
Partner with 





Partner with Schwartz Media 				    2025 3

A mark of 
quality

The concept is simple: 
quality publications 
attract a premium 
audience
We believe that intelligent, thoughtful publications 
attract a particular kind of reader - one who expects 
both excellence and elegance.

The Monthly and The Saturday Paper are carefully 
crafted to attract an audience who seek a greater level  
of depth and nuance in their understanding of the 
world.
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We work with organisations that align 
with the values of our journalism and 
support our objectives to increase 
brand awareness.

Our audience believes that arts 
and culture are essential to life. Our 
partnership packages provide a unique 
opportunity to engage with an audience 
built on years of trust and integrity.

Our team can build a bespoke 
partnership offering to suit your 
organisation. No two packages will look 
the same.

Schwartz Media 
offers a range 
of partnership 
packages for 
select Australian 
arts and cultural 
organisations.
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Partner 
Events & 
Series

We present special 
events and programs 
in collaboration 
with our partners to 
enhance audience 
engagement.
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Coffee and 
Headlines
Since 2019, Sydney Writers’ 
Festival and Schwartz Media have 
presented Coffee and Headlines, 
an event series from The 
Saturday Paper and The Monthly.

These panel discussions unravel 
the day’s biggest headlines and 
offer insightful analysis on the 
latest news.
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Quiz Night
The Saturday Paper Quiz Night 
has been held in partnership 
with State Library Victoria, State 
Library New South Wales, and 
Melbourne International Film 
Festival.

Quiz Night is an evening packed 
full of trivia, food and fun. The 
event routinely sells out in less 
than two weeks, tickets are 
sought after by The Saturday 
Paper Quiz enthusiasts and 
newcomers alike.
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Advertising 
Packages

Our partners gain 
access to premium 
advertising placements 
in our products. We can 
tailor these to meet your 
audience growth goals 
and objectives.
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Installation views of the exhibition Blak In-Justice: 

Incarceration and Resilience, at Heide Museum 

of Modern Art. Clytie Meredith

Aboriginal people are still disproportionately 

imprisoned, often for infractions that would 

get white people nothing but warnings. There 

have been multiple royal commissions into 

Black deaths in custody, all of which have 

found the problems to be systemic and racist 

and have led to countless promises from 

government. Yet the problems persist and 

nobody seems interested in fi nding solutions 

that actually work.
You can read in many places about the 

disproportionate representation of Aboriginal 

people in prisons in Australia. That will give 

you the right words to begin the path to 

knowledge. However, Blak In-Justice will give 

you more than that: a visceral understanding 

of the issues, an emotional understanding 

and a powerful explanation of the extreme 

depth of the injustice. It’s hard to fi nd an 

Indigenous person in Australia who doesn’t 

have a fi rsthand experience of incarceration 

or of losing family to incarceration, and that 

is something to fi ght against.
As Morris said, “Where we can bring 

the community together and get bipartisan 

support and encourage people to become part 

of the solution … then we can create change.” 

You can learn what you need to know – why 

you should stand against over-incarceration 

of Aboriginal people, why you should fi ght 

against the genocidal policies of government 

– by visiting this exhibition and learning from 

the testimonies represented by the art.

That is not the only reason to visit the 

exhibition. It holds within it powerful works 

of art, works that have never hung together, 

works by artists in prison and works by some 

of our most accomplished contemporary 

artists, works you might have never had the 

chance to see. If you desire to divorce the 

exhibition from the politics embedded within 

it, the art is good enough to stand on its own.  

I know it gets said a lot – “just go 

have the experience” – but this is a case 

where such a statement is not hyperbole. 

It’s a powerful show of the scope you might 

consider appropriate for the National Gallery 

of Australia or the National Gallery of Victoria. 

But it’s not in one of those urban galleries: it’s 

in Heide in Bulleen, at the part of the Birrarung 

beloved by the Heidelberg school of artists, 

a part of the Yarra Valley that felt rural before 

a tunnel project turned up almost next door.

I’m going to say it again: just go see it. •
Blak In-Justice: Incarceration and Resilience 

is showing at Heide Museum of Modern Art, 

Bulleen, until July 20.

The extreme over-representation 

of Indigenous people in custody 

is caused by overpolicing and 

an entire legal system that is 

defi nitely not colourblind.

Visual art

ARTS DIARY

CINEMA
Gold Coast Film Festival

Home of the Arts, Yugambeh Country/Gold 

Coast, April 30 – May 11

INSTALLATION
Izabela Pluta: Lumina

Heide Museum of Modern Art, 

Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung Country/Bulleen, 

until October 5

EXHIBITION 
Joy
Immigration Museum, Naarm/Melbourne, 

until August 29

CULTURE 
Sunrise Australia

Carriageworks, Gadigal Country/Sydney, 

April 30 – May 1

VISUAL ART
Tender
Ngununggula, Southern Highlands, NSW, 

until June 15

LAST CHANCE

VISUAL ART
Joan Ross: Those Trees Came Back to 

Me in My Dreams

National Portrait Gallery, Ngambri/

Canberra, until April 27
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Visual art

Neha Kale
is a writer and critic.

The colour on the screen is radiant. It 

glows lighter, then darker, reaching new 

hemispheres of intensity. The colour pulls me 

forward, plunging me into nothingness as if 

I were lying on the grass and looking at the 

sky. A man’s voice, velvety and deep, recalls 

hearing about the war in Sarajevo, being 

knocked over by a wayward cyclist, the news 

from his doctor that he’s found lesions in his 

retina. He can see blue fl ashes, he tells me, a 

blue butterfl y swaying on a cornfl ower. “Blue 

of my heart, blue of my dreams,” he says. 

“Slow blue love of delphinium day.” 

The delphinium, of course, is a symbol 

of joy. Derek Jarman, the queer British artist, 

writer and fi lmmaker, famously grew them 

in his garden at Dungeness, the windswept 

headland off  the coast of Kent, where a beach 

strewn with shingles unfolds in the shadow of 

a nuclear power station. 
Delphinium Days is an elegant exhibition 

at UNSW Galleries, originally shown at Gus 

Fisher Gallery in Auckland, New Zealand, and 

the fi rst major presentation of Jarman’s work 

in Australia. It includes an image of the artist’s 

garden taken by his friend and collaborator, 

the photographer Howard Sooley: Prospect 

Cottage, a house of storybook proportions, sits 

in a bleached-bone landscape. Flowers, newly 

planted, are patches of purple and red. 

I pause in front of Prospect (1991) on 

the next wall, one of my favourite works in 

the gallery. In this painting, barely bigger 

than an A4 sheet of paper, restless strokes 

in a thick impasto conjure life in motion, the 

fi eld poppies and viper’s bugloss that thrive 

in parched soil – beauty seeping like blood 

through broken earth, persisting despite 

conditions we perceive as inhospitable. 

The delphinium, I later learn, is also 

toxic, capable of killing humans. That its 

meaning shifts feels fi tting. On screen, the 

blue fades and the man’s voice intones: “I 

place a delphinium, blue, upon your grave.” 

I thought I knew the life and work of 

Derek Jarman: his father was born in New 

Zealand and was a decorated RAF offi  cer; 

Jarman grew up in Middlesex, with stints 

in Pakistan and Rome; studied painting at 

the Slade School of Fine Art, before going 

on to make experimental fi lms – Sebastiane, 

Caravaggio – with a band of collaborators such 

as the musician Simon Fisher Turner and the 

actor Tilda Swinton; moved to Dungeness in 

1987, after being diagnosed with HIV.

He wrote Blue (1993) – his fi nal fi lm 

– when he was losing his vision. Watching 

it now, the lozenge of colour hovering and 

fl oating in front of me, it’s impossible to be 

unmoved. The work was simultaneously 

broadcast on Channel 4 and BBC Radio 3 and 

is an elegy to lost friends. “My heart’s memory 

turns to you,” the narrator says. “David. 

Howard. Graham. Terry. Paul.” He goes on 

to describe the 30 pills a day that are keeping 

him alive, and their cocktail of side eff ects. 

DHPG, the drug administered via drip twice 

a day, causes “fever, rash, abnormal liver 

function, infection, malaise, loss of balance, 

psychosis”. 
Jarman was among the fi rst public 

fi gures to disclose his HIV-positive status 

and an outspoken critic of section 28, the 

legislation enshrined in the United Kingdom 

in the late ’80s that banned local authorities 

from “promoting homosexuality”. He railed 

against the Victorian morality, the emphasis 

on the individual rather than the collective 

that was popularised by Margaret Thatcher. 

Four decades on, as neoliberalism rages and 

the world splinters, growing more hostile and 

crueller, the ideas he was fi ghting for have 

never felt more prescient. 
In the exhibition’s fi rst space is a series 

of Jarman’s Black Paintings – a reference 

to Goya – made during the last eight years 

of his life. They combine tar, broken glass 

and fl otsam scavenged from the beach in 

Dungeness: a squashed can, a toy plane. In 

God Bless American Express (1987), bullet 

casings appear alongside a traveller’s cheque, 

violence inextricable from capital, bodies 

deemed worthy only if sanctioned by the state. 

In the next room a wall plays host to 

three of the artist’s Evil Queen paintings, 

some of his last works. In one, the words 

“Drop Dead” emerge from an explosion of 

paint, splattered on the canvas with a wild 

and frenetic energy. In front of it, you can feel 

the force of the work’s making. Nearby, Arse 

Injected Death Syndrome (1993), likely a tabloid 

slur skewered here by the artist, evokes a dark 

double meaning: sex and death, play and fury, 

always swirling together in one universe. 

At the entrance of Delphinium Days is The 

Dream of a Mirror, a shimmering video work by 

the artist Mel Deerson, fi lmed at Dungeness 

and commissioned for the exhibition. The 

show takes a reverent tone. The paintings are 

moodily lit, arranged in tidy rows. Alongside 

the photographs of Jarman’s garden is a body 

of images titled Saint Derek. They show the 

Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence, an order of 

queer “nuns” known for their LGBTQIA+ 

activism, canonising Jarman on the beach and 

in front of the Black Paintings. Dappled light, 

refracted by the broken glass, pools on the 

ground like a fallen halo. 
In spending time with Jarman’s works, 

it’s not their aura that mesmerises me but 

their sense of aliveness. I’m pulled into their 

orbit. I listen to Modern Nature, Jarman’s 

gardening diaries, on repeat and their 

pointillist attention is addictive. I see fl owers 

everywhere. Colours feel more vivid. Jarman 

plants roses, an old varietal grown since the 

12th century. He worries about the greenhouse 

eff ect. He watches the sun sink behind the 

nuclear power station and I’m struck again by 

this intertwining of beauty and catastrophe, 

so at odds with our modern impulse to either 

confront the world or retreat from it – but 

never both. 
One of the best works in Delphinium 

Days is a Super 8 fi lm, My Very Beautiful Movie 

(1974), fi lmed on New York’s Fire Island, a site 

of queer liberation. A fi gure moves through the 

landscape, watching the waves on the beach. 

In a gorgeous scene, the dusk rippling orange 

and pink, he fi nds and holds up a starfi sh. 

That weekend, I go swimming in the 

ocean. I’m thinking about Blue, how even 

as the viewer is faced with blankness, the 

narrator’s voice becomes more urgent, his 

descriptions more intense, as if in the absence 

of one sense, another compensates. In the 

water, blueness everywhere, it feels less 

like an elegy and more like an invitation to 

surrender to the body’s fragility by fi nding the 

beauty that sustains it – and doing what we 

can to hold on. •
Derek Jarman: Delphinium Days is showing 

at UNSW Galleries, Sydney, until May 4.

Feeling blue Howard Sooley’s photographs displayed in Derek Jarman: Delphinium Days. Jacquie Manning

The visual artworks and films of Derek Jarman, on show in 

Australia for the first time at UNSW Galleries, are a tribute 

to his vital sense of beauty and catastrophe. 
Melbourne Theatre 
Company
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› Continued from Page 1

Nationals leader David Littleproud and Nationals senator Bridget McKenzie. AAP / Mick Tsikas

Mutual 
destruction
the line because she believes in this,” he said, 
referring to Nationals Senate leader Bridget 
McKenzie.

“I have people in my party room who are 
prepared to take a pay cut because we believe 
in this. We’re not doing this for show. We’re 
doing this because we are convicted about the 
people that we represent. And I would have 
thought that that is a damn good thing.”

Many in the Liberal party room 
discovered that the Coalition had been 
dissolved by watching the announcement on 
television. Some MPs say they had “inklings” 
after the election loss, however, noting the 
strong rhetoric on nuclear power and that 
some Nationals were publicly staking claims. 

The Nationals say they have formed 
a “principled” position to sit alone and want 
guarantees from the Liberal Party on four 
favoured policy positions: nuclear power, the 
$20 billion regional future fund, universal 
phone service and divestiture powers to break 
up the big supermarkets.

Littleproud says the Nationals do not 
want to have to fi ght for positions achieved 
over the past three years. “We should be 
continuing to look forward.”

Ley and her deputy, Ted O’Brien, took 
a diff erent view, saying the election result 
meant the party should review its unpopular 
policy positions.

“We are not saying any policy is out 
or gone. Nor are we saying that any policy 
is accepted and locked in,” O’Brien told the 
ABC’s 7.30 a week ago, insisting the Liberals 
would take their time to listen with “big ears”.

The timing of the split has shocked 
some in the Liberal Party, coming as Ley is 
grieving the death of her mother. 

“I think them pushing that this week in 
particular, as Sussan has lost her mother and is 
laying her mother to rest, is actually appalling,” 
a Liberal MP tells The Saturday Paper.

“And actually, giving her such a small 
window of time to negotiate with them, why 
the urgency? Why couldn’t we have had 
discussions into next week? If they wanted 
to actually in good faith negotiate terms, why 
didn’t we keep negotiating? We’re not going to 
an election next week. We’ve got a fair bit of 
time on our hands. It doesn’t make any sense 
why they are in such a hurry.”

The Nationals leader denies he 
disrespected Ley’s personal circumstances, 
telling the ABC the talks were “initiated after 
her mother’s death by her – by her and her 
offi  ce – to continue on”.

Exploring the fracture, Ley says she 
could not be assured of shadow cabinet 
solidarity. She says Littleproud asked for free 
votes on agreed policy such as committing 
to achieving net zero emissions by 2050, 
a position coupled to the position on nuclear 
power.

“We can’t have a situation where 
members of the shadow cabinet sit on 
diff erent sides of the parliament in diff erent 
votes,” the Liberal leader told 7.30 on 
Tuesday. “I don’t believe that the Coalition 
agreement itself should be hostage to 
individual policies.”

Bridget McKenzie denied this, but 
Littleproud later admitted he asked for an 
exemption to shadow cabinet solidarity 

and accepted that it was unacceptable to Ley.
This concession broke the stalemate and  

gave each side a win.
In a statement released on Thursday, 

Ley said the two parties had restarted 
negotiations.

“Earlier today I wrote to, and met with, 
David inviting him to re-enter good-faith 
negotiations. I am pleased he has accepted,” 
she said. “In relation to the policy positions 
proposed by the National party room, 
consistent with my consultation commitment, 
the Liberal Party will consider these, utilising 
our party room processes.

“It has always been the Liberal 
Party’s objective to form a coalition and we 
welcome the Nationals’ decision to re-enter 
negotiations.”

Those on the Liberal side say the request 
to be relieved of cabinet solidarity calls into 
question how genuine the Nationals were in 
the negotiations.

“They were asking something of Sussan 
that they had never asked any Liberal leader 
historically, ever,” a Liberal MP said. “Howard 
wasn’t asked that. Tony Abbott wasn’t 
asked that. Malcolm Turnbull wasn’t asked 
that. Peter Dutton wasn’t asked that. Scott 
Morrison wasn’t asked that. But they have 
asked Sussan Ley.”

Another said the Nationals were trying 
to box the Liberals into a corner just as the 
party was trying to show the public they were 
listening and learning from the mistakes of 
the election.

“To expect us as a Liberal Party to lock 
into a position weeks after we’ve suff ered the 
biggest defeat of our time as a party is very 
much looking to blow it up, in my opinion,” 
the MP told The Saturday Paper, before 
launching into praise of Ley.

“I think she’s done really well, to be 
honest. If you consider it through the lens 
of she had two options: she bends to the 
Nationals and upsets the party room by not 
making policy calls or she puts the Liberal 
party room fi rst.

“It’s hard not to argue that for too long 
the tail has wagged the dog and at some point 
we had to put a line in the sand. And if not 
now, then when?”

Liberals believe the split was really over 
climate change and nuclear power.

“The giveaway was that they refused 
to say net zero is one of the reasons, but the 
biggest reason is net zero,” another Liberal 
MP told The Saturday Paper.

“They are hopelessly internally divided 
on net zero. You could say we are, but we’re 
actually not. We’re probably like 75 to 80 per 
cent [for it] to 20 per cent [against] on moving 
on with it and keeping it.

