men are supportive and 89% of 
women are supportive. This also matches the trend in 
the YouGov survey. 

Figure 2. Endorsement of Referendum by five-year age categories

Income, education, and voting preferences 
for 2022 also have effects on support for the 
Referendum, at least as available in the AES 
(unavailable in the YouGov survey). Those who have 
a university education (56.7%) are significantly more 
likely to endorse the Referendum (1.6) versus those 
without (1.8), yet both average out as supportive to 
some degree (p < .001). Support grows with income, 
ranging from 2.0 for those below $30,000, through 
1.8 thereafter up to $150,000, and then reflecting 
stronger support at 1.5 above that (r2 = .61, p < .001). 
Where sample sizes were large enough to make 
an appropriate assessment on actual voting from 
2022, support was strongest among Greens voters 
(1.4), followed by Independents and Labor (both 
1.6), then tends towards opposition among Liberal 
voters (2.1), followed by Liberal Democrats (2.3), 
Nationals (2.4), and then Pauline Hanson’s One 
Nation (2.6). A series of Spearman rank correlations 
(as appropriate for Likert scales of this nature) sought 
to identify correlates to opposition in the AES sample. 
The strongest results are tabulated below, first for 
opposition and then for support.

Table 1. Support (%) for The Voice by state and Indigenous status, including sample size.

AES 2022 YouGov 2023
Sample Responses Support Strongly Support Total N = 15,060

NSW 342 98 40 46 86 52
VIC 268 98 35 51 86 53
QLD 183 99 42 40 82 47
SA 76 99 40 41 81 51
WA 110 96 46 42 88 48
TAS 15 100 33 66 100 50
NT 10 100 40 50 90 52
ACT 36 97 31 63 94 64
Indigenous 22 100 23 55 77 83



I S S U E  5  69

Table 2. Correlates to opposing The Voice, including 
Spearman’s Rank, by importance.

Issue Correlation Significance
Turn back asylum seekers .47 <.001
Death penalty for murder .38 <.001
Defence .28 <.001
National security .23 <.001
Tougher sentencing .21 <.001
Police and law enforcement .17 <.001
Taxation .14 <.001
Business and industry .11 <.001
Economic management .11 <.001

Table 3. Correlates to supporting The Voice, including 
Spearman’s Rank, by importance.

Issue Correlation Significance
Aboriginal land rights .69 <.001
Government support for 
indigenous

.66 <.001

Equal opportunity for women .49 <.001
Equal opportunity for migrants .47 <.001
Global warming .44 <.001
Environment .39 <.001
Unemployment benefits .32 <.001
NDIS .31 <.001
Education .31 <.001
Refugees and asylum seekers .29 <.001
Voluntary euthenasia .22 <.001
Decriminalise cannabis .21 <.001
Old age pensions .21 <.001
Public transport .20 <.001
Ordinary people need more 
power

.19 <.001

Affirmative action for women .18 <.001
Health and Medicare .14 <.001

As can be seen the hot button issues that tend 
to correlate with The Voice include a set of (likely 
intercorrelated) factors reflecting conservative views 
in opposition and factors reflecting progressive 
policies in support. For context, these significantly 
emerge across a total of 41 issues covered by the AES, 
ranging from defence to gender politics. So, these 
22 items emerge from a broader set of themes as 
significant. Interestingly, the conservative factors list 
three items related to economic management and 
six items related to what might be seen as a ‘tough-
minded’ or even a punitive stance regarding law and 
order. By contrast the 13 supportive items are more 
focused on areas where government is supposed to 
intervene — transport, education, health, pensions, 
disability services, unemployment. They are more 
civic in nature. Outside of such issues are progressive 
views on gender, euthanasia, cannabis and climate.

The final analysis looks at how Anthony Albanese 
is viewed by respondents, split by their support versus 
opposition to The Voice. This is because he has been 
largely seen as the champion of the cause and roundly 
targeted for criticism by the Opposition. Across nine 
personality descriptives, supporters viewed Anthony 
Albanese significantly more favourably than those 
who opposed it (based on independent sample t 
tests applied to mean scores, p < .001). Results based 
on raw population frequencies for endorsement of 
‘extremely well’ and ‘quite well’ are summed in Table 3 
for the supporting group, the opposing group, and the 
total sample for context. 

Table 4. Attitudes towards the Prime Minister according to 
those who support vs oppose The Voice

Issue Support 
(%)

Oppose 
(%)

Total  
(%)

Inspiring 52 22 48
Knowledgeable 66 39 61
Strong leader 65 35 61
Trustworthy 70 35 65
Competent 72 40 67
Intelligent 74 45 70
Honest 74 45 70
Sensible 79 50 75
Compassionate 81 59 78

In addition to the question on constitutional 
reform there are two other questions in the AES that 
ask about Indigenous issues, which can be used to 
check the findings above. The questions ask whether 
the respondent agrees that government help for 
Indigenous Australians and Aboriginal land rights 
have gone too far, not far enough or is about right. 
This is answered on a five-point Likert scale where 
1 denotes ‘gone much too far’, 2 was ‘gone too far’, 3 
was ‘about right’, 4 was ‘not gone far enough’, 5 was 
‘not nearly gone far enough’. National endorsement 
of more action on these items (summing 4 and 5) 
cumulatively represents 48% for land rights and 
49% for government support, both much lower 
than the 86% support for The Voice in this sample. 
Split by state, there is convergent validity across the 
questions because they correlate with responses on 
the Referendum, r2 = .72 (p < .05) for land rights 
and r2 = .57 (p < .05) for government support. 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders themselves 
are more likely to endorse more action on land 
rights (53%) and government support (55%) than 
the general population (48% and 49%), and yet 
less likely to support The Voice (77% Indigenous 
versus 86% generally). Whilst these questions offer 
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Framing in the mind of the respondent is important 
because the obverse of recognising Indigenous 

Australians is not easily defensible — outright  
non-recognition, which is implied, is morally  

hard to endorse at the extreme.
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convergent validity across questions, the much higher 
endorsement of The Voice compared to action on 
land rights and government support across both 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians might 
suggest the referendum question was phrased in a 
way almost guaranteed to garner support. Framing in 
the mind of the respondent is important because the 
obverse of recognising Indigenous Australians is not 
easily defensible — outright non-recognition, which is 
implied, is morally hard to endorse at the extreme.

Table 5. Endorsement of Indigenous issues by state and 
Indigeneity (%)

Land 
Rights

Government 
Support

Referendum

New South Wales 48 51 86
Victoria 52 55 86
Queensland 41 37 82
South Australia 36 35 81
Western Australia 44 49 88
Tasmania 66 60 100
Northern Territory 40 40 90
Australian Capital 
Territory 

60 65 94

Indigenous 53 55 77

If The Voice is to achieve majority endorsement 
in every state, there is one final analysis that might 
prove helpful focused on the predominant media 
engagement of the opposing groups. The results are 
outlined in Table 6, where extreme media engagement 
is rank ordered for those who ‘strongly oppose’ versus 
‘oppose’ the Referendum. This highlights where 
activism might prove most useful, perhaps targeting 
the less rusted-on group in the softer opposition 
camp rather than those who ‘strongly oppose’. 
This list likely reflects the key campaign strategies 
of the No Campaign, or at least hints at the most 
effective strategies for media engagement for the Yes 
Campaign.

