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After Gough Whitlam was dis-
missed in November 1975, and
Labor was routed at a subsequent
election, public servants under-
took a confidential study to exam-
ine “the style of the Whitlam
government” and concluded with
a biting assessment of its system-
atic failures.

The report was ordered by John
Menadue, the secretary the De-
partment of Prime Minister and
Cabinet, to learn from “the prob-
lems that resulted” from a govern-
ment that had little experience
when it came to power and was

implement their agendas no mat-
ter the cost or the impact, and fre-
quently clashed in and out of
cabinet, wrote Mr Enfield, who
would later serve as deputy sec-
retary of the Department of Prime
Minister and Cabinet.

“Ministers did not appear to
acknowledge that they had a col-
lective responsibility to cabinet,”
the report said. 

“The secrecy of cabinet was not
respected and ministers publicly
anticipated cabinet debates, pre-

sumably to pre-empt decisions.”
He writes that no cabinet member
had “any ministerial experience”
and “few had any experience of ad-
ministration or of public service”. 

Ministers “did not have a full
understanding of the resources

and structure of their own depart-
ments”, and tended to rely on “pri-
vate advisers”, which sometimes
produced “unfortunate results”.

A comparative study was un-
dertaken with Malcolm Fraser’s
caretaker government, which ben-

In 1973, Labor attorney-general 
Lionel Murphy told the cabinet 
that a paid spy, who was 

 Insensitive, naive, out of touch: what the mandarins made of Whitlam’s government
plagued by chaos during its three-
year term.

The document found in Mr
Menadue’s papers at the National
Library of Australia records how
the public service sought to make
sense of the whirlwind political
activities, the landmark policy
changes and the attendant dys-
function that defined the Whitlam
government.

“Too little attention was paid to
the workability of polices and to
putting them to work,” says the re-
port prepared by John Enfield.

“The ministry and the bureau-
cracy were insensitive to the im-
pact of policies in the community.
There was a feeling that the com-
munity did not appreciate the
things that were being done for it.”

Ministers were determined to

efited from 12 out of its 15 cabinet
members having previous minis-
terial experience.

The Whitlam government suf-
fered from “poor co-ordination”.

Ministers were “unable and un-
willing” to understand the “com-
plex” nature of government and
did not “co-ordinate” their work.

A committee established to im-
prove co-ordination met once, in
May 1973, but “did not meet
again”.

A supporting paper written by
Ian Mathieson highlights core fail-
ures as: the “complete inex-
perience” of ministers, “ideo-
logical over-enthusiasm”, “poor-
co-ordination” and “poor com-
munications”. Labor sought
change “more quickly than
the Australian community could

tolerate or live with,” he argued.
The conclusion drawn by the

public service about the perform-
ance of the Whitlam government
is unforgiving but also under-
standing.

“All of the foregoing appears to
be a harsh condemnation of
the first Whitlam ministry,” Mr
Enfield wrote. 

“But we must recall the atmos-
phere of 1972, the expectations of
economic stability, the run down
of the previous administration, the
length of time that Labor had been
in opposition and the desire to get
things done.”

Troy Bramston’s revised and 
updated edited collection of essays, 
The Whitlam Legacy, is published 
by The Federation Press.
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supposedly working as a 
journalist, had been found 
lurking in Gough Whitlam’s 
office. The Whitlam 
government’s cabinet 
notebooks — the abbreviated 
handwritten record of meetings 
by public servants — reveal 
Murphy gave a briefing about 
the spying incident on January 
10, 1973. “ASIO — will tell 
soon,” Murphy said. “Journalist 
in Gough’s room when Gough L 

of Op (leader of the opposition). 
Police looked into. Cld (could) 
have charges.” Murphy’s 
briefing was recorded by Peter 
Lawler in his cabinet notebook, 
which has been provided to The 
Australian by the national 
Archives of Australia.

A more detailed account of
Murphy’s briefing is found in a 
separate notebook kept by John 
Bunting.“Journalist found in 
Whitlam’s room (as leader of 

opposition) — no proper 
reason,” Murphy said according
to Bunting. “Reason to believe a 
‘spying’ exercise — very 
concerned … this man is a paid 
spy … need for members to be 
aware of this — there may be as 
many as six of them known.”

Murphy had met with Peter
Barbour, the director-general of
ASIO, on December 22, 1972, 
when he may have been briefed 
on the matter.

A spy’s been found  
in the PM’s office, 
Murphy told peers
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There is a decade of regulatory
and legislative change required
before any real work can begin
on establishing a nuclear energy
industry in Australia, royal com-
missioner Kevin Scarce says.

Those changes would require
federal and state bipartisanship,
meaning tangible economic ben-
efits of expanding nuclear activity
would not be apparent until at
least 2030.

