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The Longest Decade

By George Megalogenis

THE USE-BY DATE on a carton of milk attracts our attention
only after it has expired. It is the same with prime ministers. One
day, voters make a collective gut call that a leader’s time has passed.

I won’t pretend to have the precise use-by date for John Howard.
But it did arrive before Labor changed leaders in December 2006, somewhere I suspect between the start of Work Choices in March 2006 and the third interest-rate rise of that year, in November.

As one of Howard’s closest confidantes admitted to me after the election, the Coalition had been coasting while Kim Beazley was in charge.

“In a funny way, bad oppositions leads to bad government,” he said. “Having Kim there gave us the feeling that he was an easy beat.”

John Howard didn’t see Kevin Rudd coming in late 2006. He reasoned that if Labor switched horses then, it would repeat the error it had made in 2004, when it presented the novice Mark Latham to the electorate.

But Howard didn’t give Labor the benefit of learning from its mistakes.

Rudd’s defeat of Beazley echoed the Liberal epiphany of 1995, when Peter Costello established a joint ticket with Howard to oust Alexander Downer. Howard didn’t credit Labor with the ability to learn from the Coalition success.

Julia Gillard, coincidentally a Melburnian like Peter Costello, had set aside her ambition to give Rudd a clear shot at Beazley. Neither Rudd nor Gillard had the numbers in their own right to take the leadership, but once they agreed to combine them it was game over for Kim Beazley.

Howard, of course, still didn’t see Kevin Rudd coming. 

Howard believed that a politician had to be in the public eye for about 20 years before he could become prime minister.

Rudd was only eight years young to the world of federal politics, having arrived in the class of 1998. Too inexperienced, surely, to run the country?

But the information age accelerates all things, including the public’s ability to get to know a politician. Rudd had been Labor’s foreign affairs spokesman since 2001, which gave him the licence to talk on national security, John Howard’s favourite policy turf.

Kevin Rudd also had hands-on experience of power, as the chief backroom operator in Wayne Goss’s Queensland Labor government between 1989 and 1995.

So he knew what holding and then losing office felt like. On any balanced reading of his CV, Rudd had served a reasonable apprenticeship before he took the Labor leadership in December 2006.


As opposition leader, the first time around, in 1988, John Howard had attacked Asian immigration. But as prime minister, he welcomed Chinese- and Indian-born immigrants in record numbers.  


Howard had long considered his own seat of Bennelong, in Sydney’s inner north- west, a dicey proposition. 

But the fascinating part of his 33-year stint in Bennelong is that the Asians supported him for so long. Between his first election win in 1974 and his triumph in 2001, Howard saw Bennelong’s overseas-born population almost double in percentage terms, from 21.2 per cent to 35.6 per cent. 

The Asian-born component jumped almost ten-fold over the same period, from 1.9 per cent to 18.7 per cent. 

Yet Howard’s electoral margin barely moved over that 27-year stretch of social revolution. In 1974, he had won 63.3 per cent of the two-party vote; in 2001, it was 57.7 per cent. So, there appeared to be no hard feelings from his anti-Asian immigrant comments of 1988.

Howard would always treat Bennelong as a marginal electorate, but would be pleasantly surprised when its immigrant communities stuck with him. They didn’t do so to the extent that the Australian-born would, but they backed him in numbers sufficient to keep his seat relatively safe. 

To lose from where he was at the end of the 2004 election would have been inconceivable, right?

John Howard always did a better job when he was looking to see what people thought, rather than when he was trying to squeeze public opinion into the narrow boxes of nationalism and economic rationalism. Ironically, he left office with the economy stronger than he found it, but with a reform legacy less substantial than Hawke and Keating because he went too far with the labour market, and because he seemed more interested in offering bribes over policy substance in his final term.

The electorate sensed that he had become just a politician in his final term.

Labor’s polling showed that the three biggest vote-drivers in
2007 were, first, Work Choices, second, the ‘time for change’ sentiment, and third a
rejection of Peter Costello as an alternative prime minister. In upwardly mobile Bennelong, Maxine McKew, the former ABC journalist who unseated Howard, says that the three big issues were Work Choices, climate change, and cost-of-living pressures.

At both a national and at a local level, Howard failed to move with the times, and the loss of Bennelong was perhaps the most startling confirmation that the nation was ready for generational change.

