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To my parents, Dick Hinch (1917–2009) and Betty Hinch née Hood
(1920–1990).I tried to make them proud.
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THE GOOD, THE BAD AND THE UGLY—UPDATED


Certainly in no order of goodness, badness or (political) ugliness, here’s the Hinch scorecard, updated from my last book, Hinch Vs Canberra—each in about 200 words or less.

SCOTT MORRISON

Paul Keating used to go on about ‘true believers’. We found one. Scott Morrison. A true believer—in himself. And God. And his ability to wear down Labor in marginal seats and snatch them for the Coalition on his ‘narrow path’ to victory. I thought his ‘happy clapper’ Pentecostal image would go against him, especially after he invited the media into his super-personal church service. It jarred with my separation of church and state mantra. But the experts now say that the religious freedom issue actually won votes for the Libs. I got on well with Morrison when he was treasurer and then as PM. I did think his ‘Aussie bloke’ image hit home—he’d never be seen like Malcolm Turnbull (or me) eating a pie with a knife and fork. I can claim one accurate political prediction. Two days before Peter Dutton’s inept grab for the crown, I tweeted that ScoMo would be PM within twenty-four hours. I could smell ScoMo as the political Steven Bradbury. I was wrong by twenty-four hours because Malcolm Turnbull—being more political in death than at any other time in his tenure—demanded forty-three names, in writing, of Libs demanding a spill. And then Mr ‘I Believe in Miracles’ won the unwinnable election.

BILL SHORTEN

There was something about Bill Shorten that bugged me (and obviously bugged Labor strategists) for the whole of the 2019 campaign. He’d led the polls, ad nauseam, month after month, year after year, against Tony Abbott, Turnbull and then Morrison. But. He was never the preferred prime minister. What bugged me was something I’d said, years before the election, on Paul Murray LIVE on SKY News. And it wasn’t even original. It was first said in criticism of one-time UK Labour leader Ed Miliband. The description: ‘How can you believe a word the man says, when his own face doesn’t believe him?’ Very cruel, but maybe prescient. I don’t know if Shorten had elocution and speech lessons, but his delivery and cadence changed—in and out of parliament. I got on very well with him. Told him that, with Chloe, he was fighting way above his weight. I’ll always appreciate that Shorten and Turnbull both agreed to let a Senate crossbencher chair the joint parliamentary committee into the National Redress Scheme. Believability? The voters didn’t buy it. And he lost the unlosable election in 2019.

ANTHONY ALBANESE

Aaah, Albo. For much of my time in Canberra, I misread Anthony Albanese. I thought he was a Labor relic in a bad suit. I mean, he still kept boasting ‘I hate Tories’ in 2018–19. I tested that on a 33-year-old female journo in the Channel Seven newsroom. She had no idea what a Tory was. But then I spent some social time with Albo (pre-election) at the pollies’ watering hole: Ostani at Canberra’s Hotel Realm. He was charming, witty, entertaining company. Very switched on. And then he took the leadership, unopposed, after the shock election loss. I suspect he’ll have a tough, delicate balancing act. He is still, personally, stridently left-wing, but now he must pull that policy baggage—which the voters clearly rejected in 2019—somewhere back towards the centre, if he has any hope of winning in 2022. The grassroots love Albo. But they did in 2013 when he lost the leadership battle to Shorten. And Shorten is still there on the frontbench. Albo said in his acceptance speech that he is ‘no Tony Abbott’. He must pray nightly that Shorten isn’t either.

MATHIAS CORMANN

Before the calamitous, not to mention clumsy, attempt by Peter Dutton to wrest the crown from Malcolm Turnbull, I would’ve (and did) put Mathias Cormann on my Top Three Most Trusted Politicians list. The other two were Labor’s Senate leader Penny Wong and Senate president Stephen Parry. The Parry trust factor evaporated when it came out that, for months, he had hidden his own eligibility to be in the Senate (let alone as its presiding officer), as had his confidant, Mitch Fifield, and, I suspect, Senate leader George Brandis. Cormann lost my trust when he connived with Dutton to usurp the throne while pledging allegiance to Turnbull. An ironic, but exquisite, Canberra memory: The night before the second challenge against Turnbull, there was a photo of Cormann sipping a good glass of red while dining with Dutton at Portia’s Place, the top Chinese restaurant. I knew that, while they were dining, the phones were still being manned at 11 p.m. in Turnbull’s and Morrison’s offices as part of the ultimately successful ABD— Anybody But Dutton—rearguard action.