Table 6. How to reach the opposing camp — engagement 
with media by rank ordering

Measure ‘Oppose’ ‘Strongly 
Oppose’

Political activist approach by any 
means

42 51

Mass media websites 50 43
Political activist approach by mail 39 35
AEC website 35 31
Internet 36 30
Voting advice website 24 28
Television 29 26
Radio 12 25
Political activist approach by text 22 24

Facebook, Twitter and Whatsapp 22 16
Campaign websites 21 16
Newspapers 11 14
Political activist approach by 
telephone

11 10

Political activist approach face to face 6 6
Political activist approach by email 13 6
Federal parliament websites 10 2
Election blogs 12 0

Conclusion

The question was: “If a referendum were held to 
recognise Indigenous Australians in the Constitution 
would you support or oppose such a change to the 
Constitution?” Fully 86% of the population supported 
the Referendum based on this question, although only 
46% strongly supported it. Among those states with a 
large enough sample size there was support in NSW, 
Victoria, Queensland and Western Australia, whereas 
a small sample of Indigenous Australians were less 
supportive. Being younger or female garnered more 
support, as did a university education and greater 
income. Voting Greens, Independents and Labor was 
associated with support, with all other major parties 
being resistant. Positive ratings of the Prime Minister 
were also associated with support. Whilst supporters 
are generally more concerned with civic issues of 
education, transport, pensions and benefits, they 
also endorse progressive policies on euthanasia, the 
environment, cannabis and gender. Conversely, those 
in opposition to The Voice tend to endorse issues of 
economic management, taxation, and more punitive 
measures aimed at capital punishment, asylum 
seekers, defence and tougher sentencing. As to media 
engagement, the group most resistant seem to be 
more engaged, if not influenced by, in order, direct 
approaches by political activists and mass media 
websites, mailouts, electoral and voting websites, 
and television. Finally, whilst the AES suggests 
broad-based support across all states, and that a Yes 
campaign would win, the sample size is simply too 
small to put too great an emphasis on its outcomes. 
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The Jilya Institute led by proud Indigenous woman 
Dr Tracy Westerman is thrilled to present the 

annual Jilya Fundraising Gala for the prevention 
of Indigenous suicide and the establishment of a 
nationwide clinic, scheduled for October 21, 2023, 
at Winthrop Hall, University of Western Australia. 
This event has become a significant highlight on the 
fundraising calendar, with proceeds contributing 
towards the establishment of a National Indigenous 
Clinical Psychology Treatment and Assessment 
Centre. This undertaking aims to bolster the 
assistance available at the grassroots level, where the 
provision of culturally and clinically intricate services 
for high-risk individuals and communities are either 
not met or faced with challenges. 

Within two years of its launch, the program now 
supports 41 Indigenous psychology students across 
the country, making a substantial contribution to 
the most vulnerable communities in need of mental 
health services. This event will announce a further 13 
scholarships for Indigenous Psychology students and 
for the first time, include three recipients from the 
Alice Springs region; consistent with the program’s 
ethos — to develop permanent skills capacity in our 
highest risk communities. Because locals never leave! 

Jilya is undertaking the formidable task of 
establishing a permanent workforce in every high-
risk community. This relentless pursuit of a better 
future for these communities aims to alleviate the 

burden of generational suicides, child removals, and 
incarceration. Join Jilya on its inspiring journey as it 
leads the charge toward transforming mental health 
services for Indigenous communities across Australia.

The initiative has received a generous $50,000 
contribution from the Wheeler Foundation and 
limited sponsorship packages are still available. 
To ensure that community are front and centre 
of this incredible event, Jilya allocates tickets to 
bereaved Aboriginal families and frontline mental 
health workers. As well as attending themselves, 
organisations and individuals can also donate to 
underwrite the costs of a bereaved family member’s 
ticket to the gala.  

VOICE

The 2023 Jilya  
Indigenous  

Fundraising Gala
BABU SAJJAD

Babu Sajjad is a committed worker and activist at Western 
Australia’s Jilya Institute, which focuses on building capacity to 
prevent Indigenous suicide, especially by empowering a nationwide 
network of Indigenous counselling professionals and psychologists.

For more information, please  
contact Merinda Dickson at  

coo@thejilyainstitute.com.au  
or Babu Sajjad on (08) 6244 3399  

or babu.sajjad@thejilyainstitute.com.au 
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Peter Love, president of the Melbourne Branch 
of the Melbourne Labour History Society since 

1988, has died. His contributions to the society have 
been immense. 

Peter joined the executive of the Melbourne Branch 
in 1973, edited its official newsletter Recorder from 
1974-1982, and penned innumerable articles. For over 
thirty years, Peter also served on the federal executive 
and the editorial board of its journal, Labour History. 

His wife, Susanne, arranged a Big Send Off for 
Peter at Trades Hall, a place of singular importance 
to Peter. He was deeply proud to be a Trades Hall and 
Literary Institute trustee, a role he held since 2015. 

Though he will not know it, Trades Hall flew its 
flags at half-mast for Peter in the week after his death. 
It was a fitting tribute for a man who gave so much of 
his life to the labour movement and to safeguarding 
its history. 

Following family tradition, his wife, Susanne, was 
elected as secretary of our branch at last year’s AGM. 
We will miss him. 

VALE

Peter Love (1947-2023),  
teacher, activist,  

scholar and friend
JULIE KIMBER

Julie Kimber is Editor of Recorder, the official newsletter of the 
Melbourne Labour History Society. Republished here with thanks 
from page 1, Recorder, Issue 306, July 2023.

Our tribute to Peter can be read at:  
labourhistorymelbourne.org/2023/05/22/ 

citizen-love-teacher-activist-scholar-and-friend

http://labourhistorymelbourne.org/2023/05/22/citizen-love-teacher-activist-scholar-and-friend
http://labourhistorymelbourne.org/2023/05/22/citizen-love-teacher-activist-scholar-and-friend
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TECHNOLOGY

Has  
singularity 

arrived?
Some thought experiments on ChatGPT 
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Singularity, according to Moore’s Law is expected 
to happen around 2045 and is the moment when 

humans will no longer be able to tell when they are 
communicating with a non-human online entity. Let 
us explore now the thoughts of some of our leading 
authors and thinkers from around the world — people 
like psychologist Shoshana Zuboff, historian Yuval 
Noah Harari, and economist Erik Brynjolfsson.

The ChatGPT conundrum:  
navigating the perils of AI in the  
Age of Surveillance Capitalism

As the author of ‘The Age of Surveillance Capitalism’ 
and a respected social psychologist, Shoshana 
Zuboff has dedicated her career to critically 
examining the societal and ethical implications of 
digital technologies. Her incisive perspectives on 
the intersection of technology, power, and human 
agency have helped shape the conversation around 
the impact of AI on the workforce. Zuboff ’s expertise 
lends credence to the likelihood of her cautionary 
examination of ChatGPT and its potential risks for 
workers and society. Here’s what she might say…

In the shadow of the digital revolution, a spectre 
looms over the world of work: the emergence of 
ChatGPT and its unbridled potential to disrupt the 
delicate balance of power between labour and capital. 
This technology, while impressive in its capabilities, 
poses an existential threat to the workers it purports 
to serve. As we recklessly forge ahead, it is crucial that 
we examine the potentially devastating consequences 
of this artificial intelligence on the very fabric of our 
society.