“But the Nats are like almost 50/50 and 
their membership and all the rest. They’re 
the ones actually with the big problem on this 
now, but then in public they try to pretend 
it’s about the Universal Service Obligation or 
some shit.”

Some Liberals say the Nationals are in 
a regional bubble and are not comprehending 
the views of voters.

“They believe that they are driving 
the correct agenda, but I don’t think that 
they have taken a moment to understand 
properly that the reason that we have gone 
backwards is because we have adopted their 
agenda, which is not a Liberal agenda, it’s a 
Nationals agenda, right?” an MP says. “And 
that doesn’t work in metropolitan seats in 

Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane, because 
people don’t vote for Nats in those seats. They 
vote for Liberals or progressive people, right? 
That’s the problem.”

Further complicating the situation 
is division between the Nationals and the 
Queensland Liberal National Party.

As a senior Liberal fi gure tells The 
Saturday Paper: “Everybody in the National 
Party hates the LNP because, in their eyes, 
they think the LNP are basically a bunch of 
transvestite Nats who’ve had a Liberal sex 
change.” 

The move to dissolve the Coalition 
was not unanimous. Long-term MPs Darren 
Chester and Michael McCormack questioned 
the wisdom of the decision and are urging the 
Coalition to unite before parliament returns 
on July 22. They are understood not to be alone.

“I’m told very reliably that Barnaby 
thinks this is a bad idea,” one MP said. 

The Saturday Paper sought comment 
from Joyce, but he was unavailable. Ley 
reached out to those MPs in a bid to reunite 
the two parties.

The MP added that McKenzie is seen as 
a “key driver” behind wanting the Nationals 
to “muscle up big time”.

Eight days before the split was 
announced, McKenzie wrote to Liberal 
Senate leader Michaelia Cash threatening to 
dissolve the Coalition over Price’s defection. 
“Depending on the outcome of negotiations 
between our parties over coming weeks, the 
Nationals senate party room will need to 
consider our position with respect to sitting 
with the Liberal Party as a Coalition in the 
senate chamber.”

Nationals deputy leader Kevin Hogan 
said the partyroom decision, while not 
unanimous, was still “quite conclusive”.

“I didn’t make this decision. David 
Littleproud didn’t make this decision. Bridget 
McKenzie didn’t make this decision,” Hogan 
said. “The party room made this decision.”

On May 7, four days after the Labor win, 
Matt Canavan fl oated the possibility of a split 
on Today. 

“Now, look, we didn’t win government, 
so let’s not get carried away, but I do think 
with the way the Liberal Party is being pulled 
and pushed in diff erent directions, there’s an 
opportunity for the country, for our Coalition, 
for the Nationals party to run in more seats,” 
he said, adding: “If that leads to us breaking 
up, great. Fine.” 

Despite the decision to re-enter 
negotiations, the Nationals are adamant they 
want the four sticking points guaranteed. 

Asked if the Coalition rupture could 
last until the next election, Littleproud said: 
“If we can’t get to an agreement, yes, that’s 
the case.”

While some Liberals say time away from 
the Nationals may help the Liberal Party reset 
and diff erentiate on policy, one MP tells The 

Saturday Paper there is no real benefi t to the 
bust-up.

“It’s madness. We can’t diff erentiate 
ourselves because we can’t form government 
without the National Party,” the MP says.

“Whether we’re in Coalition with them 
or not, we own what they say, because the 
Australian people are going to expect from us 
transparency before the next election about 
what if any of the National Party’s agenda 
we will accept in order to form government, 
and, untethered from the Liberal Party, that 
National Party agenda is going to be much 
more extreme than it was when they’re in the 
Coalition.

“So, this idea it’s going to free us up to 
compete in the cities and be Liberals again 
and all that is extremely naive.” •

“It’s hard not to argue that for too long 
the tail has wagged the dog and at some 
point we had to put a line in the sand. 
And if not now, then when?”
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With late 20th century nostalgia saturating 

popular culture at the moment, it would be 

easy to mistake Kate Kemp’s The Grapevine

for an opportunistic rose-tinted tour through 

the shag pile. Not so. Kemp makes Canberra’s 

1970s suburban sprawl work hard to earn 

its keep.
Ostensibly a suburban murder mystery 

seen through the eyes of a precocious 12-year-

old girl and a gaggle of guilty and nervous 

neighbours, The Grapevine names the killer on 

its opening page, leaving the rest of the novel 

to explore why. 
Kemp re-creates 1970s Canberra with 

deft elegance, triggering a time-travelling 

sensory overload with her prose: the light 

fi ltering through a listless church on Sunday, the 

smell of over-boiled vegetables at dinner and 

the unique way Australians spoke back then. 

The rich worldbuilding is equally 

matched with Kemp’s skill at developing fully 

realised characters. Drawing on her work as 

a psychotherapist, Kemp delivers characters 

drawn with such depth and ’70s-specifi c 

detail it’s hard to resist the fl ashbacks. Kemp 

has a talent for accessible characters with 

vivid internal monologues and exchanges but 

her prose refuses to tip into sentimentality. 

These are not characters seeking readers’ 

love; rather they hold an almost truculent 

insistence that we recognise them, fl aws and 

all, as extensions of the era they inhabit.

This is where Kemp truly shines, using 

people’s love of nostalgia as a metaphor to 

show us the darker truth, fencing us into the 

Canberran cul-de-sac, shoulder to shoulder 

with its inhabitants, to see the streaks in the 

shine. Kemp reminds us of its restrictions 

– the almost oppressive inability to evade 

prying neighbours and their regressive 

views, systemic discrimination and lack of 

opportunities, all crammed into a world where 

grumpy old men and neglected women act 

as cruel shepherds ushering everyone into 

conformity.
It’s tempting to call The Grapevine a 

novel about suburbia or the 1970s, but that 

feels insuffi  cient. What Kemp has captured is 

something more enduring: the ways people 

construct and dismantle their worlds, the ways 

history and gossip weave together to make 

lives both unbearably hidden or uncomfortably 

visible.
The result is a novel that doesn’t 

just inhabit its time but dissects it with the 

keen curiosity of an anthropologist ready to 

catalogue its secrets. •
Hachette, 432pp, $32.99

“All of a sudden, he has a gun in his hands.” 

So Jeanne, the narrator of Sarah Jollien-

Fardel’s novel My Favourite, begins her story. 

A paragraph later, the moment and gun 

have been left behind, the tale moving on, 

but not before the reader has been given a 

dense sketch of the domestic scene: a young 

girl, an older sister, a frightened mother, an 

abusive father.
Translated by Holly James, this short 

novel proceeds propulsively, ranging from an 

incident when Jeanne is eight through to her 

40s, from a working-class Swiss alpine village 

to international advertising. The propulsion 

comes from Jeanne, who is creative, 

intelligent and possessed of a strong sense of 

a justice. She escapes the family violence of 

her childhood to a boarding school and then 

to university on the shores of Lake Geneva.

In the jumble of Jeanne learning to be 

“the weird girl” and discovering a “spark of 

aff ection for where I was from” – familiar 

themes for country mice in the city – it comes 

as a shock to realise she hasn’t escaped at 

all. Her father remains the monster of her 

nightmares, erratic and controlling. Around 

him, every word and gesture becomes 

irrational, poisoning her existence. The 

violence continues for her sister and mother 

in diff erent ways, and when Jeanne as an adult 

learns of desire, she is soon recapitulating her 

father’s abuse with her fi rst lover.

This is what she has worried about from 

the start. Observing how alike her mother and 

sister are, she thinks, “If I wasn’t like them, 

I must be like him.” She wants nothing more 

than to be not like him, to be unmarked by 

him, and the novel is a moving portrait of her 

halting attempts to forge a rational reality for 

herself.
The language is by turns elliptical and 

direct. Sometimes Jeanne smoothly fi lls whole 

paragraphs with haunting contradictions of 

thought and feeling. Even simple assertions 

of preference are fraught, with “my favourite” 

being a queasy echo of her father’s darkest 

claim. There are other examples where 

everyday language has been poisoned. What 

can Jeanne say in the face of this violence? 

My Favourite off ers no answers to her 

dilemma, but it honours the complexity of 

what it can mean to survive. •
The Indigo Press, 205pp, $29.99

David Golding
is a writer and editor.

Amy Gray
is a freelance writer and author.

Sarah Jollien-Fardel 

(translated by 
Holly James)
My Favourite

Kate Kemp
The Grapevine
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Visual art

Neha Kale
is a writer and critic.

The colour on the screen is radiant. It 

glows lighter, then darker, reaching new 

hemispheres of intensity. The colour pulls me 

forward, plunging me into nothingness as if 

I were lying on the grass and looking at the 

sky. A man’s voice, velvety and deep, recalls 

hearing about the war in Sarajevo, being 

knocked over by a wayward cyclist, the news 

from his doctor that he’s found lesions in his 

retina. He can see blue fl ashes, he tells me, a 

blue butterfl y swaying on a cornfl ower. “Blue 

of my heart, blue of my dreams,” he says. 

“Slow blue love of delphinium day.” 

The delphinium, of course, is a symbol 

of joy. Derek Jarman, the queer British artist, 

writer and fi lmmaker, famously grew them 

in his garden at Dungeness, the windswept 

headland off  the coast of Kent, where a beach 

strewn with shingles unfolds in the shadow of 

a nuclear power station. 
Delphinium Days is an elegant exhibition 

at UNSW Galleries, originally shown at Gus 

Fisher Gallery in Auckland, New Zealand, and 

the fi rst major presentation of Jarman’s work 

in Australia. It includes an image of the artist’s 

garden taken by his friend and collaborator, 

the photographer Howard Sooley: Prospect 

Cottage, a house of storybook proportions, sits 

in a bleached-bone landscape. Flowers, newly 

planted, are patches of purple and red. 

I pause in front of Prospect (1991) on 

the next wall, one of my favourite works in 

the gallery. In this painting, barely bigger 

than an A4 sheet of paper, restless strokes 

in a thick impasto conjure life in motion, the 

fi eld poppies and viper’s bugloss that thrive 

in parched soil – beauty seeping like blood 

through broken earth, persisting despite 

conditions we perceive as inhospitable. 

The delphinium, I later learn, is also 

toxic, capable of killing humans. That its 

meaning shifts feels fi tting. On screen, the 

blue fades and the man’s voice intones: “I 

place a delphinium, blue, upon your grave.” 

I thought I knew the life and work of 

Derek Jarman: his father was born in New 

Zealand and was a decorated RAF offi  cer; 

Jarman grew up in Middlesex, with stints 

in Pakistan and Rome; studied painting at 

the Slade School of Fine Art, before going 

on to make experimental fi lms – Sebastiane, 

Caravaggio – with a band of collaborators such 

as the musician Simon Fisher Turner and the 

actor Tilda Swinton; moved to Dungeness in 

1987, after being diagnosed with HIV.

He wrote Blue (1993) – his fi nal fi lm 

– when he was losing his vision. Watching 

it now, the lozenge of colour hovering and 

fl oating in front of me, it’s impossible to be 

unmoved. The work was simultaneously 

broadcast on Channel 4 and BBC Radio 3 and 

is an elegy to lost friends. “My heart’s memory 

turns to you,” the narrator says. “David. 

Howard. Graham. Terry. Paul.” He goes on 

to describe the 30 pills a day that are keeping 

him alive, and their cocktail of side eff ects. 

DHPG, the drug administered via drip twice 

a day, causes “fever, rash, abnormal liver 

function, infection, malaise, loss of balance, 

psychosis”. 
Jarman was among the fi rst public 

fi gures to disclose his HIV-positive status 

and an outspoken critic of section 28, the 

legislation enshrined in the United Kingdom 

in the late ’80s that banned local authorities 

from “promoting homosexuality”. He railed 

against the Victorian morality, the emphasis 

on the individual rather than the collective 

that was popularised by Margaret Thatcher. 

Four decades on, as neoliberalism rages and 

the world splinters, growing more hostile and 

crueller, the ideas he was fi ghting for have 

never felt more prescient. 
In the exhibition’s fi rst space is a series 

of Jarman’s Black Paintings – a reference 

to Goya – made during the last eight years 

of his life. They combine tar, broken glass 

and fl otsam scavenged from the beach in 

Dungeness: a squashed can, a toy plane. In 

God Bless American Express (1987), bullet 

casings appear alongside a traveller’s cheque, 

violence inextricable from capital, bodies 

deemed worthy only if sanctioned by the state. 

In the next room a wall plays host to 

three of the artist’s Evil Queen paintings, 

some of his last works. In one, the words 

“Drop Dead” emerge from an explosion of 

paint, splattered on the canvas with a wild 

and frenetic energy. In front of it, you can feel 

the force of the work’s making. Nearby, Arse 

Injected Death Syndrome (1993), likely a tabloid 

slur skewered here by the artist, evokes a dark 

double meaning: sex and death, play and fury, 

always swirling together in one universe. 

At the entrance of Delphinium Days is The 

Dream of a Mirror, a shimmering video work by 

the artist Mel Deerson, fi lmed at Dungeness 

and commissioned for the exhibition. The 

show takes a reverent tone. The paintings are 

moodily lit, arranged in tidy rows. Alongside 

the photographs of Jarman’s garden is a body 

of images titled Saint Derek. They show the 

Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence, an order of 

queer “nuns” known for their LGBTQIA+ 

activism, canonising Jarman on the beach and 

in front of the Black Paintings. Dappled light, 

refracted by the broken glass, pools on the 

ground like a fallen halo. 
In spending time with Jarman’s works, 

it’s not their aura that mesmerises me but 

their sense of aliveness. I’m pulled into their 

orbit. I listen to Modern Nature, Jarman’s 

gardening diaries, on repeat and their 

pointillist attention is addictive. I see fl owers 

everywhere. Colours feel more vivid. Jarman 

plants roses, an old varietal grown since the 

12th century. He worries about the greenhouse 

eff ect. He watches the sun sink behind the 

nuclear power station and I’m struck again by 

this intertwining of beauty and catastrophe, 

so at odds with our modern impulse to either 

confront the world or retreat from it – but 

never both. 
One of the best works in Delphinium 

Days is a Super 8 fi lm, My Very Beautiful Movie 

(1974), fi lmed on New York’s Fire Island, a site 

of queer liberation. A fi gure moves through the 

landscape, watching the waves on the beach. 

In a gorgeous scene, the dusk rippling orange 

and pink, he fi nds and holds up a starfi sh. 

That weekend, I go swimming in the 

ocean. I’m thinking about Blue, how even 

as the viewer is faced with blankness, the 

narrator’s voice becomes more urgent, his 

descriptions more intense, as if in the absence 

of one sense, another compensates. In the 

water, blueness everywhere, it feels less 

like an elegy and more like an invitation to 

surrender to the body’s fragility by fi nding the 

beauty that sustains it – and doing what we 

can to hold on. •
Derek Jarman: Delphinium Days is showing 

at UNSW Galleries, Sydney, until May 4.

Feeling blue Howard Sooley’s photographs displayed in Derek Jarman: Delphinium Days. Jacquie Manning

The visual artworks and films of Derek Jarman, on show in 

Australia for the first time at UNSW Galleries, are a tribute 

to his vital sense of beauty and catastrophe. 

Malthouse
Jakobson clashed with Andrew Shearer, who was Lowy’s 

director of studies when she arrived. Shearer was on the rise. 

In 2019, he became cabinet secretary to Scott Morrison, then 

took up his current position as director-general of the Offi ce 

of National Intelligence. He was a crucial fi gure in negotiating 

what became the AUKUS deal between the United States, the 

United Kingdom and Australia. The clash was ideological, not 

personal, according to those who observed it. Jakobson was 

arguing for engagement, understanding, nuance and complex-

ity in the relationship with China. In a 2012 paper, she argued 

that the differences in the political systems should not impede 

building political trust – she distinguished this from “strategic 

trust”, which she said was not possible while the Communist 

Party had a monopoly on power. “However distasteful China’s 

political system is … I do not see why Australia’s elites would 

not want to understand how Chinese senior offi cials think, and 

above all how best to have an impact on Chinese decisions and 

perceptions.” 

Shearer, meanwhile, cleaved ever more closely to the US 

intelligence and defence communities, building his connections 

and relationships of trust in Washington.

Jakobson left the Lowy Institute in 2014, planning to 

write a book called China Matters with another China special-

ist, Bates Gill. The idea behind the book became the founda-

tion for the organisation. It is a measure of how well she was 

regarded that despite, by her own admission, being “not much 

of an administrator” and a relative outsider in Australia, she 

assembled the necessary support and funding. As well as money 

from government, she gained sponsorship from businesses with 

interest in China, including Rio Tinto, PwC, Aurizon and Star 

Entertainment. In return, she and other members of the board 

gave them briefi ngs.