PENNY WONG

My best Penny Wong moment. We were, coincidentally, standing next to each other in a Senate committee room minutes before the same-sex marriage postal survey result was going to be announced on TV. I actually asked her if she’d like me to move away and give her some private time because of the magnitude of the moment, especially for gay people. She demurred. And then the results started to be announced. When it became obvious that same-sex marriage had won, the usually guarded and disciplined Senator Wong started to cry. I glanced down and saw a rainbow flag spread out on the table. I picked it up and draped it around her neck. It was a precious moment. In my time in Canberra, I thought Penny Wong could make a great prime minister. But I knew—and, in her heart, I’m sure she knows—that Australia is still not ready for a lesbian, Asian woman to be prime minister. Pity. She is diligent, disciplined and forensic—especially when carving up recalcitrant witnesses at Senate estimates hearings.

RICHARD DI NATALE

Richard is a bit of an enigma. I believe he’s thought not to be green enough by some of his own earnest colleagues. He is very intelligent and, when trying to persuade you to support a bill or an amendment, he is strong, sincere and convincing. Although, I once told him I was going to make a movie about the Greens and call it A Bridge Too Far. He looked nonplussed. I told him about our daily conference ‘going through the Reds’—the red-capped sheaf of notices of motion that senators have submitted for chamber action the next day. I told Di Natale I would look at a Greens motion and think, ‘Clause One looks fine, Clause Two looks like common sense, Clause Three … ummm, a little perturbing, Clause Four, you must be fucking joking.’ A bridge too far. I told Di Natale that, to save time, I’d started going directly to Clause Four. We did work well together on things like medicinal cannabis and banning live sheep exports and other procedural matters, but I was genuinely puzzled when people said they didn’t vote for me in 2019 because I had betrayed them and become ‘too Green’. Hardly. (Postscript: Confirming his enigma status, mentioned earlier, Di Natale quit as party leader and the Senate in February 2020 to ‘spend more time with his growing boys’.)

PAULINE HANSON

I’ve described elsewhere the ‘perfect storm’ of my clash with Pauline Hanson on Channel Seven’s Sunrise, when host David Koch and I were accused of bullying a fragile woman. Pauline Hanson is hardly that. She is not super-bright but, it seems, easily led by scheming men. David Oldfield, John Pasquarelli, James Ashby. It has got her into all sorts of trouble. Especially in 2019 when Ashby and One Nation Queensland leader Steve Dickson went flirting with the NRA in America to try to get millions of dollars to help weaken Australia’s gun laws—behaviour I thought was treasonous. Then came Dickson’s grubby behaviour at a strip club. The perils didn’t hurt Pauline. I think it was that savvy political guru Bruce Hawker who explained it best. He said that Hanson supporters were no longer backers of One Nation, they were Pauline fans. Shows like Dancing with the Stars had made her a star. She was Tefloned to political scandal. Untouchable. At least it could lead to a good pub trivia question: Name two senators who have been on Dancing with the Stars and both been to jail, and their names start with ‘H’. Hanson and Hinch. The Morrison government’s tax deal with crossbenchers from the Centre Alliance and Jacqui Lambie neutered Hanson. In the tax showdown, Labor and the crossbench voted with the government. The One Nation eunuchs abstained.

FRASER ANNING

I don’t need 200 words for this one. Anning came from the dregs at the bottom of the Hanson One Nation bucket. Dredged up to replace Malcolm Roberts as an unelected senator after Roberts fell foul of the section 44 dual citizenship rules. In his brief time in the Senate (and before his disgusting comments about the Christchurch mosque massacre), Anning tried to introduce putrid motions that were truly offensive. I challenged him daily. He lost in 2019. Enough said. Good riddance.