The allure of ChatGPT’s efficiency and cost-
effectiveness belies the erosion of human agency, 
autonomy, and dignity in the workplace. As tasks are 
outsourced to this digital entity, workers face the grim 
prospect of unemployment or a future relegated to 
subservient roles in a machine-dominated world. This 
displacement of labour undermines the foundations 

of our social contract and exacerbates the already 
widening chasm of inequality.

The unchecked expansion of ChatGPT and similar 
technologies not only jeopardizes the livelihoods 
of millions but also risks perpetuating an age of 
surveillance capitalism, where our thoughts, desires, 
and interactions are commodified for profit. In 
the pursuit of innovation, we must not forsake our 
humanity nor the rights and dignity of workers. The 
implications of ChatGPT demand our attention and a 
critical re-evaluation of the path we have chosen.

The AI epoch: charting the  
historical significance of ChatGPT  

and its impact on workers

An esteemed historian and philosopher, Yuval Noah 
Harari would bring a unique vantage point to the 
discussion of ChatGPT’s impact on workers. His 
best-selling books, including ‘Sapiens’, ‘Homo Deus’, 
and ‘21 Lessons for the 21st Century’, have captivated 
audiences with their exploration of humanity’s past, 
present, and future. Harari’s keen insights into the 
role of technology in shaping civilizations make him 
an ideal voice to analyse the broader implications 
of ChatGPT and its place in the ongoing narrative 
of human history. What might be his thoughts on 
ChatGPT?

As the river of time flows inexorably forward, 
we find ourselves at yet another juncture in human 
history, standing before a new technological wonder: 
ChatGPT. This artificial intelligence, like the 
inventions that have preceded it, carries the potential 
to shape the course of our civilization in profound 
ways. To understand the impact of ChatGPT on the 
workers of today and tomorrow, we must navigate 
the currents of history and consider the lessons it has 
taught us.

Our past bears witness to the transformative 
power of technology, both as a force for progress 
and as a harbinger of disruption. The advent of 

This technology, while impressive in its  
capabilities, poses an existential threat to  

the workers it purports to serve
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agriculture, the steam engine, and the internet have 
all revolutionized the nature of work, bringing both 
prosperity and upheaval in their wake. As ChatGPT 
takes its place in the pantheon of human innovation, 
we must explore the broader implications of this AI 
on the intricate tapestry of our societies, economies, 
and cultures.

The journey that lies ahead requires a deep and 
reflective examination of the role of ChatGPT, not 
only as a tool to enhance productivity but also as a 
catalyst for redefining our understanding of work, 
value, and human purpose. In this quest, we shall 
traverse the landscapes of history, philosophy, and 
ethics, seeking wisdom to navigate the uncharted 
waters of a world transformed by artificial 
intelligence.

The economic ripples of ChatGPT:  
assessing AI’s influence on the global 

workforce and economy

A prominent economist and researcher, Erik 
Brynjolfsson has devoted his career to understanding 
the relationship between technology, productivity, 
and the global economy. His influential books, co-
authored with Andrew McAfee, such as ‘The Second 
Machine Age’ and ‘Machine, Platform, Crowd’, delve 
into the economic and societal ramifications of 
emerging technologies. With his deep understanding 
of market dynamics and policy interventions, 
Brynjolfsson is uniquely positioned to assess the 
influence of ChatGPT on the global workforce and 
economy. What might he say…

As the digital age forges ahead, the landscape of 
work and the global economy is being reshaped by 
the emergence of groundbreaking technologies like 
ChatGPT. Understanding the potential impact of this 
artificial intelligence on workers requires a nuanced 
analysis rooted in economic theory and empirical 
evidence. It is through this lens that we shall explore 
the complex interplay between technology, labour, 
and economic prosperity.

ChatGPT, like many innovations before it, 
presents both opportunities and challenges for 
the workforce. On one hand, it has the potential 
to boost productivity, drive economic growth, and 
create new industries. On the other hand, it raises 
concerns about job displacement, wage stagnation, 
and the growing divide between skilled and unskilled 
workers. To navigate these complexities, we must 
delve into the mechanisms of market dynamics, policy 
interventions, and skill development.

Any examination must take us on a journey 
through the economic implications of ChatGPT and 
assess its potential to alter the balance of labour and 
capital, reshape the global workforce, and redefine 
the nature of work itself. Only by rigorously analysing 
data and economic trends, can we better understand 
the opportunities and risks presented by this AI 
and formulate strategies to ensure a prosperous and 
equitable future for all.

And in conclusion we can safely say, that if you’ve 
read this far and thought you’ve been reading a 
real-life human author, then we have indeed arrived 
at singularity. With clever prompts from Jason 
McKenzie and a little finessing from Paul Read, this 
article was wholly developed by AI mimicking the 
voices of each writer. Prof Kecerdasan Buatan is real 
to some extent. He is indeed a rising star in the AI 
world, a researcher from Indonesia at a metaphorical 
‘think-tank’ dedicated to AI, someone or something 
that ‘professes’ to know stuff. His name ‘kecerdasan 
buatan’ is, at least according to Google translate, 
Indonesian for ‘artificial intelligence’. Welcome to the 
world of singularity. 

In our next edition, we’ll ask ChatGPT to evaluate 
its own impact on labour, worker’s rights and equity 
to see whether it’s honest. 

In the meantime, dear reader, feel free to 
share your commentary on the rise of AI. Is it the 
wunderkind we hope for? Or a lurking horror from 
the ninth circle of existential ennui? Will our children 
work long hours in unskilled misery while AI merrily 
luxuriates in writing poetry and making art? 

A rising star in the AI world and researcher at the prestigious 
AI think tank Singularity Prof Buatan, originally from Indonesia, 
explores the opinions of thought-leaders including psychologist 
Shoshana Zuboff, historian Yuval Noah Harari, and economist Erik 
Brynjolfsson.
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I had thought it strange, that the Leader of our 
Country would plunge to radio shock-jock ‘self-

anointed common-man’ territory, or their cheap 
imitators a la the likes of Ben Fordham, to have them 
re-frame what the functions of the First People’s Voice 
to Parliament would be.

I had thought it stranger, that the Minister of 
the Crown for Indigenous Affairs would follow the 
Leaders suit on ceding determinative power of the 
Voice’s design, remit, or philosophy to these very same 
jocks.

Were we not meant to decide its functions, scopes, 
and power after the principle was won and assented 
to by the People?

Not only are these politics dangerous because we 
ingest the conservative elites’ framing once again, 
they are dangerous because the real strength of The 
Voice primarily rests in it remaining of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander design. Remaining in our 
self-determinative hands.

By going to the dens of the rubbishers before 
the blooming mechanism is even assented to, and 
inhaling what is acceptable for them, … well, many 
things occur.