China Matters was never large. At its peak there were 

10 employees, many of them part time. In the 2017–18 fi nan-

cial year – before its troubles began – income was just under 

$1.2 million, according to the accounts lodged with the Australian 

Charities and Not-for-profi ts Commission.

White describes Jakobson as a practical woman and a com-

parative optimist. He regards the confl ict between China and 

Australia as fundamental: “China wants to push America out and 

take its place as a leading regional power. And we want America 

to remain the leading regional power.” Unless that is resolved, 

he says, the relationship can only go badly.

But Jakobson, he says, had faith that building conversations 

and increasing understanding could have big effects, even avoid 

war.
China Matters organised study tours to China for politicians 

and business chiefs. The fi rst, in 2018, included the then shadow 

treasurer Chris Bowen and Liberal MP Julian Leeser. It was 

endorsed by the then secretary of the Department of the Prime 

Minister and Cabinet, Martin Parkinson. 

The second, in 2019, included Richard Marles, now min-

ister for defence, who described it as “high value”, and Tanya 

Plibersek, who had been shadow minister for foreign affairs and 

went on to become deputy leader of the Labor Party. Also on 

this trip was Fiona Simson, president of the National Farmers’ 

Federation, who wrote that it had been “A great way to build 

shared understandings … critical to maximise opportunities for 

Australian agriculture.”

That study tour was in September 2019. Nobody knew it, 

but it was the end of the golden era.

I
T WAS UNDER Malcolm Turnbull, prime minister from 2015, 

that Australia began to take a tougher line against China, 

calling out the increasing attempts at interference in Austra-

lian affairs. In August 2018, Australia banned the Chinese phone 

company Huawei from involvement in the national 5G network. 

In the same year, Turnbull introduced national security and for-

eign interference laws – the biggest counterintelligence overhaul 

in decades. The new laws included tougher penalties for tradi-

tional espionage activities along with a registration scheme for 

agents of foreign political actors. 

A sea change in public debate came with the publication 

in 2018 of the book Silent Invasion, by Clive Hamilton, on 

the increasing infi ltration of the Chinese Communist Party in 

Australian civil society. Hamilton was a hero to the China hawks, 

but others accused him of racism, of promoting a “McCarthyist 

manifesto”. 

The mixed response was well summed up by historian Frank 

Bongiorno, who wrote in a review that Hamilton had “done us 

a service in bringing together a great deal of information about 

Chinese infl uence on Australia”, but also that he had fallen into 

a trap “of viewing Communist China as uniquely demonic” in a 

book “littered with … overstatement”.

Hamilton is scathing about China Matters, and his views 

refl ect those of some policymakers who would not speak on the 

record. 
 “Everything China Matters wrote or said served the inter-

ests of Beijing,” Hamilton tells me. “It would be going too far to 

refer to them as ‘useful idiots’, but they certainly acted as CCP 

patsies.” 

In 2017 and 2018, Hamilton says, there had been a “funda-

mental shift” in government and business “in understanding of 

what China had become under Xi Jinping and the danger it rep-

resented for Australian democracy … Everyone who looked at 

the situation clear-eyed could see that Australia had to abandon 

its rose-tinted view of the China under the CCP. China Matters 

kept the rose-tinted glasses on – in fact, clung to them.”

But it was not under Turnbull, who lost the prime minister-

ship to Scott Morrison in August 2018, that the move against 

China Matters began. Contacted for this essay, Turnbull says he 

has nothing to offer: “To be honest, I don’t know what happened 

“However distasteful 

China’s political system is ... 

I do not see why Australia’s 

elites would not want to 

understand how Chinese 

senior officials think.”
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took up his current position as director-general of the Offi ce 
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ity in the relationship with China. In a 2012 paper, she argued 

that the differences in the political systems should not impede 

building political trust – she distinguished this from “strategic 

trust”, which she said was not possible while the Communist 

Party had a monopoly on power. “However distasteful China’s 

political system is … I do not see why Australia’s elites would 

not want to understand how Chinese senior offi cials think, and 

above all how best to have an impact on Chinese decisions and 

perceptions.” 

Shearer, meanwhile, cleaved ever more closely to the US 

intelligence and defence communities, building his connections 

and relationships of trust in Washington.

Jakobson left the Lowy Institute in 2014, planning to 

write a book called China Matters with another China special-

ist, Bates Gill. The idea behind the book became the founda-

tion for the organisation. It is a measure of how well she was 

regarded that despite, by her own admission, being “not much 

of an administrator” and a relative outsider in Australia, she 

assembled the necessary support and funding. As well as money 

from government, she gained sponsorship from businesses with 

interest in China, including Rio Tinto, PwC, Aurizon and Star 

Entertainment. In return, she and other members of the board 

gave them briefi ngs.

China Matters was never large. At its peak there were 

10 employees, many of them part time. In the 2017–18 fi nan-

cial year – before its troubles began – income was just under 

$1.2 million, according to the accounts lodged with the Australian 

Charities and Not-for-profi ts Commission.

White describes Jakobson as a practical woman and a com-

parative optimist. He regards the confl ict between China and 

Australia as fundamental: “China wants to push America out and 

take its place as a leading regional power. And we want America 

to remain the leading regional power.” Unless that is resolved, 

he says, the relationship can only go badly.

But Jakobson, he says, had faith that building conversations 

and increasing understanding could have big effects, even avoid 

war.
China Matters organised study tours to China for politicians 

and business chiefs. The fi rst, in 2018, included the then shadow 

treasurer Chris Bowen and Liberal MP Julian Leeser. It was 

endorsed by the then secretary of the Department of the Prime 

Minister and Cabinet, Martin Parkinson. 

The second, in 2019, included Richard Marles, now min-

ister for defence, who described it as “high value”, and Tanya 

Plibersek, who had been shadow minister for foreign affairs and 

went on to become deputy leader of the Labor Party. Also on 

this trip was Fiona Simson, president of the National Farmers’ 

Federation, who wrote that it had been “A great way to build 

shared understandings … critical to maximise opportunities for 

Australian agriculture.”

That study tour was in September 2019. Nobody knew it, 

but it was the end of the golden era.

I
T WAS UNDER Malcolm Turnbull, prime minister from 2015, 

that Australia began to take a tougher line against China, 

calling out the increasing attempts at interference in Austra-

lian affairs. In August 2018, Australia banned the Chinese phone 

company Huawei from involvement in the national 5G network. 

In the same year, Turnbull introduced national security and for-

eign interference laws – the biggest counterintelligence overhaul 

in decades. The new laws included tougher penalties for tradi-

tional espionage activities along with a registration scheme for 

agents of foreign political actors. 

A sea change in public debate came with the publication 

in 2018 of the book Silent Invasion, by Clive Hamilton, on 

the increasing infi ltration of the Chinese Communist Party in 

Australian civil society. Hamilton was a hero to the China hawks, 

but others accused him of racism, of promoting a “McCarthyist 

manifesto”. 

The mixed response was well summed up by historian Frank 

Bongiorno, who wrote in a review that Hamilton had “done us 

a service in bringing together a great deal of information about 

Chinese infl uence on Australia”, but also that he had fallen into 

a trap “of viewing Communist China as uniquely demonic” in a 

book “littered with … overstatement”.

Hamilton is scathing about China Matters, and his views 

refl ect those of some policymakers who would not speak on the 

record. 
 “Everything China Matters wrote or said served the inter-

ests of Beijing,” Hamilton tells me. “It would be going too far to 

refer to them as ‘useful idiots’, but they certainly acted as CCP 

patsies.” 

In 2017 and 2018, Hamilton says, there had been a “funda-

mental shift” in government and business “in understanding of 

what China had become under Xi Jinping and the danger it rep-

resented for Australian democracy … Everyone who looked at 

the situation clear-eyed could see that Australia had to abandon 

its rose-tinted view of the China under the CCP. China Matters 

kept the rose-tinted glasses on – in fact, clung to them.”

But it was not under Turnbull, who lost the prime minister-

ship to Scott Morrison in August 2018, that the move against 

China Matters began. Contacted for this essay, Turnbull says he 

has nothing to offer: “To be honest, I don’t know what happened 

“However distasteful 

China’s political system is ... 

I do not see why Australia’s 

elites would not want to 

understand how Chinese 

senior officials think.”
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Nationals leader David Littleproud and Nationals senator Bridget McKenzie. AAP / Mick Tsikas

Mutual 
destruction
the line because she believes in this,” he said, 
referring to Nationals Senate leader Bridget 
McKenzie.

“I have people in my party room who are 
prepared to take a pay cut because we believe 
in this. We’re not doing this for show. We’re 
doing this because we are convicted about the 
people that we represent. And I would have 
thought that that is a damn good thing.”

Many in the Liberal party room 
discovered that the Coalition had been 
dissolved by watching the announcement on 
television. Some MPs say they had “inklings” 
after the election loss, however, noting the 
strong rhetoric on nuclear power and that 
some Nationals were publicly staking claims. 

The Nationals say they have formed 
a “principled” position to sit alone and want 
guarantees from the Liberal Party on four 
favoured policy positions: nuclear power, the 
$20 billion regional future fund, universal 
phone service and divestiture powers to break 
up the big supermarkets.

Littleproud says the Nationals do not 
want to have to fi ght for positions achieved 
over the past three years. “We should be 
continuing to look forward.”

Ley and her deputy, Ted O’Brien, took 
a diff erent view, saying the election result 
meant the party should review its unpopular 
policy positions.

“We are not saying any policy is out 
or gone. Nor are we saying that any policy 
is accepted and locked in,” O’Brien told the 
ABC’s 7.30 a week ago, insisting the Liberals 
would take their time to listen with “big ears”.

The timing of the split has shocked 
some in the Liberal Party, coming as Ley is 
grieving the death of her mother. 

“I think them pushing that this week in 
particular, as Sussan has lost her mother and is 
laying her mother to rest, is actually appalling,” 
a Liberal MP tells The Saturday Paper.

“And actually, giving her such a small 
window of time to negotiate with them, why 
the urgency? Why couldn’t we have had 
discussions into next week? If they wanted 
to actually in good faith negotiate terms, why 
didn’t we keep negotiating? We’re not going to 
an election next week. We’ve got a fair bit of 
time on our hands. It doesn’t make any sense 
why they are in such a hurry.”

The Nationals leader denies he 
disrespected Ley’s personal circumstances, 
telling the ABC the talks were “initiated after 
her mother’s death by her – by her and her 
offi  ce – to continue on”.

Exploring the fracture, Ley says she 
could not be assured of shadow cabinet 
solidarity. She says Littleproud asked for free 
votes on agreed policy such as committing 
to achieving net zero emissions by 2050, 
a position coupled to the position on nuclear 
power.

“We can’t have a situation where 
members of the shadow cabinet sit on 
diff erent sides of the parliament in diff erent 
votes,” the Liberal leader told 7.30 on 
Tuesday. “I don’t believe that the Coalition 
agreement itself should be hostage to 
individual policies.”

Bridget McKenzie denied this, but 
Littleproud later admitted he asked for an 
exemption to shadow cabinet solidarity 

and accepted that it was unacceptable to Ley.
This concession broke the stalemate and  

gave each side a win.
In a statement released on Thursday, 

Ley said the two parties had restarted 
negotiations.

“Earlier today I wrote to, and met with, 
David inviting him to re-enter good-faith 
negotiations. I am pleased he has accepted,” 
she said. “In relation to the policy positions 
proposed by the National party room, 
consistent with my consultation commitment, 
the Liberal Party will consider these, utilising 
our party room processes.

“It has always been the Liberal 
Party’s objective to form a coalition and we 
welcome the Nationals’ decision to re-enter 
negotiations.”

Those on the Liberal side say the request 
to be relieved of cabinet solidarity calls into 
question how genuine the Nationals were in 
the negotiations.

“They were asking something of Sussan 
that they had never asked any Liberal leader 
historically, ever,” a Liberal MP said. “Howard 
wasn’t asked that. Tony Abbott wasn’t 
asked that. Malcolm Turnbull wasn’t asked 
that. Peter Dutton wasn’t asked that. Scott 
Morrison wasn’t asked that. But they have 
asked Sussan Ley.”

Another said the Nationals were trying 
to box the Liberals into a corner just as the 
party was trying to show the public they were 
listening and learning from the mistakes of 
the election.

“To expect us as a Liberal Party to lock 
into a position weeks after we’ve suff ered the 
biggest defeat of our time as a party is very 
much looking to blow it up, in my opinion,” 
the MP told The Saturday Paper, before 
launching into praise of Ley.

“I think she’s done really well, to be 
honest. If you consider it through the lens 
of she had two options: she bends to the 
Nationals and upsets the party room by not 
making policy calls or she puts the Liberal 
party room fi rst.

“It’s hard not to argue that for too long 
the tail has wagged the dog and at some point 
we had to put a line in the sand. And if not 
now, then when?”

Liberals believe the split was really over 
climate change and nuclear power.

“The giveaway was that they refused 
to say net zero is one of the reasons, but the 
biggest reason is net zero,” another Liberal 
MP told The Saturday Paper.

“They are hopelessly internally divided 
on net zero. You could say we are, but we’re 
actually not. We’re probably like 75 to 80 per 
cent [for it] to 20 per cent [against] on moving 
on with it and keeping it.

“But the Nats are like almost 50/50 and 
their membership and all the rest. They’re 
the ones actually with the big problem on this 
now, but then in public they try to pretend 
it’s about the Universal Service Obligation or 
some shit.”

Some Liberals say the Nationals are in 
a regional bubble and are not comprehending 
the views of voters.

“They believe that they are driving 
the correct agenda, but I don’t think that 
they have taken a moment to understand 
properly that the reason that we have gone 
backwards is because we have adopted their 
agenda, which is not a Liberal agenda, it’s a 
Nationals agenda, right?” an MP says. “And 
that doesn’t work in metropolitan seats in 

Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane, because 
people don’t vote for Nats in those seats. They 
vote for Liberals or progressive people, right? 
That’s the problem.”

Further complicating the situation 
is division between the Nationals and the 
Queensland Liberal National Party.

As a senior Liberal fi gure tells The 
Saturday Paper: “Everybody in the National 
Party hates the LNP because, in their eyes, 
they think the LNP are basically a bunch of 
transvestite Nats who’ve had a Liberal sex 
change.” 

The move to dissolve the Coalition 
was not unanimous. Long-term MPs Darren 
Chester and Michael McCormack questioned 
the wisdom of the decision and are urging the 
Coalition to unite before parliament returns 
on July 22. They are understood not to be alone.

“I’m told very reliably that Barnaby 
thinks this is a bad idea,” one MP said. 

The Saturday Paper sought comment 
from Joyce, but he was unavailable. Ley 
reached out to those MPs in a bid to reunite 
the two parties.

The MP added that McKenzie is seen as 
a “key driver” behind wanting the Nationals 
to “muscle up big time”.

Eight days before the split was 
announced, McKenzie wrote to Liberal 
Senate leader Michaelia Cash threatening to 
dissolve the Coalition over Price’s defection. 
“Depending on the outcome of negotiations 
between our parties over coming weeks, the 
Nationals senate party room will need to 
consider our position with respect to sitting 
with the Liberal Party as a Coalition in the 
senate chamber.”

Nationals deputy leader Kevin Hogan 
said the partyroom decision, while not 
unanimous, was still “quite conclusive”.

“I didn’t make this decision. David 
Littleproud didn’t make this decision. Bridget 
McKenzie didn’t make this decision,” Hogan 
said. “The party room made this decision.”

On May 7, four days after the Labor win, 
Matt Canavan fl oated the possibility of a split 
on Today. 

“Now, look, we didn’t win government, 
so let’s not get carried away, but I do think 
with the way the Liberal Party is being pulled 
and pushed in diff erent directions, there’s an 
opportunity for the country, for our Coalition, 
for the Nationals party to run in more seats,” 
he said, adding: “If that leads to us breaking 
up, great. Fine.” 

Despite the decision to re-enter 
negotiations, the Nationals are adamant they 
want the four sticking points guaranteed. 

Asked if the Coalition rupture could 
last until the next election, Littleproud said: 
“If we can’t get to an agreement, yes, that’s 
the case.”

While some Liberals say time away from 
the Nationals may help the Liberal Party reset 
and diff erentiate on policy, one MP tells The 

Saturday Paper there is no real benefi t to the 
bust-up.

“It’s madness. We can’t diff erentiate 
ourselves because we can’t form government 
without the National Party,” the MP says.

“Whether we’re in Coalition with them 
or not, we own what they say, because the 
Australian people are going to expect from us 
transparency before the next election about 
what if any of the National Party’s agenda 
we will accept in order to form government, 
and, untethered from the Liberal Party, that 
National Party agenda is going to be much 
more extreme than it was when they’re in the 
Coalition.