SCOTT RYAN

On the wall of my Canberra Senate office was a framed plaque from the Australian Electoral Commission. It listed the top six elected Victorian senators in the 2016 double-dissolution poll. The ones entitled to a six-year term. At no. 6, Derryn Hinch from Derryn Hinch’s Justice Party. Under former prime minister Bob Hawke’s fairness rule, brought in in the 1980s, my six-year term was secure. Not so. In a double D, who gets six and who gets three years is not defined by the Constitution. It is decided by a Senate vote. And so it was. The Coalition and Labor ganged up and took my six years and gave that term to Liberal Scott Ryan—who went on to become Senate president when Parry resigned in disgrace. In NSW, they took the Greens’ Lee Rhiannon’s legitimate six-year term and gave it to Labor’s Deborah O’Neill. It didn’t matter to Rhiannon. She’d been outmanoeuvred by colleagues and would have been so far down the list she would have lost in 2019 anyway. So she quit. I always got on well with Scott Ryan and he grew into a very efficient president in the chair. We also share a love for Kaua’i and we’ll meet again one day at Tahiti Nui.

TONY ABBOTT

Sadly, my most lasting memory of Tony Abbott is a message bank indiscretion. The former PM, who joined a short list of ex-PMs turfed by their voters, lost the seat of Warringah in 2019, a seat he had held for more than two decades. My message bank moment was prompted by an appearance I made on Paul Murray LIVE where I said that I believed people in the die-hard Abbott camp were leaking information to Bill Shorten’s office to destabilise Malcolm Turnbull. Next morning there was a message on my personal phone that said: ‘Derryn, Tony Abbott here. I want you to tell me who your source is for what you said on SKY last night. And if you won’t tell me, then shut the fuck up.’ I didn’t tell him and I didn’t shut up. I’ll admit, though, it was a forlorn sight in the 2019 campaign, seeing a former PM standing on a median strip waving to buses. Or trying to shake disinterested teenagers’ hands at a school gate. Ironically, Abbott and I shared a moment at Villers-Bretonneux at the Anzac Day dawn service in 2018. It was pissing with rain and somebody got a photo of a chivalrous Tony Abbott struggling to put a plastic cape on me.

JOSH FRYDENBERG

Look, I don’t know if this is true, or apocryphal, or something spread by enemies within his own party. But I was told by Liberals, as soon as I got to Canberra, that Josh Frydenberg’s nickname was ‘The Manchurian Candidate’. The story claimed that his mum had been telling him since he was four that he would one day be prime minister. A bit like Bob Hawke. Of course, that was long before he (not Hawke!) prematurely started to lose his hair. But Josh may well fulfil his mum’s prophesy one day. In Election 2019 he played backup to ScoMo very effectively with his scare campaign against franking credits (the ‘retirees’ tax’) and Labor’s opposition to tax cuts. A pity he drones on TV. I worked well with him. He was impressively across his portfolio. And he was a good stonewaller.

JULIE BISHOP

Her departure from cabinet, and then parliament, was a loss for Scott Morrison. A class act. Why did she do the dummy spit? Maybe because of loyalty to Malcolm—although she’d been the bridesmaid to other leaders. Maybe because no other pollies from her base out west supported her belated, doomed leadership challenge. Maybe because she knew the Coalition would lose the election and the backbench wouldn’t suit her fashion sense. I thought she would have made a great governor-general or ambassador to Washington. And she helped me get the passport ban through on paedophiles’ ‘child rape holidays’. A personal memory: We waved at each other in a Virgin VIP lounge and she demanded ‘my celebrity hug’. I mentioned how stunning she’d looked at the budget speech the previous night. She said it was her ‘trench coat look’. And, looking at my female staff, said: ‘It’s great girls, right? You wear a trench coat and nothing else.’ I pointed out that I often wore a trench coat but with lots of clothes. ‘Oh sure … [giggle] a little underwear.’ That’s Julie.