“We need to be realistic about
what the opportunities will be,”
Mr Scarce, a former South Aus-
tralia governor, told The Austra-
lian. “If we do decide to participate
(in the nuclear cycle), you’d
want to grow some jobs, some
expertise, and grow the technical
know-how to go into other ele-
ments of nuclear — it has to have
some economic benefits, and part
of this royal commission is to look
10-15 years into the future and see
what else is being developed to
see if there is a need for nuclear in
our power-generation mix.”

The Nuclear Fuel Cycle Royal
Commission was established by
Labor Premier Jay Weatherill to
look at South Australia’s involve-
ment in the mining, enrichment,
energy and storage phases in
the life cycle of nuclear fuel, given
the state has one of the world’s
biggest uranium deposits and has
been involved in uranium pro-
duction for more than 25 years.

Mr Weatherill’s government
is grappling with the worst unem-
ployment rate of any state amid
the decline of manufacturing.

The Premier is keen to explore
the economic benefits of a deeper
involvement in the nuclear
sector.

Mr Scarce said it might be that,
given Australia’s energy demand
was decreasing, coupled with an
abundance of renewables,
nuclear generators were not
necessary. This would leave a
nuclear waste dump as the most
likely source of economic benefit.

Mr Scarce said it was “absol-
utely” the case that there was a
decade of bipartisan legislative
and regulatory change that had to
occur before any nuclear industry
could be up and running. 

“One should not think that if
we turn the switch on at the end of
this royal commission after the
government has had a look at it
that benefits will be delivered
within the decade — they won’t
be,” he said. 

“In order to provide the invest-
ment certainty that would be
required, because of the length
and cost of this industry, if you
don’t have bipartisan support at
both the state and federal level, an
industry will not go anywhere.”

Mr Scarce said the state oppo-
sition had been very supportive,
as had the government, which
established the inquiry. 

However, there could be
major hurdles under any future
federal Labor government. 

A decision to change the ALP
national platform opposing a
nuclear industry has been delayed
until after the release of the com-
mission’s report, due on May 6.

Former prime minister Tony
Abbott has said there was no need
for Australia to pursue nuclear
energy because of the nation’s
large coal and gas reserves,
although he said nuclear energy
would help cut carbon pollution. 

Mr Scarce, who has visited
several countries on fact-finding
missions this year, will begin
30 days of public hearings until
December. 

Nuclear energy reality 
is still ‘15 years away’ 
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used by Australian and Dutch
troops in Afghanistan, and the
British bought at least 24 of them
to better protect their soldiers.

As an insurance policy of sorts,
and in response to demands from
industry to give local companies a
chance at the contract, the gov-
ernment launched a separate de-
velopment program in Australia.

Three companies — Thales
with its Hawkei, Force Protec-
tion’s Ocelot; and General Dy-
namics, with its Eagle IV —
produced prototypes to be tested
by Defence. Designing the ve-

Continued from Page 1 hicle proved extremely difficult. A
major problem that faced Haw-
kei’s inventors was that a vehicle
light enough to be slung under a
helicopter was likely to be too
light to slow the acceleration that
can prove lethal to its crew if it
detonates a massive bomb.

As it turned out, the US tested
nine prototype vehicles devel-
oped by three American compan-
ies and found none of them met
requirements. Those vehicles
were sent to Australia for testing
in Victoria but the ADF was also
not happy that they’d do the job.
Hawkei proved light and strong
enough.

Local smarts drive $1.5bn deal

MIRIAM ALSTER

Sharren Haskel, Israeli politician, spent several years in Australia, including time on Bondi Vet (middle, below)

When a large black-headed
ground snake was discovered
slithering about the halls of the
Knesset — the Israeli parliament
— on a scorching summer’s day, it
elicited guffaws among the politi-
cal correspondents that the rep-
tile would feel right at home. 

Capturing the non-venomous
creature and releasing it back into
the wild would have been a simple
task had the Knesset’s newest
member, Sharren Haskel, been at
work, thanks to her years of ex-
perience with Wires, the NSW
wildlife rescue organisation. 

Ms Haskel, 31, was last month
sworn in as a representative for
Prime Minister Benjamin Netan-
yahu’s Likud party, fulfilling a
political ambition that had flour-
ished since return to Israel three
years ago.

Ms Haskel spent almost seven
years living in Sydney, which she
proudly calls her “second home”.
For a time she was even an Aus-
tralian citizen, but Israel demands
foreign citizenships be forfeited
upon entering the Knesset.

During her stint here, she
studied veterinary science and
landed a job at the Bondi Junction

clinic — most famous for being
the setting of her colleague Chris
Brown’s hit TV show Bondi Vet. 

It was her time as a volunteer
for Wires where she became inti-
mate with Australia’s infamous
fauna. “I had a call for a black
snake, a red belly, from Bondi,”
she recalls over the phone from
Israel. 