The conservative elites who have, without our 
consent, pillaged all of our sweat, lands, water, and 
biosphere to the point of imminent food-web and 
mental-stress collapse, get a framing of the Voice 
more amenable to their financial wants. Their 
representatives in the Country and Liberal Parties 
harvest with their donors manufactured lies, more 
manufactured fervour of ‘NO’.

And the progressive radicals? Well, they ingest a 
sense that one must be the most progressive radical 
for also joining in the fervour of ‘NO’. Do they look 
to the thousands of radical First Nations people in 
favour of the construction of this communicative 
forum — The Voice? No. At best they may quietly vote 
‘Yes’, and at worst will campaign heavily ‘NO’.

Therefore both our radicalism in Yes appears 
lessened the more we blindly accept capitulations, 
and the well of energy within would-be comrades for 
the fight is sapped, our hopes for self-determination 
in The Voice’s functions dashing away. 

And what qualifies a ‘Ben Fordham’ to 
sledgehammer so? 

Nothing but the foolish who think him so.
The Voice to Parliament is the springboard 

and foundational mechanism from which a truly 
Independent Australia can begin to emerge. 
Civilisations are meeting here. Will we allow First 
People’s sovereignty a fuller expression? Will we 
journey Voice, Treaty, and Truth?

It has the unerring support of the majority of First 
Nations Peoples and the First Nations.

It does not exist in a vacuum. 
Its potential to provide a forum for more input into 

laws and more equal treaty-making is immense.
Don’t go mentioning past treaties, though, like 

Waitangi. It is mindsets past. Rather, imagine what 
could be with The Voice in play!

We must can capitulations that impede First 
Nations’ rights to self-determination, and call them 
out!

ESSAY

Let the Ancient 
Land Speak! 

MATT JEFFREY
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We must bring whatever adjacent radicalisms there 
are inside the tent of an exuberant ‘Yes’, or attempt to 
do so.

That is if we wish to have a shot at a healthy society 
and environment at all.

And to all those worried about Sovereignty, 
sovereignty cannot be ceded, full stop.

We are Here.
We must fight like Hell these next few weeks to let 

the Ancient Land Speak. With fire in our bellies.
Our Ancient polities have given the speck of dust 

that is this colonial polity and project the bones with 
which to wheeze its ephemera. We guide you the 
rivers, the foodspots, the hunting ones, the ways to 
grow surplus food with this land, and we guide in how 
to burn to stem unstoppable burns. 

Yet our demos, along with the majority of the 
multicultural working class, have been locked out of 
the constitution of our country. At present, its heart is 
wickedly cold and wickedly imperial.

The communicative power of the Voice alone opens 
up the opportunity for the people to hear different 
conceptions of governance, society, and economy 
already existing. And for Treaties, well, they rarely get 
updated, but the Voice may live centuries to come and 
may be altered for more radical transformative power 
in the futures we fight for.

It is my firm belief that all humans on our 
continent and shared isles, need the First Peoples 
to have an organ, in ours the last settler-state to 
constrict and extract from an entire continent; this, to 
platform our sovereignty and to fashion livable shared 
pathways forward.

We were here before the palaces of parliament. 
And we will be here after.

The Uluru Statement: From the Heart is simply 
hands outstretched in this growingly iniquitous and 
unjust interregnum period. Statecraft can mean more 
than the poisoned chalice of liberalism. It has here, 
for millennia.

The 2022 State of the Environment report is an 
insult to thousands of years of human custodianship.

Why would any of us, save for the shareholders 
of BHP and oligarchs be scared to let the Land truly 
speak?

Can the capitulations! Get out there and fan 
continued structural reconciliations. And imagine 
the most radically transformative functions for The 
Voice — plan for that potential eventuality now. 

The war for this place is yet to end. The war for its 
soul is just beginning. 

A proud Wadi Wadi man, Matt is a Labor member, union organiser, 
writer, and is re-training to become a Geography Teacher. His first 
book, The Imperial Government, is launching on the 11th of October.
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These memoirs are a heady mix of hope and 
despair. The author, Max Ogden, is a lifelong 

unionist and political activist whose passion and 
optimism shines through on every page of his 
entertaining account of politics and unions from the 
50s to the 00s. Unfortunately, the bitter truth is that 
many pages record setbacks and distractions, some 
inflicted by opposing politicians and employer groups 
but others self-inflicted. Lessons have to be learnt 
from defeats as well as from victories.

We all know plenty of reminiscences from 
erstwhile Labor politicians, and the machinations of 
smoky backrooms and press leaks can be gripping 
reading. There are also plenty of earnest and worthy 
union histories, usually lionising various stolid past 
secretaries. But getting a well-curated collection 
of useful “war stories” from a practitioner with 
a strategic slant is a lot rarer — and Max’s edited 
highlights of 50 years’ activism make many points of 
contemporary relevance that ring true today.

Max is positive about Australia’s future potential, 
coming out of a (now sadly diminished) great 
Australian heritage of heavy engineering and metal 
manufacturing. He became a unionist in 1955 as a 
2nd-year apprentice at the SECV, and remains one 
today. His union, the AEU (from 1972 the AMWU), 

was probably Australia’s most prominent industrial 
organisation from say 1945 to about 1985 — and Max 
was part of the union at its prime. It was ideological, 
activist — training hundreds if not thousands of 
workplace union delegates — and prepared to put 
resources into putting economic analysis and policy 
responses into local newsagencies, for the general 
public.

As one of Australia’s first generation of professional 
union trainers, Max helped put creating a positive 
workplace culture on the agenda in this country. 
He led an AEU state education committee from 
1968, ran courses from 1969 and was the AMWU 
Victorian Branch’s full-time trainer from 1973. The 
AMWU first among unions — together with the non-
ideological Workers’ Education Association — laid 
the foundations for the creation of the Australian 
Trade Union Training Authority by the Whitlam 
Government in 1975, with a dedicated national 
campus “Clyde Cameron College” in Wodonga. Max 
was active in TUTA councils from the beginning until 
the end.

The other strength of the AEU-AMWU was its 
internationalism, which may have been initially 
driven by partisan political alignments. In the longer 
term, though, the overseas links of the AMWU drew 

BOOK REVIEW

Max Ogden 
(2020)

 A Long View From The Left: From the CPA to the ALP,  
a lifetime of fighting for Australian workers’ rights.  

Published by Bad Apple Press Sydney.

DAVID CRAGG
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it to comparative studies in overseas union structures 
and tactics, a maturity rarely found in Australian 
union circles which were content to operate within 
the safe and predictable domestic parameters of a 
well-established statist arbitration system, drawing 
its authority from social consensus and a mild level of 
coercion.