CORY BERNARDI

I always had a problem with Cory Bernardi. Not just his Genghis Khan right-wing views but the way he, I believe, fraudulently established his Australian Conservatives party. He was elected as a loyal Liberal senator from SA in 2016. Within weeks of being sworn in, he took a beautiful junket to New York for a sinecure at the United Nations. Most of his time there, at taxpayers’ expense, it seems he orgasmed over Donald Trump. Shortly after his return, Bernardi said the Libs were intolerable, quit the party, and started his own. Because he was already a senator (albeit from a different party) he did not have to prove to the AEC that he had the required 500 members for party validation. I sat close to Bernardi in the Senate and cynically heard him ranting on about things like ‘integrity’ and ‘principle’. Was not amused. Or sucked in. And he proved it after the 2019 federal election, where his party polled lower than the HEMP Party in SA. Bernardi started flirting with the Libs and peremptorily shut down his Australian Conservatives, leaving the absorbed Family First in the lurch. (Postscript: In January 2020, Senate President Scott Ryan announced he had received a formal letter from Cory Bernardi confirming his resignation. To be replaced by a Liberal—his party of origin.)

KRISTINA KENEALLY

She must have something. And to be fair, personally, I like her a lot. But politically, how the hell did she do it? A failed NSW premier in a grubby, corrupt government. A loser in the Bennelong by-election against sitting member John Alexander after his section 44 disqualification. Glued to Bill Shorten as his bus captain, and designated attack dog, in the 2019 election. And then, after Labor lost and Bill Shorten was dumped for Albo, her own right faction did not even want her to replace the shoppies union’s dogged Don Farrell as deputy leader to Penny Wong in the Senate. But she got there. WTF? Albo had gone public saying he wanted KK on his frontbench and he won. He then gave her Home Affairs against Peter Dutton even though she was on record with a much softer policy on refugees and offshore processing. She is a great performer in the Senate and, I predict, will be a dominant force there for years.

MICHAELIA CASH

There was a WA moment in the 2019 federal election which, sadly, crystallised Michaelia Cash and how far she had fallen since I first met her, and had close dealings with her, in Canberra. Somebody, adroitly, called it her ‘Price Is Right moment’. She was at a campaign rally with Scott Morrison in tow and her behaviour was, well, embarrassing. In that strident Cash voice, the one she always used in question time in the Senate, she shouted: ‘Christian Porter, come on down!’ This was to the federal attorney-general. I wondered how his predecessor, the urbane George Brandis, would have worn that. Cash’s career was terminally damaged when Labor senators repeatedly accused her of misleading, even lying to a Senate estimates committee hearing about the details of a police raid on the offices of the Australian Workers’ Union. Talk about who knew what and when. Cash, with senior staff alongside her, had reassured PM Turnbull, just before question time, that her office had not alerted the media to the AFP raid. Turned out they had. In cahoots with Michael Keenan’s justice department. No amount of eyelash-fluttering could get her out of that one.

IAN MACDONALD

I know the Senate is meant to be ‘collegiate’. I know we are meant to show respect to colleagues, even those you may dislike. But I can’t duck this: Senator Ian Macdonald from Queensland is a misogynist pig of a man. In my last book, I detailed his putrid treatment of Penny Wong in his powerful role as chairman of the Legal and Constitutional Affairs Legislation Committee—of which I was privileged to be a member. Macdonald was unleashed as the filibuster king by the government in Senate debates. He could talk under wet cement. The one day his colleagues wished he couldn’t was when he took to the floor to argue why terribly under-appreciated people like him should not lose Life Gold Pass privileges. For twenty full minutes. I watched embarrassed colleagues scurrying for the doors. (Postscript: He was not re-elected in 2019.)

PETER DUTTON

I heard and saw all the cruel ‘potato head’ jokes. I know how the Greens, and others on the left, paint him as some jackbooted Nazi. The Dutton-led government hard line on medical transfers from Manus and Nauru gave those images clout. But personally, and politically, I saw another side of Dutton—apart from his numbskull and doomed push to topple Malcolm Turnbull. Dutton called me at seven o’clock one morning and said we had to do something about my national public register of convicted sex offenders. Daniel’s Law. The raison d’être for the Justice Party. We had numerous meetings. He was as good as his word. He pragmatically, and sternly, told me that he could not get my preferred version through cabinet. Then he drafted a version he thought they would accept, and they did. Daniel’s Law is now official government policy. A proud moment for me was when Treasurer Frydenberg allocated $7.8 million to the scheme in the 2019 budget. And another $25 million for a protection scheme against the sexual abuse of children.

