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Another Premiers' Conference,

Poblisle/ ¢35 - Fask

Another Premiers' Conference has come and rone., In twelve monthe since the
last performance the cast has mestly changed but not the script. I thought
that the theatrical quality of the show had slipped a bit, The new actors
mouthed the ritualised lines with just a shade lesg conviction than yesterday's
Premiers. Perhaps the cast isn't quite as good, perheps I look tack on the past
with more nostelgia than judgement, or perhps this year it was more difficult

to turn in a convincing performance of hand vwringing end breast beating.

After gll, folloving & year vhen the Gross Homestic Product actually got smaller,
a four per cent real increase in the Commonwealth's transfer to State budgets
mizht, in epite of six Premiers and a Chief liinister wringing their hande in
unison, be seen as bountiful. Tradition =nd political interest demenc however,
that in spite of the size of the grants, that the Feds must be demned 2s stingy
I'ry Havke, well cast as Shrlock, turned in the creditsble performznce we have

come to expect of him,

Come to think of it, the lines themselves are not really very appropricte.
The whole squabble is about the custody of trust money - taxes that zre not
the propert; of any of the plar'e characters. ir. Howke czn be neither mean nor

generous with cnother'c property - merely o ~ood or = bad trustee.
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It wouvld, I think, be uiterly imposcibvle to iInterrret “he troditionsl lines
s Y I

in temms of the evercise of a sacred +rusi, hut o little revritine might —ield

s
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getisfring evbotitute for n hacknered plot. Ir. Hovke vould not be as well cast

i

ac The Wise Musbuindman but we have seen him £ill co maay roles with flair that I

em sure that he would rigse to it,

Althourh Lir. Huvke has for the moment purchased political peace his hushendry

wos not at all wire. ot only sre the Commonwenlth's imnediate fiscel difficulties
nade worse by the larcer rrents, but these jrants become the base line for fuiure
wrears, Stetes rronts are 23 ﬁ of the total Tederzl budgel; it ic not possible for
ony Federal Covernment 1o irnore their consequences., Tais, in cpite of some

~lternative cendidates, mifht be the biprect misteke the FHawvke Covernmenl has

al

co far made. Tt ie a bir enoush mistake to hamnt the Lubor Toverament at every



hudret it writes from novw wntil it eventuolly loces office.
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Premiers, pzrticularly those vho ere members of o Rl's own porty, con moke = lot

of political trouble for ~ Prime lZinister. Ilo Prime llinister can afford 1o isnore

partr opinion and a Lobor Prime Iinister certminly cannot, Public criticism by

Lae

& leczder's ovm porty is more then twice os doumcoing ze za orponeat's
Jibes. Zut, heving conceded the influence of the Premiercs, the conceruvencer o

not standins un to “‘hem ruet slso be reckoned., In 1977 'r. Froser, fazced with

a m=joriir of ber“l/Caunur" Party Premiers, zgreed to o formula theot wag 2
mcke it more difficult for him to reduce his deficits. In 1he end deficits

exected on even hicher voliticcl »nrice thrn the Premiers could have doue.

State Covermments, even 3Stnte Lutor Covernmenils, comnlain cbout "centroliemM
Yy which thoeor meen - tendenc for tre Comimweclih to cheorhk State novers,

Sincc Chire ~u° Terw Zovmzile clzo commlnin chont Meentr limz™ I don't helicve
thot we chovld b too drmrecced B oo of the Premier's commitaont 4o
fecentrzlice?® rithordty, Covberrn bashir; ig no more thon on wnconnlic-ted
cirursle for nowers, merely rotionalised by zpnecls to princinle. lone-the-leng

moct people would ngree thot there is sn advontage in Jovernmeat oo nenr ihe
people s possible, and the =advanitsse i1e no less cimple becruse some people

are less +thaon consistent in their fefence of it,

pl

apzri from Thitlom'c brief, unabashed and honest centralism, everybody in politics,
as opposed to the wider nublic who are nol very interested in the issue, has pzid
lip cervice to the virtue of maintaining State authority, Power has never-the-~less
continued to flow to Canberra., Since the 1942 Hizh Court decision on taxing power,
not much of the shift in the balance of power has been broucht about by further
High Court interpretation. Simply, he who has paid the pipér has czlled the tune.
Even now thet the Tosmenian Dom Czse has so widened Section 51 of the Constitution,
it is unlikely that internationel trealies or the Gorporate Affeirs Power's
epplication to State instrumentalities will take cnything like the power away from
State Governments that they have nlready given away by =llowing the Commonweulth

40 reise their taxes for them.



o povernment thet has incurred the odium of reicine teres vould wish to see
the taxes wosted or see others get the credit for expencditure. Inevitebly
governments which raise taxes try to control the manner in which they are cpent.
Conversely, an arm of government that hes another raise its reveanues, like a
man with an expense account, is likely to undertcke expenditure it otherwice
would not. Power will not return to the States until they are prepared to levy
most of their owm tsxes, but vhen money is as piinless to exircct as it was at
the lest Premiers Conference the temptation to trke the moneyr must be great.

After 21l with the money ro all the trappings of power il not all the subsiance,

[

The Commonwealth is e very convenient whipping boy for State politicians,
Time and egzain State Members complained to me that Federal taxes were costing
them votes, while in the same breath telling their, and my, constituents that
particular expenditures were impossible. in spite of their pleading, solely

due to Federal Government stinginess.

™e Frzser Jovernment, tzking State politicians demands for States Rights st
foce value, lezislated to give +the States access to income tax, Althougch

gll State governments continué to complain about the paucity of Federal grants,
no State hes yet been prepared to raise its own income tax. llost 'States Rithts’
cen be protected under present law if only the States will raise their own
taxes,

Our taxes are less likely to be unwisely spent if the govermment that has the
power tco spend them 2lso has the responsibility of explaining to us why it must
reise them. Nr. Hawke was unwise to go as far as he did to buy the States out
of their fiscal problems. In the long run they will not be grateful, the
grents siystem leads to waste and should be wound down, and at the moment he has

fiscel problems enough of his owm.