“So, this idea it’s going to free us up to 
compete in the cities and be Liberals again 
and all that is extremely naive.” •

“It’s hard not to argue that for too long 
the tail has wagged the dog and at some 
point we had to put a line in the sand. 
And if not now, then when?”
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sustainability and productivity improvement –
and Chalmers’ apparent willingness to address 
the tough interrelated issues of tax reform and 
deregulation – used to be very Liberal. 

Notably, there was very little mention 
of the government’s Future Made in Australia 
signature policy to shore up a manufacturing 
base for the green transition, and no mention 
of the wellbeing economy. Opposition Leader 
Sussan Ley should be all over this.

The reality is the Albanese government 
initiated several important areas of reform 
in its fi rst term that still need further 
implementation to complete – most notably 
in the child, aged and disability care sectors, 
as well as budget repair, climate change and 
the Reserve Bank. There are new challenges 
in addition to boosting productivity, including 
further diversifying our trading relationships 
in light of United States tariff s, and to 
developing a complete and aff ordable defence 
strategy in light of major geopolitical shifts, 
such as America’s retreat from long-held 
alliances and China’s more aggressive stance.

In his pursuit of reform, Chalmers has 
also recognised the essential prerequisite 
of consensus across unions, employers, 
government policy authorities and the broader 
Australian public. It is all too easy to forget 
that we are not just building and reshaping our 
economy but also our society. To build that 
consensus, Chalmers has proposed forming 
a relatively small reform round table as an 
advisory group. 

The productivity round table will meet 
over three days from August 19. While the full 
guest list is yet to be made public, Ted O’Brien 
is among those to have accepted an invitation, 
in a departure from the obstructionist 
approach under the leadership of Peter 
Dutton. Nevertheless, the deputy opposition 
leader’s response carried a note of defi ance 
in the assertion that “Australia is becoming a 
poorer, weaker and a more dependent nation” 
under Labor. “The Coalition will hold the 
government to account every step of the way 
and won’t be there to rubber stamp a talkfest,” 
O’Brien said. 

Unfortunately, it is all too easy to 
dismiss such summits in this way – but they 
certainly don’t need to be talkfests. An 

egregious example was then prime minister 
Kevin Rudd’s “Australia 2020” summit in 
2008, which included actress Cate Blanchett 
among its advisers but resulted in no action. 

By contrast, I recall how former prime 
minister Bob Hawke’s proposed summit was 
mocked in the 1983 election campaign, yet it 
developed and instituted the concept of a social 
contract that was successful in moderating 
infl ation and served as a signifi cant infl uence 
on public policy thinking for decades to come. 

I am optimistic that the Chalmers round 
table, with an appropriate mix of expert and 
representative attendees, can make a very 
constructive contribution in this term of the 
Albanese government. While the thrust will be 
a quest for creativity and innovative proposals, 
contributors should also be required to 
consider how much their proposals might 
cost, with some plans as to how they could be 
paid for and associated revenues used.

Chalmers has already set the stage 
for a meaningful discussion of productivity 
given his appointment to the Productivity 
Commission of Danielle Wood, and her role 
in the forthcoming round table. In February 
he wrote to the commission about its task to 
research ways to “streamline regulations and 
remove unnecessary duplication” as a matter 
of priority. 

Chalmers also recognised the need 
to involve his ministerial colleagues in the 
productivity policy development process – 
each one, working within the commission’s 
framework, should be challenged to propose 
what they can contribute through their 
portfolios.

There are also areas the government 
identifi ed in its fi rst term but that were not 
acted upon, the most notable being reform 
of the Australian Securities and Investments 
Commission (ASIC). The Senate inquiry 
chaired by the Liberals’ Andrew Bragg 
generated an authoritative report clearly 
identifying ASIC’s failures as a corporate cop. 
Among them, the inquiry noted that ASIC only 
investigated a small proportion of complaints 
it received, failed to prosecute some identifi ed 
cases of “bad corporate behaviour” and was 
unsuccessful in the few cases it decided to 
pursue. The main recommendation was tough 

and defi nitive – namely, to abolish ASIC and 
to start again, giving consideration to the 
Twin Peaks (Agencies) model currently in 
place in Britain, Hong Kong and Singapore. 
The Albanese government did not formally 
respond to the Bragg report tabled late in its 
fi rst term.

Completion of the reform of the 
fi nancial sector is urgent because everyone is 
exposed to that sector – 99.3 per cent of the 
population aged over 14 have a bank account 
and there is considerable community concern 
about the value of their superannuation. Bad 
behaviour in the fi nance sector is relevant to 
the whole community and can be as harmful 
as misconduct in any other sector. 

Chalmers committed to signifi cant 
action on fi nancial services in the 
government’s fi rst term, along the lines of 
what he was delivering for the Reserve Bank 
and the Productivity Commission, but he 
never got around to it. The minister who 
was directly responsible at the time, Stephen 
Jones, retired from politics at the last election.

 It is a national disgrace that the 
cases identifi ed by the 2019 Hayne Royal 
Commission into Misconduct in the Banking, 
Superannuation and Financial Services 
Industry are left unaddressed, along with 
actions in clear breach of the anti-money 
laundering laws administered by AUSTRAC. 
Indeed, the major off enders seemed to wallow 
in the fact that they were not prosecuted, by 
promoting and paying generous bonuses to 
key executives. When the penalty fi nes for 
breaches by the Commonwealth Bank were 
announced to the market, CBA’s share price 
actually went up, as market participants 
seemed relieved that they weren’t hit with the 
full penalties for each identifi ed breach. 

It’s concerning that tax has been 
particularly toxic in terms of political reform 
discussions over the past several decades, 
and riddled with dishonest scare campaigns. 
The business community has mostly reduced 
the focus to corporate tax, claiming our 
headline tax rates are globally uncompetitive. 
However, they deliberately ignore that 
eff ective corporate tax rates are considerably 
lower than those headline rates and therefore 
more accurate as a base for comparison with 

other jurisdictions. More broadly, genuine 
tax reform needs to review tax expenditures 
and other expensive concessions to see 
whether the current circumstances still justify 
such breaks. Specifi cally, superannuation 
concessions are particularly generous and 
have become an eff ective means of tax 
minimisation for the wealthy. Reduction or 
even removal of these breaks would certainly 
risk a negative public reaction, as we are 
seeing at the moment with the proposed 
increase in the tax on superannuation 
balances above $3 million. Also worthy of 
revisiting are the costly concessions in relation 
to property investments – such as negative 
gearing and capital gains tax – and GST. 
One obvious distortion in the current GST 
arrangement is the very large, indefensible 
distributions to Western Australia at the 
expense of the other states. A Labor reform 
could see the state allocations replaced by 
direct grants.  

It is unfortunate that “reform” is a dirty 
word to so many, or at least is considered 
somewhat boring and disruptive. Reform 
is important. This should be obvious as the 
challenges facing us – from inequality to 
climate change – necessitate a break from 
business as usual. Opponents of reform are 
usually most concerned about disruption to 
the cosy world they enjoy or indeed thrive in. 

Unfortunately, the baser proponents 
of political debate in this country are often 
inclined to use the word “reform” as a trigger 
for a scare campaign. The endgame should 
be our national interest, even if some are 
disadvantaged – it’s about the greater good 
and what will make the country better off . In 
some cases, those likely to be worse off  could 
be compensated. This may certainly be the 
case in tax reform where, say, a higher rate of 
GST and/or a wider application is proposed to 
underwrite broader reform of the tax system, 
as the government may want to off er some 
cushion for people on lower incomes. 

This is no talkfest – it’s much needed 
debate. After all, genuine reform will always 
test our maturity as a nation – our willingness, 
with some inevitable give and take, to look 
beyond our personal circumstances and tackle 
the biggest problems together. •
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and how we respond now will shape our 

standing for the next four years.”
A Department of Foreign Aff airs 

and Trade offi  cial emphasised Australia’s 

relevance, and hence its potential leverage, on 

Capitol Hill. 
“What I keep seeing in Washington is 

President Trump and other senior members 

of the administration, Republican and 

Democratic lawmakers, all talking about 

Australia, whether it’s trade, defence or 

critical minerals, and that tells you something 

important,” the offi  cial said. “We matter. 

Maybe more than we realised. That’s 

reassuring, but the fl ip side is that with 

visibility comes risk. When you’re on Trump’s 

radar, you’re also in the fi ring line, so think 

very carefully before you say anything.”

With parliament prorogued and the 

government in caretaker mode, Australia 

has paused direct negotiations until after the 

May 3 election. 
Meanwhile, government ministers are 

working on a range of alternative off ers that 

can be used as bargaining chips if Labor wins. 

They are emphasising a two-pronged strategy 

of steady diplomacy abroad and economic 

reassurance at home. 
On the latter, Treasurer Jim Chalmers 

has met with the heads of the Big Four banks, 

Macquarie Group and key superannuation 

funds, and convened the Council of Financial 

Regulators – including Reserve Bank of 

Australia Governor Michele Bullock and 

Joe Longo, chair of the Australian Securities 

and Investments Commission – as well as 

Gina Cass-Gottlieb, chair of the Australian 

Competition and Consumer Commission. 

Chalmers also held separate talks with Future 

Fund chair Greg Combet and Australian 

Securities Exchange chair David Clarke, then 

capped the week by hosting the board of the 

Business Council of Australia.
The mobilisation isn’t simply 

performative, given the rising risk of a global 

downturn that could push many countries 

into recession. While the direct impact of the 

tariff s on Australia is modest, says Dr Vladimir 

Tyazhelnikov, senior trade economist at the 

University of Sydney, “the bigger threat is 

systemic. If the trade war weakens China or 

Europe, that hits demand for our commodities 

– iron ore, coal, base metals.”
Within hours of Trump’s “Liberation 

Day” tariff  announcement on April 2, the 

prime minister announced a fi ve-point plan, 

starting with the establishment of a strategic 

reserve of critical minerals, designed to 

enhance Australia’s leverage in global supply 

chains. 
Alongside this is a $50 million relief 

package that has been allocated to industries 

hit hardest by the tariff s, particularly beef 

producers. The plan also includes stricter anti-

dumping protections and new procurement 

rules to prioritise Australian-made goods that 

is part of a broader shift toward economic 

self-reliance.

Albanese, Trade Minister Don Farrell 

and Foreign Aff airs Minister Penny Wong 

have all ruled out concessions on areas such as 

the Pharmaceutical Benefi ts Scheme, which 

the US has cited as detrimental to its drugs 

industry, and biosecurity, as the basis for 

Australia’s restrictions on US beef imports. 

Dr Daniel Kiely, senior research fellow 

at the Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre, 

welcomed the targeted support measures and 

cautioned against kneejerk responses. 

“We shouldn’t be reactionary,” Kiely 

tells The Saturday Paper. “Retaliatory tariff s 

would only hurt Australian households. 

The goal should be to preserve open trade, 

which gives consumers greater choice and 

lower prices.”
Kiely said the support package would 

be especially vital for small to medium 

enterprises, many of which lack the capacity 

to switch markets quickly. 
“They need help navigating that 

transition. With the right backing, they can 

adapt – but it’s not automatic,” says Kiely.

Overall, he says, while a levy on 

Australian goods is not ideal, there may be 

opportunities for Australia, and policymakers 

should look at the longer-term potential.

“We’ve seen massive growth in our 

exports to Asian economies over the last 

decade, and that will continue to be the case,” 

says Kiely. “So again, continuing to work with 

other trading partners that we have well-

established FTAs [free trade agreements] 

with and making sure that we look out for and 

position ourselves for additional benefi ts that 

may arise from that.” 
Beyond economic management lies a 

deeper ideological disruption, because what 

makes Trump’s actions uniquely destabilising 

is not just the tariff s themselves but also the 

world view they signal.
Trump is the fi rst US president since 

Ronald Reagan to prioritise economic 

transformation over immediate growth, says 

Professor Wesley Widmaier, an international 

relations scholar at the Australian National 

University.
Unlike his predecessor Joe Biden’s 

forward-looking industrial strategy, Widmaier 

says, Trump’s vision is nostalgic. 

“This is not Alexander Hamilton saying, 

you know, we’re going to build canals and 

we’re going to get to the next level. This is 

kind of a conservative use of tariff s to bring 

back something that has already gone. It 

would be like Albanese saying, ‘Let’s bring 

back Holden.’ ”
Australia’s vulnerability, Widmaier 

argues, isn’t just material.
“There’s always this push-pull between 

aligning with the hegemon and hedging 

through regional institutions or global rules-

based norms,” he says. “Trump’s return is 

shifting that balance again.” 
Viewed through this lens, says Widmaier, 

Prime Minister Albanese’s observation 

that the US imposing a 10 per cent tariff  on 

Australian exports is not the act of a friend 

may signal a broader recalibration away from 

reliance on the US as a “great and powerful 

friend” and towards a more regionally 

enmeshed strategy that emphasises upholding 

shared international standards, rules and 

principles, rather than simply pursuing narrow 

self-interest or power-based goals.

“To the extent that Australia tacks 

between foreign policy priorities of: one, 

aligning with great and powerful friends; two, 

acting as a middle power; and three, engaging 

with Asia and the region, I think we will see 

a bit less of one and a bit more of two and 

three,” says Widmaier. “This may be more 

a shift in emphasis than a turning point, but 

I agree with the general direction as likely.

“It’s also worth noting that the best 

PMs didn’t drink the British or American 

Kool-Aid. We should not have great and 

powerful friends … we should be appropriately 

transactional with partners,” adds Widmaier. 

“One gets the sense that Turnbull was great 

at managing both Obama, on PBS disputes, 

and Trump, on migrant agreements and tariff  

exemptions. I get the sense that Albanese is 

similarly hard-headed.”
That shift is already evident in 

Australia’s trade policy. 
Over the past decade DFAT has 

deepened ties with India, the United 

Kingdom, the European Union and Indo-

Pacifi c nations. Since the UK deal took eff ect 

in 2023, beef exports to Britain have risen 

more than 400 per cent. Under the Australia–

India agreement, exports of oats, citrus and 

timber have also surged, pushing two-way 

trade up 120 per cent year-on-year.

Diversifi cation alone won’t be enough. 

Offi  cials say the next frontier will require 

deeper integration, including common 

regulatory standards, mutual recognition of 

qualifi cations and infrastructure investment in 

freight and supply chains.
While back-channel negotiations with 

Washington will continue, expectations are 

low. “Even Turnbull’s steel exemption took 

months,” says one Labor backbencher. “This 

will be a grind.”
According to the same backbencher, 

Australia may be starting from a favourable 

position – given its trade defi cit with the US 

and robust defence ties – but exemptions will 

be rare and likely dependent on the make-up 

of the next US congress after next year’s mid-

term elections, as much as on Trump himself.

Emeritus professor Richard Pomfret, an 

international trade expert at the University of 

Adelaide, agrees that the tariff  fallout must be 

kept in perspective. 
“We got off  relatively lightly. But the 

real concern is the precedent – Trump’s tariff s 

undermine the very principles the WTO 

[World Trade Organization] was built on.”

Pomfret also argues that Australia 

should move to preserve the multilateral 

system by “doubling down” on its partnerships 

within other trading blocs such as the 

12-nation Comprehensive and Progressive 

Agreement for Trans-Pacifi c Partnership, 

and the Regional Comprehensive Economic 

Partnership, the world’s largest trade 

agreement, covering 15 Asia-Pacifi c nations 

including Australia, China, Japan, South Korea 

and all 10 members of the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations, as well as a potential 

trade agreement with the European Union.

“This is a good time for the fi nal push 

on an EU deal. The US accounts for just one-

eighth of world trade – less than China or the 

EU. There’s a lot to work with elsewhere.”

Yet even the best diplomacy won’t 

help Australian businesses that rely on 

the US if they can’t adjust to the change in 

circumstances.
Despite Australia maintaining dozens 

of FTAs, many fi rms still struggle to make 

use of them. The Australian Chamber of 

Commerce and Industry warned last year that 

the “noodle bowl” of overlapping trade deals 

is confusing and off -putting.
“For small exporters, tangled rules of 

origin and endless paperwork can be the end 

of the line,” ACCI said in a submission to 

parliament. “In a crisis, trade deals must be 

not only comprehensive – but usable.”

That’s why Canberra’s response to 

Trump’s tariff s, policymakers argue, must 

include domestic reform, such as simplifying 

paperwork, resolving non-tariff  barriers and 

helping small to medium enterprises plug into 

global markets.
Ultimately, Australia’s economic 

resilience won’t be measured in tariff  rates – 

but rather in how quickly and confi dently it 

can pivot when the next shock comes. •

Trade winds
› Continued from Page 1 “This is a good time for the final push on 

an EU deal. The US accounts for just 

one-eighth of world trade – less than 

China or the EU. There’s a lot to work 

with elsewhere.”
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and how we respond now will shape our 

standing for the next four years.”

