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The man who ruined 
a government 
KEMn Rudd has been drafted back to he;p the Labor 

govemment fix the problems he created in the first place 

SometimesAustralia seems an 
odd country indeed. Kevin Rudd's 
elevation to the Austrnlian tabor 
Party (AlP) leadership last week 
after three years spent undermin
ing his O\VJ) leader, colleagues and 
political party. is the latest astonish
ing developmenL 

Mr Rudd is back. hailed as a 
returning messiah, the man who 
will ~save the fumirure" and help 
the AlP retain a few more seats in 
the upcoming general election. 
Labor optimists even think he 
might have a chance of winning. 

10 understand both Mr Rudd 
and Julia GiDard and the tunnoil 
inside the ALP. one must go back 
to 2007 when Mr Rudd beat John 
HO\vard amid euphoric celebra
tions of a new dawn breakllig. 

Mc Rudd was a geeky wonk. an 
alleged policy supremo, depicted 
as He~'sTUltin by TheAustral
ion's cartoonist BiD Leak. Mc Rudd 
was a family man and a practising 
Anglican. He was a fiscaJ conserva
tive but one who believed in fair 
workplace laws. 

He believed in ~action on cli
mate change" and signed the Kyoto 
protocol. He was also going 10 
apologise 10 the aboriginal "sto-
len generations." He denounced 
Hcward government profligacy, 
exclaiming "today I am saying loud 
and clear that this reckless spend
ingmuststop," 

In &hon. he looked the goods: a 
younger, a cooler version of John 

Howard: same steady hand on 
the tiller but without the dinosaur 
views attributed to HO\van:I in his 
later years. 

However, on taking office, this 
turned out not 10 be these case. 
Once elecled, apart from great rhe
torical commitments and acts of 
rugh symbolism such as the Kyoto 
protocol, his government didn't 
seem to know what to do: except 
get on the ne\\'S every nighL 

The global finandal crisis finally 
gave Rudd'sgovernment a reason 
for being. When Lehman Bros col
lapsed, he and Treasurer Wayne 
Swan panicked and believed they 
had to save Austrnlia from the perils 
of "the greatest economic dO\VIl 
turn since the great depression." 
(The 'greatest economic downrum 
since the 1970s just didn't have the 
same ring,) Mr Rudd adopted a 
"go early, go hard, go households" 
fiscal stimulus package, shovelling 
$A10.4 billion and then $A42 bil
lion Out of the door as quickly as 
possible 10 help to ~stimulate" the 
eoonomyand prop up aggregate 
demand 

He then penned an SOOO-worrl 
essay explaining hO\v, far from 
being a fiscal conservative any
more, it was up to social democrats 
like himse1f~to prevent liberal capi
talism from cannibalising itself." 
Ofcourse. in Rudd's world, the big 
spending HO\vard governmenl was 
used as the exemplar offlinty neo
liberalism. 
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The money was sent out in two 
lots: cash in the post to much of 
the population and old·fashioned 
"nation-building" projects. There 
would be a new schools-building 
programme (oddly called Building 
the Education Revolution) anda 
programme installing Pink Bans. 
There was the Roads to Recovery 
programme, where the federal gov
ernment helped fix up roads. 

The package essentially saw 
the federal government finding 
new and innovative ways to spend 
money on (mostly not productivity· 
enhancingllocal and state projects 
outside its pwview. 

1his was where hiss trouble 
began. Aus[raJja didn't go into 
recession; he and Mc Swan thought 

continued from there. Once the 
GFChit, the once dominant issue 
of climate change apparently no 
longer mattered. his couunitment 
10 the "greatest moral challenge 
of oUI time" turned out to only be 
as deep as the opinion polls. The 
incredibly unpopular emisions 
trading scheme was dropped, 
revealing him to be little more than 
a populist charlatan. He nealed an 
impossible situation forhimself: his 
popularity could not survive with 
the policy and his inlegrity could 
not swvive without iL The percep
tion of Mc Rudd being all sizzle and 
no sausage, as Australians would 
put it, was simply reinforced when 
the Henry tax review came back 
\vith more than 138 specific recom-

, 
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His three years out of the job 
have not induced hiIn to think 

about policies at all but rather their 
packaging 

they had saved the nation. Mc 
Rudd basked in the adulation and 
believed his mVJl press. 

However, much or this stimulus 
was woefully mismanaged; most 
of the cash was spent after the so
called crisis had ended The insula
tion scheme ended in tears. It was 
an invitation 10 shonky operators 
and ended up with house fires, 
deaths and all insulated houses 
having to be recertified. It cost 
more than $AI billion to clean up. It 
\va5 a disaster. 

Mr Rudd's policy missteps 

mendations with only one major 
suggestion taken up.. 

The resource super profits tax 
was theoretically elegant but practi
cally unworkable. All superannua
tion accowns in Austrnlia had a 
vested interest in mining compa
nies doing \vell. Not 10 mention the 
fact that only the states have a con
stirutional right to mining royalties. 

And, of course, there \va5 the 
issue ofiDegal asylum seekers. 
It's not dear why Aus[raJjans are 
obsessed about this but regardless, 
after policy changes, boat arrivals 

increased from zero to 100 people a 
day. It \va5 undoubtedly his biggest 
policy failure. 

Overlay on this the enonnous 
defidts that have been a staple 
feature of this government and you 
can see why Rudd and then GiDard 
were unpopular. 

Even with the GFC, Australia 
enjoyed record tenns of trades, 
high employment, growth and tax 
revenues. Yet Mc Rudd delivered 
deficits, boat arrivals, public policy 
paralysis and empowered antiquat
ed unions through productivity 
sapping work place laWs. 

NO\y, he has been drafted back 
in to help tabor fix the problems 
he created in the first place: by his 
useless polides, mismanagement 
and then his three-year vendena 
against Ms GiDard, undennining 
her government until things were 
so bad he had to be called back. 

Tt is ahardlya re.vard forvinue. 
The extent to which this one 

individual actively undemtined the 
interests of his country and party 
for his own selfish ends is difficult 
to comprehend. And now that he is 
back. it appears his three years out 
of the job have not induced him to 

think about policies at all but rather 
their packaging. 

Nonnally, Australian eco
nomic indicators \'O{ould suggesl an 
incumbent government \vould be 
returned by a margin This will not 
be the case and the one man most 
responsible for this has just been 
returned 10 the top job. 
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