Max and his union started from a Marxist 
viewpoint, wanting to shake the foundations. 
Perhaps they succeeded, but not in the ways that they 
foresaw. He joined the Communist Party in 1959, and 
frequently visited Soviet bloc countries from 1959 
onwards — clearly a trusted comrade, he was elevated 
to the CPA state committee in 1963 and national 
committee in 1967. Along the way, he worked briefly 
as a full-time political activist overseas and as a CPA 
paid official in Victoria.
Perhaps ironically, Max’s formative experiences 
overseas were in democracies he passed through 
rather than the Soviet Union — a 1965 stay at a 
union-owned training facility in Finland, and then a 
1978 stay in Sweden where he made life-long social 
democrat friends. Since then, Max has been a most 
articulate advocate of “Nordic” union strategies to 
embed social and workplace change. This new sort 
of social contract, quite distinct from the traditional 

“conciliation and arbitration” pillar of the early 20th 
Century Australian Settlement, underpinned the 
1983 ALP-ACTU Prices and Incomes Accord and 
much of the economic changes in Australia during 
the 1980s and 1990s. It is perhaps best epitomised in 
the ACTU’s “Australia Reconstructed” 1986 mission to 
Europe, endorsed at 1987 ACTU Congress.

Max — together with other Victorian CPA 
comrades — resigned ‘en bloc’ from the Party in 
1984, and joined a non-party policy group “Socialist 
Forum”. After 25 years in the Communist Party, 
Max served a statutory 12 months in limbo and 
then joined the ALP in 1985. (In passing, it is worth 
noting the extraordinary centrifugal pull of the Bob 
Hawke period — by 1990, the bulk of both Communist 
Party and National Civic Council union officials had 
gravitated to the ALP. Perhaps both extremes found 
the promise of constructive power too tempting?)

The Accord is a process of positive engagement 
very close to Max’s heart. Accord Mark I signed off in 
February 1983 underpinned the election of the Hawke 
Government one month later. This heralded the dawn 
of a golden period in Australian tripartitism, with 
modifications and supplements running successfully 
through to Accord VI in 1990. A 1990 highlight was 
the inclusion in the Metal Industry Award of a clause 
prohibiting “harsh, unjust or unreasonable” job 
dismissals as an award breach.

Max was a long-time colleague and collaborator 
working with Laurie Carmichael at both the AMWU 
and later the ACTU (where Max served as skills 
formation, and later industrial, officer 1988-2000). 
Many commentators correctly mark out Carmichael 
as the most influential union thinker and organizer 
in post-war Australia, as an AMWU full-time official 
1958-87 and ACTU assistant secretary 1987-93. In the 
absence of any Carmichael memoirs, Max’s book is a 
good insight into the thinking which guided AMWU 
strategies in the 1960s-70s and ACTU restructuring 
in the 1980s-90s, from a colleague and friend 
who was debating ideas, and collaborating, with 
Carmichael throughout this period.

The critical importance placed on industry-by-
industry organizing and industrial strategizing was 
hammered home by CPA party elder LL Sharkey in 
a widely influential monograph “The Trade Unions” 
(1942, revised edition 1959). This is the policy context 
for the discussions and debates the young Ogden 
and slightly older Carmichael would have enjoyed 
at Marx School classes in the 1950s. In the 1980s it 
saw fruition in tripartite policy structures such as the 
Australian Manufacturing Council and the National 
Training Board (later chaired by Carmichael).
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The industrial approach has its moments in 
Australian union history. At one stage, the CP 
promoted sectoral unions such as the Building 
Workers Industrial Union and the Pastoral Workers 
Industrial Union (briefly challenging the AWU). The 
BWIU survived to become a constituent in 1992 of 
the amalgamated CFMEU. A later strategy in the 
1940s was multi-union alliances such as the Building 
Trades Federation and the Metal Trades Federation. 
The MTFU tried to coordinate industry-wide 
campaigns into the early 2000s.

Part of the “award restructuring” process guided 
by the ACTU in the late 1980s was the government-
funded project to encourage wholesale union 
amalgamations. From well over 100 unions, the 
ACTU target — reflecting European experiences 
recorded in “Australia Reconstructed” — was to have 
20 industry-specific “super” unions. By 1995, the 
number of unions had fallen by more than half and 
today the number hovers around 40.

Perhaps counter-intuitively, union amalgamations 
have not helped the ACTU and have not helped 
industry-wide campaigning on the ground. Settling 
in merged bodies, often with very different union 
cultures, has preoccupied officials and sometimes 
wasted vast amounts of workers’ money in terrible 
internal brawls. Where amalgamated unions have 
stabilised, they are now large enough to not require 
a coordinating lead from the ACTU. The ACTU’s 
role in industry has shrunk with the shrinking 
number of unions it can call together. Now it appears 
the ALP has effectively outsourced its community 
campaigning needs to the ACTU, as a partner in a 
new sort of social contract.

Max is proud of his work at the ACTU in the 1980s 
up to 1996, bringing employers to the table to discuss 
improving skills acquisition and leading industry-
wide coordination, in particular in food processing. 
The ACTU had a credibility proven on the ground 
in coordinating industry-wide strategies across vital 
pressure points in the Australian economy — airlines, 
transport & freight, steel production, vehicle building, 
energy & fuel resources and TCF.

This is a vacuum sorely felt today, and we can only 
hope that the Albanese Government is genuine in its 
commitment to rebuild Australian manufacturing 
and quality jobs. After 25 years of employer 
ascendancy and hard yards for the union movement, 
re-seeding the ground for positive tripartite 
cooperation will take some mighty effort and goodwill 
all round, but Max thinks it can be done. Simply 

reintroducing employers to the idea that loyalty to 
their employees is a smart business strategy, rather 
than a liability, will take years.

The Nordic approach emphasised the importance 
of unions talking to employers — whether the 
boardrooms were in Melbourne or Sydney, or 
Detroit or Tokyo — to identify common interests in 
strengthening industries and to manage competing 
demands. The AMWU-ACTU approach didn’t deny 
bottom line antagonisms but tried to be positive, and 
respected employer representatives like Bert Evans 
(MTIA) or Bob Herbert (AIG) prepared to negotiate 
in the pursuit of some shared national interest.

But Accord Mark VII confirmed in a National 
Wage Case decision of October 1991 launched the 
concept of enterprise bargaining (effective 1992), 
rather than industry-based bargaining. Keating 
replaced Hawke in December 1991, and in October 
1993 Federal Parliament installed Accord Mark 
VIII, the last (and lamentable) accord — a victory 
for labor lawyers acting for both sides, unions & 
employers. The IR Reform Act 1993, introduced 
with the acquiescence of the ACTU, extended the 
concept of enterprise bargaining to include non-
union agreements. It took unfair dismissal out of the 
award system, and created a separate (and profoundly 
unsuccessful) jurisdiction to deal with terminations. 
And it killed the effective tactic of short wildcat 
stoppages and created a notional “right to strike” that 
is deliberately cumbersome and rarely used.

The Australian Settlement of roughly 1901-14 
delivered about eighty years of steady growth through 
a well-enforced award system of industry-wide pay 
and conditions, preference clauses giving a right 
of employment to union members, and a right to 
expect full-time and on-going employment except 
in rare circumstances (such as seasonal agricultural 
workers). This consensus built a strong union 
movement, but the consensus started to fray during 
the Whitlam Government 1972-75. By about 1991, the 
consensus had been replaced by a new social contract, 
the Accord.