A Department of Foreign Aff airs 

and Trade offi  cial emphasised Australia’s 

relevance, and hence its potential leverage, on 

Capitol Hill. 
“What I keep seeing in Washington is 

President Trump and other senior members 

of the administration, Republican and 

Democratic lawmakers, all talking about 

Australia, whether it’s trade, defence or 

critical minerals, and that tells you something 

important,” the offi  cial said. “We matter. 

Maybe more than we realised. That’s 

reassuring, but the fl ip side is that with 

visibility comes risk. When you’re on Trump’s 

radar, you’re also in the fi ring line, so think 

very carefully before you say anything.”

With parliament prorogued and the 

government in caretaker mode, Australia 

has paused direct negotiations until after the 

May 3 election. 
Meanwhile, government ministers are 

working on a range of alternative off ers that 

can be used as bargaining chips if Labor wins. 

They are emphasising a two-pronged strategy 

of steady diplomacy abroad and economic 

reassurance at home. 
On the latter, Treasurer Jim Chalmers 

has met with the heads of the Big Four banks, 

Macquarie Group and key superannuation 

funds, and convened the Council of Financial 

Regulators – including Reserve Bank of 

Australia Governor Michele Bullock and 

Joe Longo, chair of the Australian Securities 

and Investments Commission – as well as 

Gina Cass-Gottlieb, chair of the Australian 

Competition and Consumer Commission. 

Chalmers also held separate talks with Future 

Fund chair Greg Combet and Australian 

Securities Exchange chair David Clarke, then 

capped the week by hosting the board of the 

Business Council of Australia.

The mobilisation isn’t simply 

performative, given the rising risk of a global 

downturn that could push many countries 

into recession. While the direct impact of the 

tariff s on Australia is modest, says Dr Vladimir 

Tyazhelnikov, senior trade economist at the 

University of Sydney, “the bigger threat is 

systemic. If the trade war weakens China or 

Europe, that hits demand for our commodities 

– iron ore, coal, base metals.”
Within hours of Trump’s “Liberation 

Day” tariff  announcement on April 2, the 

prime minister announced a fi ve-point plan, 

starting with the establishment of a strategic 

reserve of critical minerals, designed to 

enhance Australia’s leverage in global supply 

chains. 
Alongside this is a $50 million relief 

package that has been allocated to industries 

hit hardest by the tariff s, particularly beef 

producers. The plan also includes stricter anti-

dumping protections and new procurement 

rules to prioritise Australian-made goods that 

is part of a broader shift toward economic 

self-reliance.

Albanese, Trade Minister Don Farrell 

and Foreign Aff airs Minister Penny Wong 

have all ruled out concessions on areas such as 

the Pharmaceutical Benefi ts Scheme, which 

the US has cited as detrimental to its drugs 

industry, and biosecurity, as the basis for 

Australia’s restrictions on US beef imports. 

Dr Daniel Kiely, senior research fellow 

at the Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre, 

welcomed the targeted support measures and 

cautioned against kneejerk responses. 

“We shouldn’t be reactionary,” Kiely 

tells The Saturday Paper. “Retaliatory tariff s 

would only hurt Australian households. 

The goal should be to preserve open trade, 

which gives consumers greater choice and 

lower prices.”
Kiely said the support package would 

be especially vital for small to medium 

enterprises, many of which lack the capacity 

to switch markets quickly. 
“They need help navigating that 

transition. With the right backing, they can 

adapt – but it’s not automatic,” says Kiely.

Overall, he says, while a levy on 

Australian goods is not ideal, there may be 

opportunities for Australia, and policymakers 

should look at the longer-term potential.

“We’ve seen massive growth in our 

exports to Asian economies over the last 

decade, and that will continue to be the case,” 

says Kiely. “So again, continuing to work with 

other trading partners that we have well-

established FTAs [free trade agreements] 

with and making sure that we look out for and 

position ourselves for additional benefi ts that 

may arise from that.” 
Beyond economic management lies a 

deeper ideological disruption, because what 

makes Trump’s actions uniquely destabilising 

is not just the tariff s themselves but also the 

world view they signal.
Trump is the fi rst US president since 

Ronald Reagan to prioritise economic 

transformation over immediate growth, says 

Professor Wesley Widmaier, an international 

relations scholar at the Australian National 

University.
Unlike his predecessor Joe Biden’s 

forward-looking industrial strategy, Widmaier 

says, Trump’s vision is nostalgic. 

“This is not Alexander Hamilton saying, 

you know, we’re going to build canals and 

we’re going to get to the next level. This is 

kind of a conservative use of tariff s to bring 

back something that has already gone. It 

would be like Albanese saying, ‘Let’s bring 

back Holden.’ ”
Australia’s vulnerability, Widmaier 

argues, isn’t just material.
“There’s always this push-pull between 

aligning with the hegemon and hedging 

through regional institutions or global rules-

based norms,” he says. “Trump’s return is 

shifting that balance again.” 
Viewed through this lens, says Widmaier, 

Prime Minister Albanese’s observation 

that the US imposing a 10 per cent tariff  on 

Australian exports is not the act of a friend 

may signal a broader recalibration away from 

reliance on the US as a “great and powerful 

friend” and towards a more regionally 

enmeshed strategy that emphasises upholding 

shared international standards, rules and 

principles, rather than simply pursuing narrow 

self-interest or power-based goals.

“To the extent that Australia tacks 

between foreign policy priorities of: one, 

aligning with great and powerful friends; two, 

acting as a middle power; and three, engaging 

with Asia and the region, I think we will see 

a bit less of one and a bit more of two and 

three,” says Widmaier. “This may be more 

a shift in emphasis than a turning point, but 

I agree with the general direction as likely.

“It’s also worth noting that the best 

PMs didn’t drink the British or American 

Kool-Aid. We should not have great and 

powerful friends … we should be appropriately 

transactional with partners,” adds Widmaier. 

“One gets the sense that Turnbull was great 

at managing both Obama, on PBS disputes, 

and Trump, on migrant agreements and tariff  

exemptions. I get the sense that Albanese is 

similarly hard-headed.”
That shift is already evident in 

Australia’s trade policy. 
Over the past decade DFAT has 

deepened ties with India, the United 

Kingdom, the European Union and Indo-

Pacifi c nations. Since the UK deal took eff ect 

in 2023, beef exports to Britain have risen 

more than 400 per cent. Under the Australia–

India agreement, exports of oats, citrus and 

timber have also surged, pushing two-way 

trade up 120 per cent year-on-year.

Diversifi cation alone won’t be enough. 

Offi  cials say the next frontier will require 

deeper integration, including common 

regulatory standards, mutual recognition of 

qualifi cations and infrastructure investment in 

freight and supply chains.
While back-channel negotiations with 

Washington will continue, expectations are 

low. “Even Turnbull’s steel exemption took 

months,” says one Labor backbencher. “This 

will be a grind.”
According to the same backbencher, 

Australia may be starting from a favourable 

position – given its trade defi cit with the US 

and robust defence ties – but exemptions will 

be rare and likely dependent on the make-up 

of the next US congress after next year’s mid-

term elections, as much as on Trump himself.

Emeritus professor Richard Pomfret, an 

international trade expert at the University of 

Adelaide, agrees that the tariff  fallout must be 

kept in perspective. 
“We got off  relatively lightly. But the 

real concern is the precedent – Trump’s tariff s 

undermine the very principles the WTO 

[World Trade Organization] was built on.”

Pomfret also argues that Australia 

should move to preserve the multilateral 

system by “doubling down” on its partnerships 

within other trading blocs such as the 

12-nation Comprehensive and Progressive 

Agreement for Trans-Pacifi c Partnership, 

and the Regional Comprehensive Economic 

Partnership, the world’s largest trade 

agreement, covering 15 Asia-Pacifi c nations 

including Australia, China, Japan, South Korea 

and all 10 members of the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations, as well as a potential 

trade agreement with the European Union.

“This is a good time for the fi nal push 

on an EU deal. The US accounts for just one-

eighth of world trade – less than China or the 

EU. There’s a lot to work with elsewhere.”

Yet even the best diplomacy won’t 

help Australian businesses that rely on 

the US if they can’t adjust to the change in 

circumstances.
Despite Australia maintaining dozens 

of FTAs, many fi rms still struggle to make 

use of them. The Australian Chamber of 

Commerce and Industry warned last year that 

the “noodle bowl” of overlapping trade deals 

is confusing and off -putting.
“For small exporters, tangled rules of 

origin and endless paperwork can be the end 

of the line,” ACCI said in a submission to 

parliament. “In a crisis, trade deals must be 

not only comprehensive – but usable.”

That’s why Canberra’s response to 

Trump’s tariff s, policymakers argue, must 

include domestic reform, such as simplifying 

paperwork, resolving non-tariff  barriers and 

helping small to medium enterprises plug into 

global markets.
Ultimately, Australia’s economic 

resilience won’t be measured in tariff  rates – 

but rather in how quickly and confi dently it 

can pivot when the next shock comes. •

Trade winds
› Continued from Page 1

“This is a good time for the final push on 

an EU deal. The US accounts for just 

one-eighth of world trade – less than 

China or the EU. There’s a lot to work 

with elsewhere.”
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sustainability and productivity improvement –
and Chalmers’ apparent willingness to address 
the tough interrelated issues of tax reform and 
deregulation – used to be very Liberal. 

Notably, there was very little mention 
of the government’s Future Made in Australia 
signature policy to shore up a manufacturing 
base for the green transition, and no mention 
of the wellbeing economy. Opposition Leader 
Sussan Ley should be all over this.

The reality is the Albanese government 
initiated several important areas of reform 
in its fi rst term that still need further 
implementation to complete – most notably 
in the child, aged and disability care sectors, 
as well as budget repair, climate change and 
the Reserve Bank. There are new challenges 
in addition to boosting productivity, including 
further diversifying our trading relationships 
in light of United States tariff s, and to 
developing a complete and aff ordable defence 
strategy in light of major geopolitical shifts, 
such as America’s retreat from long-held 
alliances and China’s more aggressive stance.

In his pursuit of reform, Chalmers has 
also recognised the essential prerequisite 
of consensus across unions, employers, 
government policy authorities and the broader 
Australian public. It is all too easy to forget 
that we are not just building and reshaping our 
economy but also our society. To build that 
consensus, Chalmers has proposed forming 
a relatively small reform round table as an 
advisory group. 

The productivity round table will meet 
over three days from August 19. While the full 
guest list is yet to be made public, Ted O’Brien 
is among those to have accepted an invitation, 
in a departure from the obstructionist 
approach under the leadership of Peter 
Dutton. Nevertheless, the deputy opposition 
leader’s response carried a note of defi ance 
in the assertion that “Australia is becoming a 
poorer, weaker and a more dependent nation” 
under Labor. “The Coalition will hold the 
government to account every step of the way 
and won’t be there to rubber stamp a talkfest,” 
O’Brien said. 

Unfortunately, it is all too easy to 
dismiss such summits in this way – but they 
certainly don’t need to be talkfests. An 

egregious example was then prime minister 
Kevin Rudd’s “Australia 2020” summit in 
2008, which included actress Cate Blanchett 
among its advisers but resulted in no action. 

By contrast, I recall how former prime 
minister Bob Hawke’s proposed summit was 
mocked in the 1983 election campaign, yet it 
developed and instituted the concept of a social 
contract that was successful in moderating 
infl ation and served as a signifi cant infl uence 
on public policy thinking for decades to come. 

I am optimistic that the Chalmers round 
table, with an appropriate mix of expert and 
representative attendees, can make a very 
constructive contribution in this term of the 
Albanese government. While the thrust will be 
a quest for creativity and innovative proposals, 
contributors should also be required to 
consider how much their proposals might 
cost, with some plans as to how they could be 
paid for and associated revenues used.

Chalmers has already set the stage 
for a meaningful discussion of productivity 
given his appointment to the Productivity 
Commission of Danielle Wood, and her role 
in the forthcoming round table. In February 
he wrote to the commission about its task to 
research ways to “streamline regulations and 
remove unnecessary duplication” as a matter 
of priority. 

Chalmers also recognised the need 
to involve his ministerial colleagues in the 
productivity policy development process – 
each one, working within the commission’s 
framework, should be challenged to propose 
what they can contribute through their 
portfolios.

There are also areas the government 
identifi ed in its fi rst term but that were not 
acted upon, the most notable being reform 
of the Australian Securities and Investments 
Commission (ASIC). The Senate inquiry 
chaired by the Liberals’ Andrew Bragg 
generated an authoritative report clearly 
identifying ASIC’s failures as a corporate cop. 
Among them, the inquiry noted that ASIC only 
investigated a small proportion of complaints 
it received, failed to prosecute some identifi ed 
cases of “bad corporate behaviour” and was 
unsuccessful in the few cases it decided to 
pursue. The main recommendation was tough 

and defi nitive – namely, to abolish ASIC and 
to start again, giving consideration to the 
Twin Peaks (Agencies) model currently in 
place in Britain, Hong Kong and Singapore. 
The Albanese government did not formally 
respond to the Bragg report tabled late in its 
fi rst term.

Completion of the reform of the 
fi nancial sector is urgent because everyone is 
exposed to that sector – 99.3 per cent of the 
population aged over 14 have a bank account 
and there is considerable community concern 
about the value of their superannuation. Bad 
behaviour in the fi nance sector is relevant to 
the whole community and can be as harmful 
as misconduct in any other sector. 

Chalmers committed to signifi cant 
action on fi nancial services in the 
government’s fi rst term, along the lines of 
what he was delivering for the Reserve Bank 
and the Productivity Commission, but he 
never got around to it. The minister who 
was directly responsible at the time, Stephen 
Jones, retired from politics at the last election.

 It is a national disgrace that the 
cases identifi ed by the 2019 Hayne Royal 
Commission into Misconduct in the Banking, 
Superannuation and Financial Services 
Industry are left unaddressed, along with 
actions in clear breach of the anti-money 
laundering laws administered by AUSTRAC. 
Indeed, the major off enders seemed to wallow 
in the fact that they were not prosecuted, by 
promoting and paying generous bonuses to 
key executives. When the penalty fi nes for 
breaches by the Commonwealth Bank were 
announced to the market, CBA’s share price 
actually went up, as market participants 
seemed relieved that they weren’t hit with the 
full penalties for each identifi ed breach. 

It’s concerning that tax has been 
particularly toxic in terms of political reform 
discussions over the past several decades, 
and riddled with dishonest scare campaigns. 
The business community has mostly reduced 
the focus to corporate tax, claiming our 
headline tax rates are globally uncompetitive. 
However, they deliberately ignore that 
eff ective corporate tax rates are considerably 
lower than those headline rates and therefore 
more accurate as a base for comparison with 

other jurisdictions. More broadly, genuine 
tax reform needs to review tax expenditures 
and other expensive concessions to see 
whether the current circumstances still justify 
such breaks. Specifi cally, superannuation 
concessions are particularly generous and 
have become an eff ective means of tax 
minimisation for the wealthy. Reduction or 
even removal of these breaks would certainly 
risk a negative public reaction, as we are 
seeing at the moment with the proposed 
increase in the tax on superannuation 
balances above $3 million. Also worthy of 
revisiting are the costly concessions in relation 
to property investments – such as negative 
gearing and capital gains tax – and GST. 
One obvious distortion in the current GST 
arrangement is the very large, indefensible 
distributions to Western Australia at the 
expense of the other states. A Labor reform 
could see the state allocations replaced by 
direct grants.  

It is unfortunate that “reform” is a dirty 
word to so many, or at least is considered 
somewhat boring and disruptive. Reform 
is important. This should be obvious as the 
challenges facing us – from inequality to 
climate change – necessitate a break from 
business as usual. Opponents of reform are 
usually most concerned about disruption to 
the cosy world they enjoy or indeed thrive in. 

Unfortunately, the baser proponents 
of political debate in this country are often 
inclined to use the word “reform” as a trigger 
for a scare campaign. The endgame should 
be our national interest, even if some are 
disadvantaged – it’s about the greater good 
and what will make the country better off . In 
some cases, those likely to be worse off  could 
be compensated. This may certainly be the 
case in tax reform where, say, a higher rate of 
GST and/or a wider application is proposed to 
underwrite broader reform of the tax system, 
as the government may want to off er some 
cushion for people on lower incomes. 

This is no talkfest – it’s much needed 
debate. After all, genuine reform will always 
test our maturity as a nation – our willingness, 
with some inevitable give and take, to look 
beyond our personal circumstances and tackle 
the biggest problems together. •
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on the run
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Critics suspected political interference, 

although researchers say the changes were 

made after academics and organisations who 

have advised the government on tobacco 

control complained to Roy Morgan Research 

about methodology. 
Cancer Council Victoria, which is 

paid by the federal Department of Health to 

conduct analysis of smoking and vaping rate 

monthly data and which also collaborates 

with tobacco control advocates, contacted the 

department fi ve times in three days to provide 

updates on the Roy Morgan survey data. The 

department in turn briefed Health Minister 

Mark Butler.
The explanations for the original 

report’s removal have raised questions among 

other academics who study both the public 

health eff ects of federal government smoking 

policies and the criminal “tobacco wars” 

that have ignited after almost 15 years of 

successive tobacco excise hikes. 

