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OoH THE DRY SIDE 167 WRITTEN ON TURMING FIFTY Jahn Hydse

I belong {0 the depression and war babies generation. Like others
before us,; we deplored our parents' and grandparents’ mwmistakes
znd determined to mwmake a better fist of running the worlid., It is
doubtful if¥ we have,

We did our gr0w1 a4 up in the fortiss and fiftieg and wers
starting to influence nationzsil events,; if from the sideiines,y by
the gixtiez. We did not know the depresszicon and we really did not
jsnow the sscond world war but we had heard a 1ot about thewm which
encouraged us to believe that with ketter government these
digsastars would have been avoided. Mo doubt they would have been,
5ut ouy preascriptionsy adopted in the seventies,; now look no
better and zometimes worze than our parents’' prescristicons.

In Australia, the two decades after the war saw ocur parents
cautiously trying to avoid the wmistakes of the twenties and
thirties,. They adhered to the conventional wisdom of the tims and

ided risks. Becauss of 1829 they feared debt and bacauss 0O
1539 they no longer believed that aggressive powers would be
tamed by appeasement. They fine-tuned the esconomy using Keynes'
prescription but repaid the war debt. Commonweaith Government
hudaets were vary nearly balanced; the foreign account, during
the time of difficuit-for-Australia fixed exchange paritiss, was
watchad vary carefully: and the money supply wasy axcept in 1357
kwept within tight bounds. They signed and supported the AMIUS
treaty; Pnnt gur guard up in the cold war, and endorsed the
American aitiance,
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They also adopted 2 low risk approach to the welifare net. It was
expanded, but sxpanded slowly:, and care was taken noti tn destiray
incentives to work or Ccreate incentives fTor sickness, ngl=
parenthood or marriage breakdown.

The approach to the suppiy side of the economy was probably
thought to be low risk altso, but it was cur parsnts’ greatest
misfaFe. At 3 time when world trade was expanding rapidly
Austraiia was nearly shut out of that growth: first with import
quotas and then with tariffs. Local, State and Federal Government
enterprises werse multitiplied and expanded. The transport
industries and agriculture, already hesavily regulated, were Bven
wmore so. In an environment of high emplayment and featherbedded
industry the union movewmsent gathered strenagth.

Economic per capita growth was poor by the standards at that time
but unemployment and inflation werse Jow. Although the productive
side of the economy Was mismanaged, Menzies’ macro-—econamic
management, socizal policy and strategic palicy, with the bsnati
of hindsight.: 1ooks zound 1f unimzginative. WE must then have
beaen the 2nvy of wost of the world. Twenty vears on we are not.
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identified. Donasld Horne's book 'The Lucky Country® was typicsl
of the wmood of the times as was wmy own first foray into public
Tife.

In the late sixtiez I joined the council of a zwmall wheatbelt
shira. During my five v ¥z in office we built some bhilack top
roads and public puildings but we did it witn credit. What is
worse we 21d not analyss the costs against the benefits in any
credible way. In my time there was 3 sowmswhat shakey public
dewmand for the facilitiss but not long after I had wmoved on to
Federal politics a new building was financed by locan in spite of
an adverse ratepayers’ pol

oy

Becsuse of our extravagance on cradit now that the district's
grincipal source of income, whesat, has faiien on hard times, the
Council cannot r tce the rvrates. My generation inherited a
reiativly debt fres Shire from our parents and we have passsad it
on debt laden to ocur children.,
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Ouyr sttitude wasz tvpical of the time. We thought that by fiat we
could fix most deficisnciese and in ocur =arrogance we did not weigh
costs which we loaded on to current ang future ratepayers.

il

governments, who had long besen heavy borrowears, sncouraged
statutory authorities to e2xpand by raizing iocans, and
1 w on benhalf of the Commonwsalith promised us Utopia on tick,

o (6
:,I"I'rﬂ—
I
o

The residual debt 1s the wmost obvicus evidence of failure to
count costs but it way not be the most geriocus. Much of 1t was
cancelled by inflation the landers of the seventie

anticipate. Other costs wmay be measurad in offence givan to
traditional allies, changed soccis]l behavicur, unamployment,
inflation and lost confidence in ouy CUrrency.
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enthusiasms is not anly beins borne
onsumers - often the relatively

is risk; we have changed from a
gher risi iety. Because the

c and Indian Oceans are less
friendlys, and attitudes to 1 ving frowm the efforts of others have
changad, we no longer can as sasily fend off economic and
strategic problems.
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OFf rcouvse not =il social dindicators for the period frem 1370 to
today are bad} infant deaths have halved from 18 per thousand to
9 per thousand. Other social changes have been Jess satisfactory.
Mostiy becausze of changed =27igibility rules, the number of aged
and invalid pensioners hss nesarly doubledy the divorce rate has
jumped from less than one per year per thousand popuiation to Z.8
per thousand; and the proportion of sx-pnuptial births in total
Birthes changed from 8% to 14.8%. In the same period the nuwmber of

oersons drawing unemployment bensfits increased 45 times. Between
1973 arnd 19832 the ratic of penszion and benefit recipients Lo
empinyed persons changed from & sustainable Z4.7% to a probably
unsustainabise 49.9% -~ a vatioc which in . the Tong run wmust =i1ther
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tezag to minimal bhensefits pr destrovy the inceniive fo work.

ely sconomic indicators in directions we

We changed other more pur
o o in 18970, The worin aof the Aus

1d not choose I tralian daollar
measured by the trade weighted index Tell from 100 index points
in 1370 to only BZ now. The gross non farwm product defiator, the
bhest measure of

inflation for wmost purposess vose from 36 in 1970
to 143 now. We left the vranks of the very low infiation nations

t C o nation with inflation more than double that of ites
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I have 3 sinking feeiing that 1t will be writ
gave our k1i1os 3 bigger wmeszs than we inherited,.
that they reiect ocur wilder dreawms. The whsel

n of us that we
There arse signs
ha=s turned agzin.
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