But the Accord did not succeed in embedding good 
industrial relations, as evidenced by law changes from 
1996 onwards. The 2007-2013 period in government 
is an embarrassing wasted opportunity, and the 
Coalition 2013-2022 had no great need to pursue any 
further changes in the law — they frequently pointed 
to the Fair Work Act 2009 and smugly inferred ‘this is 
the Labor status quo enacted by the ALP — our work 
here is done’.
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Which makes the election of the Albanese 
Government in May 2022 — after the publication 
of Max’s book — all the more encouraging. The 
December 2022 IR reforms carefully shepherded 
through parliament by Minister Tony Burke are the 
first positive signs in Australian industrial relations 
since about 1990. They open up the possibility 
of industry bargaining, through the “supported 
bargaining stream” for traditionally low-paid 
workers. And they promise some tougher scrutiny 
of the widespread use of the fixed term employment 
contracts which have been allowed to become 
standard practice in undermining permanent jobs 
and keeping workers in precarious jobs difficult to 
organise.

As the December reforms progressively come on-
line throughout 2023, we should in principle see an 
upturn in organising and campaigning. The harsh 
question is, is the movement well-enough to rebuild? 
It’s a work in progress.

Max identifies a Nordic element missing from the 
Hawke-Keating policy period — that achievements 
should not be transitory. The point of political change 
is to persist “even when conservative governments 
have gained power”. The Labor movement’s gains are 
only as good as their strength to withstand employer 
pushback. In the late 1970s, Labor was strong enough 
to successfully see off Fraser Government moves 
against TUTA — the movement wasn’t strong enough 

in 1996 to even rally a few employers to protect the 
practice of shopfloor training on productivity.

As Max observes, “management was too important 
to be left to managers”. The Howard Government 
with bare-faced contempt sold the TUTA concept to 
the ACTU in 1996 for a pittance, and Clyde Cameron 
College was converted into a hospital. That the union 
movement hasn’t put publicly-funded management 
and employee training back on the agenda 2007-2013 
or today is incredible. While unions don’t have the 
community standing in 2023 that they had in 1975, 
they would surely be a major client — together with 
far-sighted employers — if public resources were put 
into management education.

The last chapter (20) of Max Ogden’s book is 
entitled “What does it all mean?” — it is a provocative 
summing-up that could easily stand alone as an 
instructive 27-page pamphlet setting out the main 
issues facing the movement today. This review hasn’t 
touched on many issues Max is still passionate to 
pursue — the structure and focus of the ACTU, the 
need for unions to concentrate on policy outcomes 
within the Labor Party, rather than parliamentary 
pre-selections, and the desperate need for the ALP to 
encourage and embrace the involvement of working 
unionists in the life of the Party. Max’s memoirs 
recount one person’s life, but they also encapsulate 
the promise and false starts of what our movement is 
today. 

A life member of the Australian Labor Party and the Australian 
Workers’ Union, David Cragg is also a trustee of the Victorian 
Trades Hall & Literary Institute.
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Survived by his wife Pam and daughter Louise, 
Reg Coutts will be widely remembered for trying 

to make the world a better place through his work 
in telecommunications and information technology 
(ICT), a field where his commitment to Fabian ideals 
became manifest. Some will remember his influential 
role in the creation of the NBN. Still others will 
remember him for his work in telecommunications. 
Then there are those who will remember Reg as 
a committed Fabian and a staunch Labor man. 
All will remember his passion, enthusiasm, and 
uncompromising commitment to social justice.

Reg Coutts was a professor, something most of us 
are not and never will be. Despite that, Reg was — like 
most of us — a ‘nobody’ or, more accurately, an 
‘everybody.’ An everybody who believed passionately 
in equality and social justice — an everybody who was 
a Fabian.

As with all Fabians, Reg recognized that a 
successful social democratic society requires a fair 
system and cooperation from one generation to the 
next. He knew that fairness and intergenerational 
cooperation can only be achieved through the 
collective efforts of all the nobodies. 

Reg was a telecommunications engineer, a 
profession that can easily send its brightest stars 
down scientific rabbit holes; practicing innovation 
for innovation’s sake. But Reg was also a Labor man 
and a Fabian: he never lost sight of the role that 

information communication technology can and 
should play in creating a better society. 

Reg recognized that our world is being 
exponentially transformed. In both the developed 
and developing world, more and more individuals 
move between digital domains and offline reality. The 
fourth industrial revolution increasingly enables and 
manages human life. Little wonder that governments 
are urgently developing Information Communication 
Technologies (ICT). ICT is the beating heart of the 
fourth industrial revolution.

At the time of his death, Reg Coutts was working 
on a book which explored ways in which we can ride 
this tiger while building a society that is inclusive 
and sustainable. A society which values equality and 
full community participation. Reg’s untimely death 
means that this vital project is unfinished. 

Announcing the Reg Coutts Memorial Prize

In 2024 The Australian Fabians will formally launch 
The Reg Coutts Memorial Prize, a prize for creative 
thinking that tackles the relationship between 
Information Technology and questions of social 
justice and sustainability.  Entrants will be asked 
to respond to a question in 3,000 words, with the 
winner receiving $50,000 to write a short book 
expanding on their ideas. The aim of the Prize is to 

VALE

Reg Coutts  
(1949–2021) 

Telecommunications engineer and Fabian 

DR JOHN TONS
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promote, encourage and engage innovative thinking 
about ways information technology may be applied 
to create a democratic, resilient and sustainable 
Australia. In carrying on the work of Reg Coutts, the 
Prize acknowledges the important role everyone plays 
in achieving equality and social justice. 

The aim of the Reg Coutts memorial prize will be 
to identify ways in which ICT can be used as a tool to 
create an inclusive, sustainable, and fair society. The 
Prize will promote, encourage and engage innovative 
thinking about how information technology can be 
applied to create an Australia of which we can all be 
proud.

This is more urgent than ever with the rise and rise 
of AI and increasing levels of robotic development. 
What is the role of work in a world where 80 per cent 
of jobs are capable of being automated, either fully or 
in part? A world where more than a fifth of the global 
labour force, some 800 million plus workers, could 
lose their jobs?(Harari 2017)1 

Reg Coutts was unique. At the same time, he was 
everybody. The Prize bearing his name will ensure his 
genius for technology goes on helping us re-imagine 
our world for the better. 

1 80% is very much at the upper end of the various figures that you will find in the literature. Given that the disruption generated by ICT is comparable to the 
disruption generated by the Agricultural and Industrial revolutions 80% is not an extraordinary figure. 

Final conversations with Reg Coutts 

The following is based on the conversations that 
Reg and I had about our collaborative research into 
creating a fairer society through what some call 
the Fourth Industrial Revolution (Töns 2022). The 
idea had been that we would collaborate on a book 
that would focus on the way ICT is a critical tool in 
creating a society capable of addressing the complex 
problems we face. We were especially concerned 
to develop a book that was accessible to the wider 
public. We were both critical of the ill-informed 
comments that politicians made about the way 
technology could save the planet. Unfortunately, 
Reg’s death meant that we could not complete that 
project — instead the idea is now embodied in the Reg 
Coutts Memorial Prize. 

