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AT THE BOTTOM OF QUR TROUBLES IS5 MISINFORMATION

Australia's economic problewms did not just happen: they were
caused by politicians who obliged a8 public which wanted bad
policies. Politicians are zlaves to public opinion, and an
electorate which makes unrealistic dewmzands will ellect
politicians who promwmise to satisfy thewm., If democracy is to
function tolerably well,; the electorate must apprehend the
state's trusy often narrow, ortians.,
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‘Facts' tend ta come to us from politically-aseptic
publications praduced by the Australian Bureau of Statistics,
Fesaerve Bank and Treasurv,: these necessarily lack contentious
anaivsis. And from politicaliv-glossed, and therefore
misleading, government handouts, Pre-occupied with the thestre
of politics the press do not tease ocut the iwmplications of
official data, or explore the government's policy ocptions as it
does ite political options. There 13 no eguivalent of Paul Kelly
analvsingy sayy economics, defence or health care. Although
gvery writer haz zsome knowledge of politicsy gqua politics, few
understand sach of the grezt policy issues. One conssguence of
this gap was that the budget was first reported alwmost entirely
in terms of the governmant's choosing.

Two weeks ago, 3 week after the budgsty the Minister for
Finance, Senator Walsh spoke about the econowy. IFf what he said
was trues the public needed to know it,. If others had besn



widely reported saying similar things he probably wouid not Rave
feit 8 need to zay what he didy in fact he would probably not
have faced the stupid criticism which prowmpted his ocutburst.
Weszstwminster politics has 1ittle room for Ministers with minds of
their own when in public and he has been roundly criticized, not
for being wrong, but for speaking out of turn.
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The burden of Senator Walsh's remarks is that the fiscal
restraint necsszsary to be reasonably sure that debt will not to

become insupportable has not vet been taken and it rou?d be. He
raised the spectre, in the svent of poor comnadity prices, of
the Internaticnal Monetary Fund knoclking on ocur door. The matter
ig hardly trivial. et, amid 211 the speculation about the
political consequences of hiz wordsy thedir truth or falesity has
not been tested, Zeveral commentators wrote as though the truth
of what the Senator said was not in doubt. While I sgres with
that == szment, pity the poor public---only a weel before it
told the opposite.
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Senator Walsh's &ffect upon the morale and electoral
prospects of the Government, the Opposzsition, and his own
prospects was written af length and well., But crusading
newspapers tall good parpers have identifiabie positions and =

fire in their belly) should remewmber that, 3althoush who governs
iz important to politicianzs, how they govern is wmore important
to the rest of us,

We were told that Walsh had put an end to the budget's
dream run 85 though the budget's reception were more important
than the budget. It had a3 dreawm run only hecause the press
acceptaed the hand-ouls instead of probing its weaknesses. Where
was the mggressive journalisw that pursues svery wminor party
poweyr play? After the Walsh comment Mr Keating's angser was
reported 3= though the state of hizs liver watters. I wouldn't



have wmisssed the cartoons for guids, hut mostly they povtraved
Walsh's relationship with his colleagues,

Senstor Walsh has Bean carpeted by the Prime Minister, and,
though I doubt the truth of it, we are told he has bean
ostracized by Ris collieaguss., Although cabinet sociidarity is
strong Westminster tradition, there iz another, to which 1lip
service is sometimes paid, It i that = rarliamentarian's
obligation is to nation before faction. Whatsver the Senator's
intention (It was reported that he told My Hawke it wasz all bit

ful

f a mistake.) we should be gratestfu to him.

The wmedia has no excusse for not reporting the budget s
weakness baefore Senator Walzsh pointed it out. There was adeguate
anaivsi ¥ing about to be picksd Up. Mr Des Moore and Mr Les
McCarrey OT the IPA had a] eady shown that dehbt ig untlikely ta
brought under cantral or investmant restored to sustainabils
Tevels without substantiaT public expenditure cuts. The Business
Council and zeveras) business economists had also criticised the
Fovernmant's budget strategies in the light of the foreign
account and investment Fproblems. Mr Brian Buckley of AIFFP had
zhown whaere to make enocuah cuts to achisve = £2000 millien
budget zdrplus ‘without 3 Tire zale' and the Centre of Policy

ot

=
=

Studies had published a2 detailed tawu and pubiic expasnditurs
package., The budget should have besn contrasted with these
assessments of what waz needad. Mr Howard's errw zism, though
eszentially the zame == the Finance Minister ‘s, wES not sz big
story,

Where

there was need for somaething lighter than dry
figures, zomething could have been wade of Mr Feating's gall. On
Budaet night he claimed that two budgets, 1974 {WhitTam) and
1882 (Fraser) put fiscal management off track. These wers indeed
irresponsible, but by what test are his own 1983 and 1924
budgets, which togsther increased Commonwesalth QWN-RUTrpOSe
outlays by 1.3% aof GOF an top of the 1982 budgst which he
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condemned. excludad fram a list of fiscal Forrors?

enator Walsh's interventian was goaded from him and was to
that wtent fortuitous, A chance esvent should not have hesen
necesszary fo start public debate on such a critie al issue.
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