“There is a real orthodoxy in Australian 

tobacco control that is bizarre, and as a result 

there is a culture of sidelining and suppressing 

dissenting views, especially in the public 

health space where people are worried about 

funding and career opportunities,” Dr James 

Martin, a Deakin University criminology 

course director and illicit drug market 

researcher, tells The Saturday Paper. 

“So when you get this release from Roy 

Morgan, which uses more robust data, and 

it comes to a conclusion that doesn’t suit the 

party line – which is that everything is fi ne 

and the new regulations are working – it gets 

jumped on for being too early to draw such a 

link, when that is precisely what the other side 

are doing.
“And then we have Roy Morgan go from 

saying the policy has been a ‘demonstrable 

failure’ to ‘oh, it’s all very complicated’.”

Martin notes that the re-released 

Finding 9936 now includes more data that 

paints a troubling picture for the federal 

government’s signature tobacco control 

policies, even though the importance of these 

fi gures is no longer being highlighted in any 

narrative.
“Illicit tobacco usage was fi rst measured 

by Roy Morgan in 2020 when the incidence 

was less than 2% (given this is self-reporting of 

an illegal activity, it is likely under-reported),” 

the replacement release says.
“Since then, the use of illicit tobacco has 

steadily increased – now 4.8% of Australians 

18+ report using illicit tobacco. Smoking illicit 

tobacco is included in the FMC/RYO [factory-

made cigarette/roll-your-own] incidence 

and, as such, is contributing to the continued 

smoking rates of FMC/RYO hovering just 

over 12%.” 
This number is being propped up almost 

entirely by 18- to 24-year-olds, 80,000 more 

of whom are smoking traditional tobacco 

products like these, including from the illicit 

market. 
Last year, Victoria Police warned 

the state’s inquiry into vaping and tobacco 

controls that although smoking rates have 

historically declined, perhaps in part due 

to increases in tax applied to tobacco by 

the Commonwealth, the “unintended 

consequences” of that strategy “need to be 

considered”.
“Reducing the aff ordability of legal 

tobacco (by increasing the excise) has likely 

contributed to the growth of the illicit tobacco 

market in Victoria,” the police said in their 

June 2024 submission.
“SOC [serious and organised crime] 

groups have taken advantage of this setting to 

expand the illicit tobacco market. SOC groups 

view the illicit tobacco and vape trade as low 

risk and high reward and engage in illicit 

tobacco importations to generate profi t. SOC 

groups have further extended this model to 

the sale of vapes.”
The result, as previously documented 

in The Saturday Paper, has been a surge in 

fi rebombings, gang activity, assaults and 

death. Police continue to investigate the death 

of Katie Tangey, who died in a house that 

was fi rebombed while she was house-sitting, 

a crime the authorities believe was a case of 

mistaken identity linked to the illicit tobacco 

turf war. 
Similarly, warnings have repeatedly 

been made to Health Minister Butler. Now the 

re-released Roy Morgan Research data shows 

nicotine use is rising, as is use of tobacco from 

the illicit market. 
In March, James Martin and Edward 

Jegasothy, a senior lecturer at the University 

of Sydney School of Public Health, published 

a paper in the Harm Reduction Journal 

that declared “recent policies – including 

increased tobacco taxation and a ban on 

consumer vapes – have inadvertently fuelled 

a burgeoning nicotine black market”. 

Jegasothy says the doubling of use 

revealed in the Roy Morgan data almost 

perfectly matches missing tax revenue as 

a result of the off -books market. 

“That is an enormous proportion, but 

it is consistent with the tax shortfall,” he tells 

The Saturday Paper.
“The Treasury’s 2024-25 fi nancial 

year tax estimates for tobacco tax revenue 

is $7.4 billion. But the forecast just couple 

of years ago was $15 billion, a fi gure which 

included the decline in smoking rates they 

had modelled.”
In other words: about half of the tax 

revenue is missing because the black market 

has exploded.
“What’s striking about this whole 

situation is that tobacco control advocates are 

now complaining about a lack of enforcement 

and saying the policies aren’t working – but 

these are the very policies they proposed,” 

Jegasothy says.
“They wrote the reports and made the 

recommendations that were adopted. Now 

those policies are failing, and they can off er 

no solution but to do more of the same but 

harder.”
Becky Freeman, a professor at the 

University of Sydney’s School of Public 

Health, who has worked with Cancer 

Council Victoria, maintains that the reforms 

themselves are not the problem. 

“I am, of course, very concerned that 

the vaping laws need to be much better 

enforced and also that illicit tobacco sales 

need a much more innovative response to get 

it under control,” Freeman says. “Or we very 

well could see smoking and vaping rates rise.” 

James Martin says the federal 

government likes to point to tobacco 

crackdowns at the border and other police 

work as proof it takes the threat seriously, 

but this ignores the fact the government has 

infl amed the problem.
“So, over the past 15 years, Australia has 

tripled its drug law enforcement budget. Back 

in 2009-10, it was around $1.2 billion. And in 

2020-21 it rose to $3.5 billion,” he says.

“But what we’ve seen is, yes, record 

numbers of arrests and record numbers of 

drug seizures and volumes of drug seizures. 

Despite that, we have seen no demonstrable 

impact on the ground in terms of drug 

availability.” 
Smoking has long been a public health 

emergency, but recent gains risk being diluted 

or even thrown away by a fi xation, Jegasothy 

says, with tobacco control advocates taking on 

the might of Big Tobacco. 
Jegasothy says that shouldn’t be the 

endgame if the public health threat grows as 

a result.
“I think that’s the thing that bugs me the 

most about this,” he says.
“Because, well, take the tobacco 

industry. The big things that are wrong with 

those kinds of industries is fi rst, they sell 

things that kill people, which is obviously bad.

“But they also obfuscate and they hide 

evidence. They lobby to get their way; they 

don’t tell the truth. We in public health should 

rise above that to be honest, transparent and 

accountable.
“These policies need to be reviewed 

and evaluated for their eff ectiveness and 

unintended consequences. This needs to 

be done dispassionately and independently 

of both government and non-government 

proponents of the policies.”
Jegasothy and Martin have often been 

dismissed by tobacco control proponents 

as parroting “industry talking points” when 

the proper course would be to eliminate the 

industry altogether. 
As the pair wrote in their March paper, 

that has not happened. Instead, “what we are 

witnessing now is not so much a demolition 

of the nicotine industry, but rather a hostile 

takeover by criminal entities which have, so 

far, proven far more diffi  cult to control than 

their much-despised legal counterparts”.

Roy Morgan Research did not respond 

to a series of detailed questions from The 

Saturday Paper. In her revised statement, 

Levine wrote that “the fi nal impact of 

e-cigarettes, vaping and illicit tobacco, and 

a raft of legislation and social reform will take 

some time to untangle”.
“Deeper analysis is being undertaken 

by academics and researchers,” she said.

Becky Freeman says the Roy Morgan 

release was taken down after a complaint 

from a fellow researcher. She, along with other 

tobacco control academics, was instrumental 

in infl uencing what Minister Butler calls 

Australia’s “world-leading” vaping ban.

“A fellow research colleague who is 

very familiar [with] the Roy Morgan smoking 

data and had assessed the report/methods 

sent an email to a group of tobacco control 

people (myself included) explaining in detail 

the methodological problems,” she wrote in 

response to questions from The Saturday Paper.

“I agreed with their thorough 

assessment. It was a very poorly done analysis 

and presentation: devoid of any historical 

context, not enough details on product 

use, misleading data labelling of their data 

points, mix of time periods posts pre and post 

reforms, and unsubstantiated attributions to 

the vaping reforms et cetera.
“The same colleague then subsequently 

let us know they had contacted Roy Morgan to 

discuss and said that they were actually very 

responsive and helpful and pulled the report 

to address its shortcomings.”
Although Freeman refers to 

“methodological errors” with the release, 

she says there was never a problem with 

the data itself. Instead, she says, it was the 

“interpretation that was misleading and over-

reaching”. 
Roy Morgan Research has not conceded 

any issue with the original release but told a 

social media user the company “decided that 

providing a broader context on smoking and 

vaping trends in Australia would be of greater 

value than was initially provided”.

Freeman is also the lead researcher on 

the University of Sydney, Cancer Council 

NSW and federal Department of Health, 

Disability and Ageing research partnership 

called Generation Vape, a rival longitudinal 

study of vape use among young people. It is 

based on 3000 participants, compared with 

the 50,000 surveyed by Roy Morgan, and 

focuses on youth vaping rates.
Generation Vape released its latest 

fi ndings in a nine-page “short report” on 

Tuesday and claimed it shows vaping rates 

among 18- to 24-year-olds fell from 20 to 

18 per cent between 2023 and mid 2025.

“Australia’s comprehensive and unique 

pharmacy-only approach to vaping regulation 

is showing early signs of success in reducing 

youth vaping rates, access, and social 

normalisation,” the report says.
Roy Morgan Research and Generation 

Vape are telling two competing stories. The 

truth likely lies somewhere in the murky 

middle.
A spokesperson for Mark Butler said 

the government’s “vaping reform agenda is 

heavily focused on preventing and dissuading 

vaping amongst 14- to 17-year-olds”.

“The Roy Morgan data does not 

explain anything about this age group,” the 

spokesperson said.
“We are still in the very early stages of 

reform and it is important that we continue to 

monitor the impact of these using a range of 

evidence and data.” •

Health Minister Mark Butler. AAP Image / Mick Tsikas

“Take the tobacco industry … first, they 

sell things that kill people, which is 

obviously bad. But they also obfuscate 

and they hide evidence … We in public 

health should rise above that to be 

honest, transparent and accountable.”
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As Tomaras approached his obstetrician rotations two 

weeks after completing his SHACC elective, he observed a 

tutorial where a student was required to participate in a role-

play involving a patient who was seeking a termination. The 

student handballed the role of the doctor to another peer as 

he had “done it a fair bit” as part of the elective. “This peer, I’d 

trust with my life,” Tomaras says. “He is well-rounded, brilliant 

and a particularly good student. I thought, He’s going to kill it.” 

After a pause, Tomaras continues. “He didn’t. He used all of 

the wrong terminology. It made for a triggering role-play.”

Even so, Tomaras left the tutorial beaming. By under-

taking the SHACC elective, he was able to enter a clinical 

setting with tenderness and care. Also, in the near future  

his patients will leave his office unencumbered by judgement. 

Care is best taught, not presumed, and presumptions of  

all kinds are exactly what SHACC hopes to address in  

the next generation of doctors. There is too much at stake 

otherwise. tm

I w
as the recent beneficiary of a $27,000 windfall, 

bringing my net worth up to $27,000 plus whatever 

coins I was carrying in my sock at the time. Now that I 

was rich and free from all responsibilities, things began to 

change. My politics swerved to the right. I started trying to 

get people to explain negative gearing to me. (I was miss-

ing, they said, the all-important “second house” and, for 

that matter, the all-important first one.)

One night I came home to discover that our housemate 

had moved a couch from the shed into the dining room, on 

the basis that “the first thing I want to do when I get up is 

to be horizontal”. The only part of the couch that went with 

the dining room was the brown stains on its cushions, but I 

had never won an argument with this housemate and I wasn’t 

about to start now, so I went for the easier option of trying to 

buy my own home.

The $27,000 prize was the cornerstone of my plan. But 

I barely had the chance to mis-spend my money. It was as 

though, upon winning the prize, a light had started flashing 

in the upstairs surveillance room of the casino and the house 

started trying to win back its money/mug me on the way 

out. I began receiving fines in the mail for my hitherto-  

unremarked-upon parking practices, my failure to vote in  

the council elections, whatever they could come up with…

“I’ve gotta do something with this money,” I said 

frantically.
“You should buy stocks,” was people’s advice.

“But which ones?”

No one knew.

The prize, I was informed, being a literary prize, would 

also be taxed. 

“But it already is tax,” said my friend, pointing to its 

origins.
“Oh God,” I said, “we’re talking about tax at a party.”

Here were the pitfalls of bourgeois life, which I’d one 

week ago decided to aspire to, with none of its trappings.

“I’ve gotta buy this bloody house already!”

I strode heroically into the bank, who told me to stride 

back home and fill out the form online. At my computer, 

I discovered another great trick: for years, filling out my 

little tax returns, I’d been at great pains to demonstrate 

that, although I’d made this much money writing stories, 

I’d spent this much money on pens, and between the two 

I’d made practically nothing – nothing! Now I was expected 

to use the same tax return to show the bank how flush I was 

with cash. 
Undeterred, I carried on. For a shining moment, things 

seemed possible. Friends and family came with offers of 

help. The government was running some scheme to allow 

people without proper savings to become indebted for life 

on the proviso that we continue pushing up house prices 

nationwide.

I had even found the place: a beautiful, modest little 

house in central Victoria with two sheds, a backyard,  

a spare room for guests and floorboards that sloped –  

charmingly, I thought – towards the street. It was a house 

where you could be in love – the deep, unhurried kind – 

where you could fix friends’ cars in the driveway, pull carrots 

from the bed near the backdoor and carry them through to 

the kitchen. A place where you could do your life’s work, 

especially if your life’s work was poking around. But if your 

life’s work had to be propped up by a job of any kind, you 

were in trouble.

A bacon factory was one of the only games in town. 

Professional types commuted by train to the city; artistic 

types tried to get by on schemes and side hustles. In 

December, they were all down at the markets trying to sell 

each other fresh zucchinis. It sounded idyllic, except for the 

mountain of debt I’d be trying to climb every month. 

My friends – a couple – had just bought a house nearby. 

We sat on their verandah as the sun drifted down to the 

horizon without being interfered with by buildings, and 

Home, home out of range

by Robert Skinner
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they described the persistent stress of trying to make repay-

ments.�“Bu
t�there’s�tw

o�of�you,”�
I�said,�“and

�one�of�you
�has�

a�proper�j
ob!”�I�cou

ld�see�mys
elf�moving

�there�in�w
inter,�

working�d
esperately�

for�six�day
s�on�a�book

�titled�PLEASE, I 

HAVE A MORTGAGE,�before�sh
owing�up�o

n�the�morn
ing�of�

the�sevent
h�outside�t

he�doors�o
f�the�bacon

�factory.

And�for�w
hat?�To�ke

ep�up�pay
ments�on�

a�house�th
at�

would�ma
ke�me�per

fectly�happ
y�in�every�

way?�It�so
unded�

like�a�trap.
A�house�is

�supposed
�to�be�the

�place�from
�which�yo

u�

can�set�ou
t�into�the�

world,�in�w
hich�you�c

an�raise�a�f
amily,�

to�which�y
ou�can�retu

rn�home.�B
ut�the�pric

es�they�ask
�these�

days� dema
nd� not� ju

st� struggle
� and� thrift

,� but� an� e
ntire�

reorientat
ion,� such�

that� your�
house� become

s� your� lif
e’s�

work.�
It�would� t

ake� all� of�
my� creativ

e� powers�
and�mous

e- 

cunning,�b
ut�still,�I�w

as�tempted
.�I’d�be�abl

e�to�retire�
from�

a� life� of� d
ubious� asp

irations� an
d� uncertai

n� rewards
,� and�

focus�my�e
nergies�on

�a�simpler�
equation:�w

ork�=�hous
e.�The�

pleasures�
to� be� got�

from� the�
deal� (hom

emaking,�
general�

pottering)
�were�cons

iderable.�F
rom�my�d

aytime�po
ttering�

I�would�se
e�immedia

te�results,�
and�at�nig

ht�I�would
�dream�

about�whe
re�to�hang

�my�pliers.
�

I�was�deb
ating� this�

vigorously
� in�my�he

ad�when� t
he�

bank�got�b
ack�to�me

�suggestin
g�a�carava

n�might�b
e�more�

my�speed.�
Only�an�id

iot�goes�in
to�debt�fo

r�a�caravan
.�Also�

possible,� i
f� I�extend

ed�myself,
�were�cert

ain�one-be
droom�

apartment
s,� but� the

� ones� in�m
y� price� ra

nge� looked
� and�

smelt� like
� upstairs�

caravans.�
The� dream

,� briefly� fl
irted�

with,�was�
gone.�But�

from�the�a
shes�of�my

�disappoin
tment�

rose�a�stra
nge,�flutte

ring�bird:�
it�was�the�

exhilaratin
g�relief�

of�not�hav
ing�a�mor

tgage.�Mo
st�people�h

ad�to�wor
k�hard�

for�30�yea
rs�for�this

�feeling,�an
d�it�was�m

ine�merely
�from�

thinking�v
ery�hard�f

or�three�w
eeks�about

�getting�on
e�and�

deciding�a
gainst�it.�I

�clutched�t
he�warm,�fl

uttering�b
ird�to�

my�chest�a
nd�burst�o

nto�the�str
eets,�where

�life�was�po
ssible�

everywher
e,�and�my�

car,�newly
�filled�with

�pens,�was
�being�

towed.�tm
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The platform formerly known as Twitter 

continues to entertain – at once a cesspit and 

a treasure-trove. The posts following the 

announcement that United States President 

Donald Trump is suing Rupert Murdoch for 

US$10 billion didn’t disappoint. My favourite 

Comment

Is this peak 
Trump?

