oM THE DRY SIDE 186 FRASER ON HOWARD Jobin Hyele

Baclk from tending &frica’'s problems Mr Fraser advised us on
curvency deregulation, airvlines, and fakeovers. The vehemenoe
with which he has been repudiated was in part no more than a
defensive move by Howard suppoviers but it also reflects s
fundamental and imporbtant ohanges in Austvalian attitudes to
eoonamic management. If My Fraser had accepted even as much
liberalism as Labor leaders now insist upon, Australians would
have been saved a lobt of pain. The Heavens know that he was
warned of most of the untoward economis events whioch have coms o
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It may be that in his sathusiasm for abtbtacking bi g Lol oyal
lieuwbenant he gave the issues themselves litile thought. They
were merely vehicles to enter as Hing-maker upon the Liberal
Farty field., His swift and safe kick at Mr MHoward reminds me of
Mis attacks on Gorton, Snedden, Withers, Lynoh and others.

Tt would be foolish to take My Fraser's economic advioce boo
serimisly, but I think he actually believes all Cor most of) what

he said. The arguments are too familiar for any obher conclusion.

Mas ensusd as to whether an ex-leader is enbit]
current political debate. The answer 1% a simple .o Of
course Mr Fraser is entitled to ewpress whatever opinions enter
Mis head., There are are no laws o say he is noty nelther ars
there any Liberal Party rules or practices which preclude it. In
fact there is precedent. Sirv William McMahon, after losing party
leadership, made a practice of expressing opinions on all manner
of things. Jobn Gorbton publically supported Whitlam in 19753,

Whether it iz always wiss or honourable to do so e anobher
guestion. Nevertheless T am sure bthat My Howard would be the
first to defend any dustralian®s ‘vight’ to speak. Liberals
syl d ot makes that an issue.

The real guestion is whether Mr Fraser showld be taken seriously.
The Liberals have corvectly rvreminded us, discussing Justice
Murvphy, that cirvrcumstances demand their own standards. In Mr.
Fraser®s case bthe only important issue is whether o accord him
intellectual respect, and the standard by which that should be
Judged iz the truth or nomsense to be found in his own
utterances. [T Mr Fraser is taelking nonsense;, as [ think he is,
Me should be as irvelevant as the ghost of Lowis XIV.

Mr Feating’s defence of Howard against Fraser’s atltack was
reported as "unusual tactics". Mr Eeating and Mr Bealse were
described as "strange bedfellows" merely because they bobth said
that Mr Fraser's contribution over the years lacked "politiocal
distinction.”" Someone unnamed was reporbaed as saying that
politics had "gone Dhivko". There is nothing bivko in oro
agresmnent unless every action by a politician is a politics
tactic. Does it no longer even ooour bto reporters that simple
respect for the truth might motivate politicians, making
Bed-fellows of people in opposing parbie I everybhing political
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to be reporbed as a catoch-as-cabtoch-can contest in which there are

i over-riding values such as the national interest and fHruth?
slitics oA lot to answer for but is oot that bad. The
assumption that it is, in matters far move ilmportant than Mr
Fraser, tends towards sel f-ful filment.

Irn fact, belated appreciation of the growing economic crisis has
improved political debate. In spite of Labor traditions, and
stealing Liberal olothing, Mr Heabing has defended deregulabtion
with impeccable liberal arguments because Tthe economy demands
deregulation. Mr Howard has just issoued what is, I suspect, bthe

most real

istic, reasonable and fair economic assessment aver
issued by an éustralian Opposition. It was exceptionally well

the nation’s press has debated Howard., We deserve ouwr problemns!

Mr Howard’s political dilema is exemplified by the gyrations of
tax policy. He is widely criticised for having made inadequate
political capital of Heating's new taxes. He was forced by
colleagues and receding popularity to atbtack them, bub he knows
that the next Frime Minister will face an all bubt unmanagealble
deficit which will have to btake precedence over tax veduction.
He, better than most, understands fiscal arithmetic. He knows
that the Hawke government inherited an unsusbainable deficit

and made it worse. He knows that, i elected, he would inherit a
worse situabtion than Mr Hawke did. He knows the problem is nob
really any particular fTax but extravagant ewxpenditure. He knows
those among his own troops whe oriticise him for being slow to
promise that some taxes will be repealed are hypoorites who will
defend big-ticket expenditures. Me knows the harm mindless head-
Eicking, mindless populism and mindless conservatl
Melbourne Club or the &DTH variety, has done in bhe past. He
Enows: and knowledoe is a hard brake on rhebtoric for anyone who
has difficulty lying.

Mr Moward has worn his association with Maloolm Fraser like an
overly-dead albabross about his neck but has been boo nice a guy
cut himself free of the past by disowning the actions of former
calleagues. I am aware of the theory that only bastards make
Frime Ministers bubt hope there is voom for nice guys at the top.
Ferhaps Mr Fraser has just done Howard a favour by dissociating
Bimsel f from Mr Howard. Perhaps Mr Fraser was really being very
subtle, and generous to Mr Howard, when he attacked the latter®s
dry! policies! It is as if the albatross at last obligingly
foll off and sank, 'liks lead into the sea’.

Whetl we choose our next Frime Minister there is one question
which must be answeroed before any other: will the new incumbent,
without political fear or favour o cbhbsbreperous vested
interests, btackle our economic malaise? To satisfy me he must
krnow where he wants to go, have an olear idea how to gelb there,
and be able bto keep his head in orises which are likely to be all
ton freguent and aot of the artificial political variety. When
that criterion has been satisfied, then the ability to inspirve
public support for a little blood sweat and tears would also

eived, bub, after the initial reaction, instead of debating it

iwmm, whether the

tu]



Melp. It is on thoge things that people should Judce.