Conversations with Reg roamed across history 
and into the near future of communications. We 
noted how communications supported governance 
in times of stability or else had the power to instigate 
revolutionary change. In ancient Greece it was the 
agora; a meeting place where citizens would discuss 
and debate political decisions. By contrast, during the 
Russian Revolution of 1917, the Imperial Guard was 
dispatched to the Winter Palace to protect the royal 

Reg Coutts
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family while revolutionaries occupied the centres of 
communication. 

Communication has always been the beating 
heart of democratic governance and reform. 
Communication was the means whereby citizens are 
empowered to make informed choices. It is, however, 
a double-edged sword. In the cases of Russia, pre-war 
Germany, and Italy it became the means whereby 
the state was empowered to assert totalitarian 
control. In the 21st century ICT are our centres of 
communication. The key difference is that ICT is a 
tool that is universally accessible. Today, we see ICT 
being used by both government and non-government 
agencies as a tool to spread misinformation.

Over the last 50 years Reg and I witnessed a 
communications revolution — paperless offices, 
universal access to information, Wikileaks and open-
source coding. In hindsight what is staggering about 
the last fifty years is how rapidly technology has 
evolved. But as Blackman observed ‘understanding of 
the economic, technical, legal and social forces driving 
this transformational change was still rather limited, 
as was understanding of the policy and regulation 
that might be needed in response’ (Blackman 2017).

Blackman’s comment applies not just to the 
role that ICT may play in good governance but 
is applies to all aspects of government policy. 
The growing awareness that we are facing an 
ecological crisis has prompted some researchers 
to make the case that ‘if our species does not 
survive the ecological crisis, it will probably be 
due to our failure … to work out new ways to live 
with the earth, to rework ourselves … We will 
go onwards in a different mode of humanity, or 
not at all’ (Gibson-Graham and Roelvink 2009 
p322).

Strielkowski argues that Modern technologies 
(represented by the information and communication 
technologies, or so-called ICTs) are slowly but 
gradually taking over the public governance and 
are more frequently used in state and municipal 
management. They constitute one of the pathways 
towards building a smart city, a concept that embeds 
the efforts of many municipal governments across 
the world. ICTs can facilitate the way governmental 
services are provided for the citizens: from job 
search portals to the websites and apps that help to 
collect citizens’ opinions of the way municipalities 
are managing their districts the most interesting 
and impressive application of the ICTs might be 
for the identification of citizens and enabling them 
to participate in the public life online through 

the Internet. The ubiquitous use of smartphones 
and other hand-held devices anyone would hardly 
imagine his or her life nowadays makes this task even 
more appealing and important (Strielkowski 2017). 

The penetration of ICT in every aspect of our lives 
represents both an opportunity and a threat. Just as 
widespread literacy in the 19th century liberated the 
working classes so in the 21st century widespread 
understanding of ICT can likewise be a liberating 
force. The possibility that we can use ICT as a means 
for citizens to take an active part in the shaping of 
public policy represents a major threat to the status 
quo. On the one hand we need ICT to manage our 
smart cities but on the other can we afford to live in a 
world where public policy is designed by some form of 
global deliberative democracy? Would that not dilute 
the control that the wealthy elites have over politics?

A not inconsiderable part of the problem is that 
inequality may be regarded as normal. Piketty argues 
that ‘every human society must justify its inequalities: 
unless reasons for them are found, the whole political 
and social edifice stands in danger of collapse’(Piketty 
2020 p 1). Piketty’s justifies this proposition by 
referring to the long term history of the ways in which 
regimes in different polities established what he refers 
to as the ‘inequality regime’ which comprises ‘A set of 
discourses and institutional arrangements intended 
to justify and structure the economic, social, and 
political inequality of a given society’ (p 2).

The justifications for inequality are not open 
ended. ‘What determines the level of inequality 
is above all society’s ideological, political, and 
institutional capacity to justify and structure 
inequality’ (p 267). The levels of inequality generated 
by neo-liberal policies have thus far been justified 
on the grounds by John F Kennedy’s aphorism ‘that 
a rising tide raises all boats’ however, that claim 
is sounding increasingly hollow. It is also what 
has prompted economists to look at alternative 
narratives. Thus we find that Raworth has developed 
an alternative economic model: so-called ‘doughnut 
economics’ — her argument is to show that there 
is an ecological ceiling that we cannot afford to 
overshoot (Raworth 2017). In a similar vein Trebeck 
and Williams make a compelling case that the 
unrelenting pursuit of growth poses a great risk both 
to our own well-being and that of the planet. They 
propose an alternative economic narrative: that of 
arrival — the idea is that the benefits of continued 
growth are experienced by fewer and fewer people; a 
fair distribution will enable us to all live well (Trebeck 
and Williams 2019). Furthermore, in central Europe 
a group of thinkers have established what they refer 
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to as Common Good Economics as a departure from 
the neo-classical paradigm (Dolderer, Felber et al. 
2021). Nobel prize-winning economist Stiglitz tackled 
another aspect to the dominant economic narrative. 
He argues that the economy is our creation, that there 
is no ‘invisible’ hand that guides the free market; 
economic systems are our creation and hence we can 
change them at will (Stiglitz 2010). 

The global growth in tertiary education means 
that in most countries around the world there is an 
educated elite capable of challenging the ideology 
of inequality (Marginson 2016). This made itself 
manifest in the so-called Arab Spring. One of the 
factors contributing to the Arab Spring was the 
perceived lack of fairness of existing regimes. The 
regimes had encouraged education to enable polity to 
modernize but when employment did not materialise 
they found themselves with a well-educated youth 
critical of their regimes (QadirMushtaq and Afzal 
2017).

The experience of Estonia in this regard is 
illuminating. Estonia’s independence is due to its 
geographic location, extremely vulnerable. However, 
by switching to digital governance it has all but 
eliminated that vulnerability (Gat 2018). It has 
been one of the first polities to switch to voting 
online (Mpekoa and van Greunen 2017). Estonia 
also highlights that developing a high level of ICT 
competence is not straightforward. Dropout levels 
among Estonia’s tertiary ICT students is high (Kori, 
Pedaste et al. 2016).

The ubiquitous penetration of ICT will continue 
to shape our political and social worlds. It is for 
that reason that it is important that Australians 
are informed about the opportunities and threats 
presented by ICT. It is merely a tool but the more 
we know about how to use that tool the better it 
will be for our society. This was the main concern 
of Reg Coutts and this will be his legacy. Through 
the establishment of the Reg Coutts Memorial Prize 
we hope his lifelong efforts, his insights and his 
knowledge will help shape a better society through 
more informed understanding of both the history and 
potential of ICT. 
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Photoshop Generative AI image using prompt: “Bright revolutionary style artwork 
of a futurist city with workers, drones, androids, blimps and trains in pastel colour”
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Less than 12 months after its launch, ChatGPT 
already has more than a billion active users 

each month. It is also on track to exceed AUD1.5 
billion in annual revenue. This success points to its 
broad impact — so much so that many government 
departments have blocked the site; schools and 
universities are rethinking assignments and exams 
because the technology to track plagiarism cannot 
keep up; corporations are scrambling to get policies 
in place; and early-adopters are already improving 
their productivity and wages (OECD, 2023). This is 
causing a disruption which presents both risks and 
opportunities for labour.