John Hewson
is a professor at the ANU Crawford 

School of Public Policy and former Liberal 

opposition leader. 

tweet was from Carl Smith: “Blimey, rooting 

for the Dirty Digger was never on my bingo 

card.” Along with, “Have at it God”, followed 

by quotes from Isaiah. This cage fi ght (with 

calls to throw Elon Musk in as well) is shaping 

up to epic proportions and understandably so. 

The American mood is shifting and Donald 

Trump can feel it.
The latest polls show his approval 

rating dropping further, notably with more 

disapproving of his signature hardline 

immigration policies. The economic 

consequences of his deportation initiatives, 

“Trump has bluffed his way into two 

presidencies, and may be trying to 

orchestrate the possibility of a third. 

His strange alt world seems finally to 

be losing its magical glow for millions 

of captivated Americans, however.”
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as well as his aggressive tariff s, are being 

recognised. His so-called “peace talks” 

are going nowhere on all fronts and, now, 

even his MAGA base is chafi ng over the 

administration’s withholding of documents 

related to his former friend, convicted sex 

off ender Jeff rey Epstein. 
Trump campaigned loudly on 

transparency relating to a range of conspiracy 

theories, from aliens to the JFK assassination. 

He whipped up the pack with promises to 

release all “evidence” and to make public 

all fi les. He went to great lengths to harness 

a paranoid base, and included in his tirades 

a commitment to release documents of 

the investigation into Epstein, who killed 

himself in jail in 2019 while awaiting trial for 

traffi  cking minors. Trump made it all about 

the character and crimes of Epstein himself, 

with a dash of blaming the Democrats and 

former president Joe Biden for an ill-defi ned 

“hoax” thrown in for good measure.

But the danger all along for the 

president has been his own history with 

Epstein, including allegations from several 

women implicating Trump himself. The 

MAGA crowd’s demands for the release of 

what they believe is a list of paedophiles 

connected to Epstein spilled over into anger 

as the president appeared to downplay the 

signifi cance of the documents and to delay 

their release. 
And this month, The Wall Street Journal 

threw oil onto the fi re, publishing a “bawdy” 

letter Trump had sent to Epstein for the since-

disgraced fi nancier’s 50th birthday in 2003.

According to the WSJ, Trump’s letter 

was “several lines of a typewritten text 

framed by the outline of a naked woman, 

which appears to be hand-drawn with a 

heavy marker, and signed with a squiggly 

“Donald”. Trump dismissed the allegations as 

“fake”, adding “it was not the way I talk” and 

claiming he “never wrote a picture in my life” 

– prompting several reports depicting sketches 

he has not only drawn but also sold. “I told 

Rupert Murdoch that it was a Scam, that he 

shouldn’t print this Fake Story. But he did, and 

now I am going to sue his ass off , and that of 

his third-rate newspaper”. 
The president promptly launched a 

defamation lawsuit against Rupert Murdoch 

and his well-respected paper. But not, 

apparently, before calling the recently retired 

head of News Corp to have the story pulled. 

Just imagine how that conversation went. The 

article ran, making the 94-year-old Murdoch 

– arguably Trump’s greatest enabler – the 

surprise darling of social media with cries of 

“Rupert, c’mon Aussie c’mon”.
Trump is seeking US$10 billion in 

damages, punitive damages, court costs and 

other relief. Arguably his bigger challenge, 

though, is to shore up the support of his base. 

Trump described his action on his platform, 

Truth Social, as “against everyone involved in 

publishing the false, malicious, defamatory, 

FAKE NEWS ‘article’ in the useless ‘rag’ that 

is, The Wall Street Journal. ... I hope Rupert 

and his ‘friends’ are looking forward to the 

many hours of depositions and testimonies 

they will have to provide in this case”. 

Dow Jones, the publisher of the WSJ, 

says it stands by the accuracy of the story. 

And the Journal retains, even under Murdoch, 

a record of upholding strong reporting, 

even when that reporting takes aim at 

powerbrokers. In 2012, for instance, it stood 

by the reporter and the story that provoked 

a libel lawsuit from casino magnate Sheldon 

Adelson. The then chairman of Las Vegas 

Sands Corp, who was fi ghting a wrongful 

dismissal case brought by the former chief 

executive of his Macau operations, sued 

over the reporter’s description of Adelson as 

“foul-mouthed”. In the end, both sides agreed 

the suit would be dismissed, the story would 

stand and each side would bear its own legal 

costs. The Epstein issue is gargantuan in 

comparison, but it may prove just as much an 

own goal for the complainant. The world waits 

with bated breath.
Donald Trump now risks the ire of a 

disillusioned base, haunted by the ghost of 

Epstein. The president, who initially turned 

on his critics, calling them “weaklings” for 

believing “bullshit”, is scrambling to re-

establish his credibility with them. Having 

built a cult-like fervour around his conspiracy 

theories, he is struggling to sell this one as 

fake news. The implications are particularly 

bad, as he doesn’t want to be accused of 

protecting paedophiles, and suspicion has 

turned hard on him. His supporters see him 

as their champion and the enemy of what he 

himself has described as the “Deep State”.

Trump is fi nally looking rattled, 

weakened by persistent questions from 

even friendly media outlets that he simply 

won’t answer. The frustrating thing is this 

QAnon-style drama is playing out against 

the backdrop of the successful passing of his 

One Big Beautiful Bill Act which, among other 

things, will end healthcare for millions, add 

trillions to the national defi cit and further 

disadvantage the poor while making the rich 

wealthier. The media seems more powerfully 

drawn to both the Epstein saga and to Trump’s 

swollen ankles. 
The president’s responses on the Epstein 

issue nevertheless suggest he sees himself as 

beyond reproach. Having gotten away with so 

much in terms of his past bad behaviour, from 

being a convicted felon, an alleged rapist and 

boasting of having groped women without 

consent, he ignores the history of former 

presidents Richard Nixon and Bill Clinton – 

whose legacies were both destroyed by their 

own hubris. 
Trump has bluff ed his way into two 

presidencies, and may be trying to orchestrate 

the possibility of a third. His strange alt world 

seems fi nally to be losing its magical glow for 

millions of captivated Americans, however. 

The bullet-repelling giant of a man is starting 

to look a bit crumbly. His boastful claims 

of business genius, celebrating the “art of 

the deal” and his original and compelling 

statement – from the fi nal days of the Iowa 

primary election campaign back in January 

2016 – that he “could stand in the middle 

of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody and I 

wouldn’t lose any votes, okay?” are seemingly 

losing their lustre. He is simply starting to look 

like an old guy with cankles who overplayed 

his hand. Like his famous hairline, the crowds 

may soon be receding.
All this suggests to me the possibility 

that Trump is gearing up to manufacturing 

some “national crisis” that would allow him 

to eff ectively cancel the midterm elections. 

He has already unleashed an unprecedented 

attack on Barack Obama, accusing the 

former president of “treason”, mustering 

an extraordinary report from his head of 

intelligence, Tulsi Gabbard, to claim that 

Obama’s administration sought to implicate 

Trump in Russian eff orts to infl uence the 

2016 election. The Justice Department has 

now announced a task force to look into these 

unsubstantiated allegations. 
 Whether this succeeds in distracting 

Trump’s supporters from their focus 

on Epstein remains to be seen. At this 

stage, though, the president’s prospects 

in the midterm elections look rocky. The 

Republicans face signifi cant losses in both 

houses, increasing the president’s risk of being 

impeached. On two prior occasions, 2019 and 

2020, his impeachment was endorsed only 

by the House of Representatives and rejected 

both times by the Republican-controlled 

Senate. 
Now, to Rupert. I’m tempted to wonder, 

is this the ageing mogul’s come-to-God 

moment? Finally doing something for the 

public good? Having weathered the boastful 

claims from Elon Musk about social media 

overtaking traditional methods of news 

delivery, scornfully referring to newspapers 

and such as “legacy media”, is Murdoch now 

determined to show them who actually has 

the power in the room? 
The adage goes, “If it’s not written, it 

was never said.” Murdoch, now chairman 

emeritus of the empire he has handed to his 

son Lachlan, can still demonstrate the power 

of the press, showing social media up as the 

gossipy graffi  ti vehicle that it is. Rupert has 

built presidents and prime ministers, and 

almost as often reduced them to rubble. 

Perhaps now in his twilight years, Rupert, 

with ink still in his veins, wants to reassert 

the importance, the relevance of being a 

journalist and the responsibility that carries: 

to investigate and report the truth. I doubt 

he’s bothered by Trump’s $10 billion lawsuit 

and I’m certain that on this one, rare point, 

millions of Australians are cheering on our 

most famous expat. •
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with medication and then send them home to work out how 
they’re going to live.”

The clinical trial involves patients undergoing a mix of 
both nature-connection therapy and traditional therapies, 
with assessment undertaken throughout. The project recently 
won a NSW Health Agency award for clinical innovation.

The greatest reward for Perrin, however, has been to see 
the outcomes for her patients. She describes how at the start 
they are “really stressed and anxious, meeting the criteria for 
depression and anxiety and other disorders”, but towards the 
end of the program there has been a complete change. “The 
impact has been so much quicker than I expected.”

Perrin recounts the local nurse too traumatised to sleep 
or return to work after the bushfires, now back at work; 
the traumatised grandmother contemplating suicide but 
who found inspiration in nature’s post-bushfire recovery, 
enabling her to discover her own resilience to keep going.  
In fact, Perrin goes so far as to describe nature as her “co- 
therapist”, not just the setting for these transformations. 
“Research shows us that nature does half the work. When I 
get out of the way towards the end of the session, it becomes 
a relationship between the patient and nature. Sometimes 
nature just takes over.” tm

I n deciding to enrol in medicine at the university of 
Melbourne in 2022, Evan Tomaras’s drive came from 
wanting to “serve people”. He is now close to becom-

ing a junior doctor. In Tomaras’s first year, the university 
boasted a newly redesigned medical degree, offering its 
students a “discovery stream” elective: a small selection 
of 10 specialised subjects students could enrol in to fur-
ther tailor their interests. One such elective was Sexual 
Health Across Clinical Contexts (SHACC), dedicated 
to addressing a patient’s sexual and reproductive health 
concerns, with appropriate compassion, attentiveness and –  
importantly – the absence of judgement. He quickly 
enrolled. “We were all in first year, learning about textbook 

health scenarios,” he tells me. “Then, all of a sudden, not 
too far into the degree, we are being taught how to ask 
people how many sexual partners they’ve had and the sort 
of intercourse they engage in. I remember attending the 
rest of my medical school tutorials and thinking, I have an 
important edge now.”

SHACC was designed by Siobhan Bourke, a sexual health 
physician who, in the early 2000s, worked at Sexual Health 
Victoria. Very quickly, Bourke’s role there involved educating 
registered healthcare providers, such as general practitioners, 
through various courses. These classes would tackle what best 
practice looked like when it came to approaching difficult 
conversations about sex, abortion and sexually transmitted 
diseases. It is here she discovered that “one of the biggest prob-
lems in sexual and reproductive health is how difficult it is for 
doctors to have these sorts of conversations with patients”. 
When the university’s Melbourne Medical School redesigned 
its degree in 2022, Bourke was elated. She was afforded the 
opportunity to provide students the skills to approach sexual 
health consults with confidence and vigour. “I knew that the 
type of communication skills that medical students were 
being taught weren’t tailored to sexual health. A lot of that 
is because the people teaching them hadn’t themselves been 
taught,” she says. Before long, SHACC became one of the 
school’s most popular electives.

If one were to raise, among any group of women, the 
question of “best practice” when it comes to how practi-
tioners address a patient’s sexual health, Bourke’s mission 
would appear particularly urgent. Presenting before a 
doctor after experiencing an unwanted pregnancy, many 
of us might find ourselves being congratulated. Others 
will scramble if nervously endeavouring to enquire about 
having an IUD inserted, unsure if it will hurt. Dr Shelly 
Makleff, a researcher who looks at how reducing abortion 
stigma in the health system inevitably improves quality of 
care, has enthusiastically partnered up with both Bourke 
and Professor Jane Tomnay, who leads the SHACC training 
program. Makleff’s research explicitly reveals that health-
care practitioners can aggravate deeply entrenched social 
wounds when it comes to how women and other sexual 
minority patients are treated when endeavouring to access 
healthcare. She has spent much of her academic career inter-
viewing those who have sought abortions. “I’ve heard many 
stories of how people are mistreated, from subtle to clear 
examples,” she says. “Yes, there are wonderful providers who 
give compassionate care. But there are also so many stories 
of how abortion seekers are mistreated and judged, from 
being commended to having their doctor roll their eyes. 
People are getting obstructed from care.” If doctors lack 
adeptness when it comes to essential conversations, many 
patients will avoid them altogether. The peril of judgement 
and shame is too mountainous.

Tomaras has witnessed this stigma firsthand. A friend of 
his admitted to him once that she sees two different doctors: 

Bedside manner
by Madison Griffiths
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one for “general” concerns, and another for reproductive con-
cerns.�As�Makleff�has�identified,�stigma�grossly�contributes�
to�both�a�healthcare�provider’s�discomfort�when�it�comes�to�
addressing� sexual� and� reproductive� health,� and� a� patient’s�
ability� to�disclose� their�experiences.�Tomaras’s� friend� is,� in�
one�sense,�lucky.�She�is�not�a�resident�in�a�rural�town,�where�
often� only� one� doctor� attends� to� a� community’s� diverse�
needs.�As�Bourke�drills�into�her�students:�“You�are�to�make�
no� assumptions� at� all.”� It’s� a� guiding� statement� that�many�
are�required�to�reflect�upon�and�internalise.�At�Melbourne�
Medical� School,� these� “early� beliefs”� about� how� women,�
sex�workers,�people�seeking�abortions�and�the�LGBTQIA+� 
community�function�day�to�day�are�doggedly�being�shifted.
Makleff�acknowledges� that� this� issue� is�hardly� limited�

to�an�Australian�context.�“It�is�an�everywhere�problem,”�she�
stresses.�Through�the�knowing�nods�and�emphatic�declara-
tions�of�her�students,�Bourke�sees�that�many�of�them�have�
encountered�stigma�as�patients�themselves.�Because�of�this,�
she�tenaciously�emphasises�that�they�are�“not�excluded�from�
this”�when�she�addresses�certain�hiccups�in�healthcare�access.�
“This�could’ve�happened�to�anybody�in�this�room,”�she�will�
remind�her�cohort,�gently�corroding�the�implicit�hierarchy�
between�doctors� and�patients�with� each� lecture.�Not�only�
are�her�students�better�placed�at�having�difficult�conversa-
tions�as�practitioners,�they�themselves�are�better�placed�to�

eagerly�steer�their�own�sexual�health�journeys.�“I’ve�received�
reflective�pieces�from�students�thanking�us,�and�admitting�to�
having�gone�and�gotten�their�own�sexual�health�sorted�out,”�
she�says.
As� Tomaras� began� completing� his� placement� rounds,�

he�noticed�how�defective�certain�general�practitioners�were�
when�it�came�to�treating�women.�“I�witnessed�male�doctors�
who�were�treating�female�patients�they�had�known�for�dec-
ades,�and�who�were�actively�dismissing�them,”�he�says.�A�lot�
would�present�with�perimenopausal� symptoms� and�would�
leave�with�a�script�for�a�generic�antidepressant�and�not�much�
else.�Disappointed,�Tomaras�returned�to�the�SHACC�elec-
tive,�emboldened�by�the�expertise�it�had�afforded�him.�“Even�
in�those�formative�tutorials�in�first�year,�I�thought,�I could do a 
better job,”�he�says�with�a�laugh.�Bourke�is�unsurprised�by�this:�
“You�get�students�who�admit�that�they�cannot�believe�this�
isn’t�part�of�the�core�medicine�course.”
From� inviting� sex� workers� to� conduct� university� lec-

tures, to educating students on arousal, the facilitators of 
the�SHACC�elective�do�what�many�practitioners�cower�in�
the� face�of:� they�rinse�sex�of� shame,�stigma�and�confusion.�
For�Tomaras,�the�elective�has�proved�“life�changing”.�It�has�
refined�his�practice,�and�has�allowed�him�the�education�and�
confidence�to�accompany�female�friends�towards�appropriate�
and�compassionate�healthcare.
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“To partner with a brand that holds 
integrity at its core is what makes a 
partnership with Schwartz Media so 
appealing. Our audiences both share 
a curiosity for storytelling and an 
appetite for critical thought, be it on 
the page or on the stage.”
— Partnerships Manager, Bell Shakespeare
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In economically depressed East Gladness, 

Connecticut, 19-year-old Hai, a suicidal college 

dropout, is talked off  the ledge of a bridge by 

an elderly Lithuanian widow, Grazina. Grazina 

lives alone in a tumbledown house by the river 

and she asks him to stay. From here, life begins 

to get better for Hai. He reconnects with his 

cousin, Sony, who works at HomeMarket, a 

fast-food restaurant, and when Hai gets work 

there too, he meets a colourful collection of 

co-workers who quickly become something of 

a found family for him: “He would survive, he 

decided once and for all.” 
And yet, there are problems. Hai’s 

mother believes he’s in medical school, his pill 

addiction is only getting worse and Grazina’s 

family is circling, looking to put her in a home. 