“People were just saying they
were really scared of it. They rang
me and I ran straight down. 

“It would have been at least
80cm, maybe even a metre — I
think someone must have
brought him from the Blue
Mountains but then it grew and
they didn’t know what to do with
it.”

She plans to pursue a vigorous

environmental agenda in her new
role in the centre-right Likud,
which has been the biggest party
in the three governing coalitions
since Mr Netanyahu began his
second stint as Prime Minister in
2009. 

Ms Haskel said she had been
impressed by Australian values.
“Respect the environment, re-
spect other people, tolerance —
you know, it gave me a different
perspective about cultural things. 

“From the age of 22 to 28 I
lived in Australia, so much of my
adult life was there and I think I
came back with a big part of me
that feels Australian and brought
back a lot of Australian values. 

“I’m in the Likud party and
bringing with me a lot of the envi-

ronment and animal care agenda
and I think I’m experienced in a
lot of things. I believe in a liberal
capitalist economy,” which she
said “absolutely feels like it is
more present in Australia than in
Israel.”

She has vowed not be an invis-
ible backbencher, and to use her
international experience through
her position on the Knesset’s in-
fluential foreign affairs and de-
fence committee. 

She also wants to help broaden
Israel’s relations with Australia,
which will be strengthened in the
next month or so as the finishing
touches are put on the first work-
ing holiday visa scheme.

Israeli political life is a notori-
ously brutal undertaking. 

But does even that compare to
battling poisonous snakes or
hand-wringing eastern suburbs
pet owners?

“As a veterinary nurse, you go
back home and you have scratch-
es and bites and sometimes have a
really emotional and difficult day.
And I think in politics sometimes
you go home scratched and bitten
but not physically. 

“I think in both jobs you get a
lot of gratitude, and it fills you
with happiness and a sense of pur-
pose.”

JACOB ATKINS

From Bondi Vet to Israel’s ‘snake pit’Remote 
refuge a 
long haul 
for abused

Women in remote communities
are moving hundreds of kilome-
tres away from their homes to
escape abusive partners because
of a lack of safe houses for dom-
estic violence victims.

Alice Springs Women’s Shel-
ter executive officer Dale Wake-
field said the service spent about
$30,000 to shift women and
children to places where they
would be safe.

She said this sometimes meant
sending the women interstate to
other family members or friends
or to shelters in Adelaide and
Darwin with spare capacity.

Ms Wakefield said it was often
easier to relocate women to
metropolitan areas than shelter
them anonymously in small
towns. 

In the first six months of this
year, the Alice Springs Women’s
Shelter provided accommodation
to 292 women and 227 children
and turned away people on 1035
occasions.

Relocating woman at risk of
domestic violence has become a
contentious issue, with federal
Minister for Women Michaelia
Cash last week questioning why
more perpetrators, rather than
victims, were not removed from
the family home.

Ms Wakefield said she sup-
ported the principle of victims
being able to stay in the home,
but it was important to be practi-
cal and make sure that it was the
safest option.

She said that while metropoli-
tan shelters may have multiple
safe houses and could easily
move a woman if her location
was discovered, it was different
in a smaller town such as Alice
Springs — outside the town’s
tightly guarded crisis accommo-
dation refuge, her service could
not protect women whose part-
ners were looking for them.

Tennant Creek Women’s Ref-

uge manager Georgina Bracken
said her town faced a lack of hous-
ing and other services for women
in abusive relationships. 

One client had been on the
public housing waiting list for
10 years, she said.

Although some women would
be willing to move a long way
from an abusive partner and leave
friends and family, many others,
especially indigenous women, did
not; the women who did not want
to leave were usually not well-off,
uneducated and lacked confi-
dence to live in another city or
town. “Those are the kind of diffi-
culties we get into,” she said.

There was also often family or
cultural pressure to stay with the
abuser and the tolerance level for
abuse was high, she said. 

The refuge supported clients
for long periods of time, with
many even being intergenera-
tional clients, second or third gen-
eration of a victim, abuser or both.

Ms Bracken said she found it
difficult referring women to Dar-
win or Alice Springs because ser-
vices were full and would not take
women without an exit plan. 

“Out here, I think a lot of the
issues are the same, but there’s
entrenched disadvantage that
affects a large proportion of our
population. People around the
east coast don’t relate to that.” 

Issues that caused domestic
violence were not going to be
solved with “wham, bam money
thrown at them”.

A team leader from Broome’s
Marnja Jarndu Women’s Refuge
said remoteness isolated it com-
pared with cities where shelters
could help each other. Safe and
secure accommodation was a big
issue and often women had no
other option but a refuge.
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‘Out here, I think
a lot of the issues
are the same’

GEORGINA BRACKEN 
TENNANT CREEK WOMEN’S 
REFUGE 
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