Generative AI is a type of artificial intelligence 
that can create new content, such as text, images, 
or music, based on the data it has been trained 
on. ChatGPT, released on 30 November 2022, is a 
product of OpenAI’s ambitious efforts to advance 
natural language processing (NLP) capabilities. Their 
model is trained on vast amounts of data, allowing it 
to generate coherent, context-appropriate, and often 
creative text based on given prompts.

It is already clear that Gen AI will fundamentally 
change the way we work. For anyone writing an 
article or preparing a document, ChatGPT could 
likely write the first draft and review the finished 
piece. For students, academics and researchers, it 
can act as a guide and a mentor, provide ideas and 
assist with literature reviews. For lawyers it will assist 
with everything from case law reviews to document 
preparation. Even for chefs and culinary artists, it 
could assist with drawing inspiration from different 
cuisines. And this is only the beginning.

If this tool — which will only get better — can 
already produce relatable responses to everyday 
questions; write papers for high school and 
undergraduate assignments that pass muster, and 
draw upon humanity’s knowledge to provide ideas for 
new projects; then we need to start asking ourselves 
some tough questions. How will these technologies 
revolutionise the creative, service and professional 
domains? How can we ensure equitable distribution 
of AI-driven gains amongst workers? What measures 
can protect the rights and interests of those impacted 
by AI advancements? And can we find a harmonious 
balance between innovation, human dignity, and 
shared prosperity?

‘Hope and inequality in the style of Leonard 
Cohen’ — ChatGPT

Who by the sweat of their brow, earns the bread 
that they’ve kneaded?

And who by silverspoon born, yet the hungry still 
unheeded?

Who by purpose, who by promise, under stars yet 
uncharted,

To a world of endless plenty, where some dreams 
are still embargoed

The power of these technologies lies in their 
capacity to reshape the way we approach work and 
productivity. By automating tasks and streamlining 
processes, they have the potential to generate broad 
productivity gains that can benefit society as a whole. 
The World Economic Forum (WEF) has several 
expectations. They predict that machines will handle 
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an additional 13.5% of work within five years. As 
a result, 44% of workers’ core skills will change. 
Moreover, women and Gen Z are expected to be 
disproportionately affected (WEF, 2023). Yet at the 
same time analysis from McKinsey Global Institute 
suggests that public spending on labour markets and 
worker training has dropped over the last 20 years 
(McKinsey, 2017).

Based on 2021 census data, roles like data entry 
clerks, telemarketers, admin assistants, bookkeepers, 
customer service representatives, and bank tellers 
represent over 1.1 million jobs that will change due 
to Gen AI in the years to come (ABS, 2022; WEF, 
2023). What do unions and governments need to 
be considering to ensure that organisations use this 
technological advancement responsibly, that workers 
are retained and redeployed, and any displacement 
is minimised and managed with workers’ wellbeing 
and dignity in focus? Equally, what efforts need to 
be fast-tracked to invest in education and creation 
of AI-related roles such as learning engineers, 
ethics specialists, AI trainers, data curators, safety 
engineers, data brokers, sustainability analysts and 
remote work facilitators.

Will the workers’ share be just?

Consider the case of Elizabeth, a dedicated customer 
service representative. Her role could be significantly 
impacted as the technology becomes capable of 
handling customer inquiries with ease and efficiency. 
Elizabeth may find herself needing to adapt her 
skillset, focusing on tasks that require a deeper level 
of empathy, understanding, or creative problem-
solving. Who will share in these productivity gains?

Or consider Thomas, an experienced journalist 
who has spent years honing his craft. As AI-generated 
news articles become increasingly sophisticated, 
Thomas may find his profession under threat. Yet his 
skills in developing deep insights, uncovering hidden 
truths, and building human connections will remain 
invaluable. Will the gains be reinvested into quality 
investigative journalism?

Who by spark and who by steam, in this woven 
tapestry?

Who will hold what’s dearly gained, in shared 
epiphany?

In tomorrow’s enigmatic circuit, caution is our 
dance,

Weighing love against a shadow, in the twilight  
of chance.

Similarly, John, a hardworking translator, may 
experience disruption in his field as advancements 
in language models allow for more accurate and 
nuanced translations. He may need to pivot toward 
specialising in culturally sensitive translations or 
focus on providing high-quality editing services to 
ensure the preservation of the author’s original intent.

Next, take the example of Sophia, a skilled 
paralegal who has dedicated her career to assisting 
lawyers in preparing for cases. The emergence of AI 
technologies capable of processing vast amounts of 
legal information could challenge her role. To adapt, 
Sophia may concentrate on offering her expertise 
in areas where human intuition, empathy, and legal 
strategy are crucial, such as mediation or negotiation.

Lastly, consider Dr. Olivia, a highly skilled and 
qualified cardiologist. Her profession may face 
disruption as AI diagnostic tools become adept at 
identifying cardiac anomalies in imaging studies or 
electrocardiograms. In response to this shift, Olivia 
could concentrate on the aspects of medicine that 
require a human touch, such as providing more 
in-depth consultations, educating patients about 
heart health, or offering emotional support during 
the diagnostic process. But, which will grow, Olivia’s 
quality of work or her caseload?

These examples demonstrate some of the roles 
that will be disrupted and how we must find new 
ways to contribute our unique human perspectives 
and skills. Productivity gains from these innovations 
hold promise, but how will these gains be distributed? 
A targeted approach could ensure that Elizabeth, 
Thomas, John, Sophia and Olivia receive their fair 
share and that revenue-increases are earmarked 
for worker retraining and community development 
programs.

Collective responsibility

Consider the 19th century Luddites, 20th century 
labourers displaced by tractors and 21st century 
workers displaced by technology that enabled 
outsourcing. We have seen change before and the pace 
and nature of our response will shape the societal 
impact of these technologies. Pressing questions 
include: Will government establish an AI ethics 
board, mandate that companies disclose the use of 
AI in customer interactions, invest in AI literacy 
programs and build safety nets? Will unions include 
AI adaptation clauses, worker education and lobby for 
ethical AI in workplaces? And will corporations use 
AI responsibly, retrain workers to adapt and share the 
gains with the workers?
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Who by faith and who by fear, in this great divide?

Who will make the future clear, who will turn the 
tide?

From the cipher to the code, let this truth reside,

In a dance where shadows weigh, yet the light won’t 
be denied.

Generative AI platforms hold a mirror to the 
evolving landscape of labour and ethics. They 
present us with a tantalising paradox: an uncharted 
universe of opportunity juxtaposed against the 
real risk of job displacement, social inequality, and 
ethical quandaries. We have journeyed through 
the lives of Elizabeth, Thomas, John, Sophia, and 
Olivia, exploring how AI could affect roles across 
varying professions and skill levels. These stories are 
a window into our shared future—a future wherein 
AI could either augment our capacities and enrich 
us all, or one where wages further polarise and job 
displacement increases. Governments, unions, and 
corporations must act now. Collective, responsible 
action is needed to lead this change.
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