Over a series of misadventures and impressive 

set pieces, including one hog-slaughtering 

scene you will not quickly forget, Ocean 

Vuong portrays the precarious, grim lives of 

the working poor with great care, while paying 

attention to moments of dignity and grace.

Vuong moves between this concrete 

world and other worlds of fantasy and 

memory, and not all of these are equally 

engaging. Grazina’s dementia makes her 

easier to reach for Hai through fantasy role-

play, and the two of them create a world 

to escape into that is based on Grazina’s 

unreliable memories of World War II. These 

scenes feel long. There is something about 

this frequent escape into hectic fantasy that 

only makes the whole scenario of the two 

living together in this junk-fi lled house by the 

river feel even less real than it already does. 

Hai narrates his experiences as a 

Vietnamese refugee in drug-ravaged small-

town America with sensitivity and insight, 

being born “14 years after the big war everyone 

loved talking about but no one understood, 

least of all himself ”. And, while there are 

moments when his poetic language can feel 

overwrought, his eye for the abstractions of 

language is sharp. HomeMarket is especially 

rich material for this, the smell of the place 

being a mix of body odour, alcohol, cigarettes 

and all “the artifi cial fl avors and aromas 

wafting from the vats of industrially produced 

food: diacetyl, acetylpropionyl, acetoin, and 

hydroxybenzoic acid, along with the metallic 

scent of colorings like Sunset Yellow FCF, 

tartrazine, Patent Blue V, and Green 3”.

Hai’s earnestness may not be for 

everyone, but Vuong’s more conventional 

second novel is ultimately an entertaining and 

tender one. •
Jonathan Cape, 416pp, $34.99

I have always supposed that much, if not 

most, contemporary poetry is nonfi ction, 

that you are eavesdropping on a life being 

lived and understood in increments. But 

I have sometimes winced at what seemed to 

be unfair dealing or an imbalance of power 

between the writer and the subject. This 

didn’t happen in David Stavanger’s collection 

The Drop Off . 
Within the scope of its vertiginous 

trajectory, the poetry may approach a line 

that should not be crossed, but it scrupulously 

veers away. As it does, for instance, in 

“Seaweed”, when the child is “unable or 

unwilling to create a cheap simile / for me 

to use in this public domain”. 
The thrust of this book is co-parenting. 

There are at least two other characters in play: 

a child and a child’s mother. In “The Drop 

Off ”, which examines the dynamic between 

separated parents, Stavanger creates a painful 

tenderness: “You make a joke over the phone / 

knowing it is not funny / to reassure a child 

that the world / is still around. Dad jokes 

only / work when nothing is at stake. / It’s his 

birthday soon, he’ll send / a picture of a cake 

and you will / send a picture of a candle.”

There is some rougher music allocated 

to landlords and suchlike. The kind of people 

who “will always take the last beer / from your 

fridge” (“Review”) or those who “point and 

mock pants / around ankles, the sensation of / 

someone else’s shame in plain / sight enough 

to induce laughter / and running commentary” 

(“The Specimens on Crown Street”). In 

“Fifteen ways to be erased”, Stavanger 

examines the infernal tribe of bullies: “In 

some ways, their victims / were the most 

reliable intimacy they had in their lives, often 

one / in which they had a sense of agency and 

control.” But the compassion of insight can 

only go so far. “Stunning to / look into the light 

of your child and see yourself burning.” 

The cumulative eff ect of reading The 

Drop Off   is of being tenderised: of being 

softened up, so to speak, to accept the 

implacable reality of a world that is both 

beautiful and terrible. 
This is an extraordinary book. David 

Stavanger deftly uses the rhythms and rituals 

of poetry to revelatory eff ect. The Drop 

Off  delights with its craft, and illuminates 

unfl inchingly the heart of the matter. •
Upswell, 116pp, $24.99

Jennifer Compton 

is a poet and playwright.

Luke Horton 
is a novelist and critic.

David Stavanger
The Drop Off Ocean Vuong

The Emperor 
of Gladness
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Gail Jones is a prolifi c writer – her latest 

book, The Name of the Sister, is her 11th novel. 

Winner of The Age Book of the Year Award 

(Sixty Lights) and the Prime Minister’s Literary 

Award (The Death of Noah Glass), Jones’s work 

has also been recognised internationally: 

longlisted for the Booker Prize (Sixty Lights) 

and twice for the Orange Prize (Dreams of 

Speaking; Sorry). 
Her new novel teases out tensions within 

the phenomenon of true crime, exploring the 

media, truth and justice, narrative closure and 

why we desire it, levels of power and how they 

are wielded, and how a childhood friendship 

endures while a marriage slowly dissolves in 

Sydney’s inner west. 
Along with the rest of the country, 

Jones’s central character, freelance journalist 

Angie, becomes entranced by a woman she 

sees on television, a Jane Doe who appears 

like an apparition near Broken Hill, naked and 

with no memory of who she is or where she’s 

been. This “Unknown Woman” is unable to 

speak: “her empty blink recalled the clicking 

eyelids of old-fashioned dolls”. In a neat twist, 

Angie’s best friend from childhood, Bev, 

happens to be the chief investigator on the 

case and drip-feeds Angie juicy morsels of 

story as the mystery unfolds.
Angie begins to investigate Jane’s 

identity but her search shifts as she becomes 

more emotionally involved with those who 

contact Angie with their stories, already 

sure that Jane is their missing lover, sister, 

daughter, friend. They project their fi erce 

wanting, hope and grief onto the blank canvas 

this woman represents: Jane becomes who 

they want her to be. At times this aspect 

recalls Richard Flanagan’s The Unknown 

Terrorist, whose central character, the Doll, 

also becomes buried under the sedimentary 

layers of other people’s fantasies and the 

shifting sands of fi ction and the real. 

Angie discusses the limitations of 

true crime narratives often as she gets more 

enmeshed in the case. Jones seems interested 

in what happens when you challenge and 

dismantle the genre. What if we fi nd out who 

the Unknown Woman is and there are still 

no answers? What if the story becomes an 

anticlimax, a narrative chasing its own tail? The 

book’s challenge is to reveal Angie’s doubts 

while sustaining the narrative momentum, but 

Jones keeps it moving through a change of pace 

and place as Angie and Bev leave Sydney. 

Jones spent some of her childhood in 

Kalgoorlie, and her evocation of Broken Hill 

– the lethargy, its harsh climate, the sexual 

politics within the police force, the rubbish tip 

that casts shadows over the town – becomes 

a potent force. It’s a landscape where there is 

no place to hide unless you are underground. 

A handwritten map that Angie discovers in 

the local museum off ers valuable clues to 

the crime, while Mikey, the police “tech-

head”, gets left behind, “busy clicking at the 

keyboard and expanding and contracting 

circumferences”.
Growing up in a small town, Angie 

and Bev were reliant on each other in a place 

where “status was linked to the role of the 

father (mothers, it seemed, didn’t count at 

all)”. The way they respond to the case and 

Jane’s violation, their deep understanding and 

occasional dismissal of each other’s nature 

and motivations, their shared “constitutional 

seriousness”, shapes what Jones reveals and 

keeps hidden from the reader. For Angie, 

trauma is compartmentalised: the real crime 

lies buried in her backyard. From childhood, 

she copes by developing a fascination with 

Egypt, the god Thoth and ibises that she still 

sees as sacred. When she becomes lost, Bev 

draws a hieroglyph in the red Broken Hill dirt 

to guide her. 
As Angie becomes more interested in 

strangers’ stories about Jane, her relationship 

with her husband, Sam, starts to wane. A 

teacher reinvigorated by the chance to put on 

a school play, Hamlet, Sam brings the students 

over to their small terrace, excited by the 

possibilities, but a sudden tragedy exposes 

his vulnerabilities in new ways that neither 

can reconcile. Angie walks around the quiet 

bays near Glebe at night, defl ecting the hurt. 

It is here that Jones’s writing truly shines: 

the everyday brutalities between lovers; the 

absent-minded absence of care; the death of 

a relationship played out between the sheets 

as Angie turns to the wall to sleep: “It was 

vast, really, all that their talks hid or omitted.”

Jones’s style is cool and refi ned, 

observational. There is plenty of nuance and 

the confi dence to allow characters to develop 

quietly and carefully, without overstepping 

the boundaries of their lives. The novel off ers 

rich overlapping worlds and dilemmas, with 

Jones throwing up many questions that give 

the reader pause and make us think through 

the answers. 
Jones’s novel examines the ripple eff ects 

of the true crime genre and why people are 

drawn to such storytelling, a cultural landscape 

where people are hooked on podcasts and 

breaking news, tracing missing persons’ 

lives through social media and joining in as 

community detectives on Facebook groups. 

Why do people become fascinated by those 

without histories or memories, drawn to fi lling 

in the gaps? And why is it so important that the 

Unknown Woman is found – that fi nally she 

is claimed and named? •
Text Publishing, 208pp, $34.99

Gail Jones
The Name of the Sister

Kirsten Krauth 
is an author, poet and podcaster. 
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My 
grandfather’s 
war

“That’s why Pa fought in a war for 

a country that had ‘done nothing 

for us’, because it isn’t for any nation 

or any person to bestow or deny our 

human dignity.”

Stan Grant
is a theologian, writer and Charles Sturt 

University distinguished professor.

He sang “Danny Boy”, my pa. He would stand 

straight, shoulders back with his chest puff ed 

out and his lips all mushy and sticking out, and 

from his body would come the sweetest tenor.

But when ye come and all the fl owers are dying,

If I am dead, as dead I well may be, 

You’ll come and fi nd the place where I am 

lying, And kneel and say an Ave there for me.

I barely knew my grandfather; he died 

when I was young. Everyone said he loved to 

sing. I can feel the rough of his face on mine 

and I don’t know whether it is a memory or 
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imagination, but I am grateful for it in any case.

Pa is more legend to me than touch or 

sight. He was a bull rider and shearer, a fruit 

picker and rabbit trapper. Cecil William Henry 

Grant was Black with a good streak of Irish, 

the Dreaming and the blarney. He kept by his 

bedside the works of Shakespeare and the 

King James Bible. He loved words and God.

Cecil was a Rat of Tobruk. With his 

comrades he helped turn the war when they 

all dug in against Rommel’s overwhelming 

force in North Africa.
The German radio propagandist Lord 

Haw-Haw called them “rats in a trap” – they 

were dead men walking – but the Australian 

soldiers adopted the name as a badge of 

honour. Rats became a symbol of their 

resilience.
Pa was in his 30s when he signed up. 

My grandmother was scared and furious. 

She had three little kids and they lived on 

an Aboriginal mission in a remote New 

South Wales town. They were locked out of 

Australia. Why would he fi ght for it? What has 

this country done for us? she asked him.

Because it is our country, he said. 

There was something more. I reckon he 

owed a debt to his brother. His older brother 

Ivan fought in World War I and was killed in 

battle. Somewhere on the fi elds of France 

a Wiradjuri man lies still, his spirit never to 

come home.
Three years Pa was gone. He nearly died 

when he contracted mumps on the boat over 

to the war. I have read his war records and he 

went AWOL a few times, played up a bit, as 

they all did, but fought when he had to.

There’s a photo of him and his mates, all 

rough and battle weary, kneeling in the desert 

trenches. They wear their uniforms like work 

clothes. They look like tough bastards with 

a sense of mischief and adventure and I can’t 

help but envy them. In the middle is a dark 

face, Pa.
He always said no one looked at the 

colour of your skin when the bullets were 

fl ying. He must have felt so free there. Funny 

thing to say, that you can be free in war, but 

I know a little about it.
I have a modest but deep and profound 

experience of war. I have covered confl ict in 

many parts of the world. I have seen more 

than my share of human misery and suff er still 

the nightmares of it all.
The bonds I forged with those closest 

to me in the hardest times are unbreakable. 

War was exhilarating. That’s the shameful 

truth: I never felt more alive. The adrenaline, 

the camaraderie, the danger made me feel 

untouchable. All my senses tingled. Food never 

tasted so good; music never sounded sweeter.

Then you can’t come down and you 

can’t sleep and you are constantly vigilant and 

a slammed door sounds like a bomb going 

off  in your head and you forget how to love 

those closest to you. My wife, who held me 

through it all, said to me my eyes turned dark 

and she prepared every day for what she 

feared might happen.
But I am here. And it has been hard. A 

couple of my closest mates are no longer with 

us. The rest of us live somewhere between our 

simple, life-affi  rming daily chores, what joy we 

can snatch from it all, and our memories. 

I don’t lay claim to a soldier’s torment; 

that’s on another level. Journalists observe, 

but we should never think we participate. 

I can only imagine what darkness Pa 

brought home with him. I do know he found 

solace in God. I also know his battles did not 

end in Tobruk. He came back to the Australia 

he left, the country that my grandmother 

scoff ed had done nothing for us.

I have heard a lot of stories and I don’t 

know which are true or which apocryphal. 

Family myths are like that. Certainly he faced 

discrimination and hardship. Beyond the 

reach of Rommel’s guns he was now not so 

equal to his digger mates. Some of my family 

say it started the moment he arrived back, 

when he was blocked from boarding a train 

home in his full army uniform because he 

was Black.
He raised his family in a tin humpy with 

a dirt fl oor by the bank of an irrigation channel 

in the Riverina. He got a job working on the 

council – dirty work but he came home every 

day to wash up and put on a fresh white shirt 

to have his dinner.
The little dignities mattered to him. 

He’d earnt that white shirt. I read something 

he wrote once when he campaigned to be 

elected as the Aboriginal representative on 

the Aborigines Welfare Board. Each candidate 

made their pitch in the Dawn magazine 

that was distributed among Aboriginal 

communities in NSW.
If I may say so, it is a remarkable 

document that eschews the now fashionable 

language of politics or rights or recognition to 

appeal to something more fundamental and 

universal: the question of what a human is.

I’ve heard the Aborigines question discussed 

at various levels – from the man in the street, 

to shearing sheds, in army camps and at 

meetings of the Federal Advancement for 

Aborigines Organisation. To me, they present 

one fact and that is that anyone claiming that 

Aborigines are not humanly equal to other 

people seem to lack knowledge of the common 

ingredients of which all human beings are 

made. We are humanly equal and should be 

regarded as such.
That’s why he fought in a war for 

a country that had “done nothing for us”, 

because it isn’t for any nation or any person 

to bestow or deny our human dignity. He 

believed that came from God and Pa would 

fi ght in a war and work in the dirt and wear 

a white shirt to eat his evening meal because 

he was equal to anyone.
Pa never marched on Anzac Day, not 

until the fi nal year of his life. I don’t know 

what changed in him, but he stood with his 

mates that day. Afterwards he went to have 

a drink with some of the men he fought 

alongside and the local police sergeant 

blocked his path. You know you can’t come 

in here, the copper said. 
Pa stood his ground and his mates came 

and they stood around him and they walked 

in there together.
That’s the Australia he fought for. That’s 

the Australia he left me. That’s the Australia 

I still want to believe in. I don’t pretend we 

are there yet, but Pa did not fi ght for what our 

country had done for us, or what it was, but for 

what it might be.
When he died I got his medals. My 

cousin who served in Iraq has them now; he’s 

earnt them and he’s been struggling a bit too 

because what he saw won’t let him go.

On Anzac Day I stand in the darkness 

before dawn with my fellow Australians and in 

that shared sacred space we do not glorify war 

but honour the sacrifi ce of those who believed 

some things are worth fi ghting for.

In that moment, maybe just that 

moment, the colour of our skin or our faith or 

our politics does not matter.
I give thanks for my Uncle Ivan, lost 

somewhere in France; for my cousin, still lost 

in the memories of his own war; and for Pa, my 

grandfather. I kneel and say an Ave there for 

them all.
Lest we forget. •
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