CHRISTOPHER PYNE

Mea culpa. I was wrong about Christopher Pyne in my last book when I flippantly said, ‘Last, and probably, least …’ I apologise. I didn’t really know the man. I based my opinion, I guess, on such Pyne TV hyperbole as ‘We’re an election-winning machine’, when Malcolm and team just snuck home with a one-seat majority. Pyne jumped ship before the 2019 election. I suspect, like some others, that he expected ScoMo to get a drubbing from Shorten and being back in opposition did not appeal to him. He’s now gone back to academia in South Australia (plus a too-soon defence industry job). He will be missed in Canberra. Quick-witted, fast on his feet, good TV talent—he really will be missed.

SARAH HENDERSON

Let me give you a glimpse of how Canberra works. Early in my sojourn, I was at the centre of the backpacker tax saga. The government was trying to get my support. My phone rings. It is the Liberal member for Corangamite, Sarah Henderson, inviting me to dinner. I knew that wasn’t the reason for the call. She was lobbying for my backpacker vote. Some Liberal tactician must have known that Sarah and I had a friendship going back decades when she was a TV journalist and then a lawyer for Rupert Murdoch in New York. I felt for Sarah at times. She bravely came on board with Sussan Ley in support of our campaign to ban live sheep exports. Both were eloquent. Then two unexpected things happened. We thought we had the numbers in the Lower House but had to back off when some Labor supporters got booted under section 44. Then ScoMo became PM and both Henderson and Ley were offered minor ministerial positions. Took their ‘thirty pieces of silver’ as somebody crudely put it. Compromised, they couldn’t even vote to debate their own anti-export bill. (Sarah Henderson, beaten in the contest for the Lower House seat of Corangamite in the May 2019 federal election, returned to Canberra in September as a senator when chosen to replace Mitch Fifield, who was off to the UN.)

MALCOLM TURNBULL

And last, but certainly not least, Malcolm Bligh Turnbull. I have known Malcolm from a distance for decades. From his Bulletin days. Jacki Weaver and I dined with him and Lucy during the halcyon days of the republic campaign. In parliament, I think we shared a mutual respect. We had some good negotiating sessions with voices never raised. But one weird thing sticks in my mind for no obvious reason. When Andrew Peacock lost the Liberal Party leadership, at one stage he was asked about his yearning to be prime minister. He said something like, ‘I wonder if I ever did?’ For some reason I equate that with Turnbull. Was the passion really there? It wasn’t during the campaigning for the near-disastrous 2016 election. His enemies, inside and outside his party, would dispute that. They think he ruthlessly sought the job.


ON THIS DAY . . .


I am writing the first chapter of this new book on 6 July 2019. Eight years ago today, I was in the operating theatre at Melbourne’s Austin Hospital for a life-saving, dramatically life-extending, liver transplant operation.

And I am, obviously, eternally grateful to the family of my organ donor, Heath Gardner, who, in tragic circumstances, shot and fatally injured himself just before his twenty-eighth birthday.

At the time they decided to turn off Heath’s life-support system, his dad told daughter Kim: ‘They’re asking me if we want to donate Heath’s organs. What do ya reckon?’

And Kimberly Gardner, whom I lunched with months later before I also met her mother, father and sister, said two words: ‘Why not?’

Two words that saved my life. ‘Why not?’ Days after my transplant I was filming a segment for 60 Minutes. As I held my scarred liver in my hand, I asked the pathologist if he had seen many livers in as bad a condition as mine.

His response chilled me. ‘Usually at autopsies.’

I think I said ‘Fuck’ and followed up with: ‘Well, how long do you think I had to live?’—having been told in 2010 I had less than a year on this earth and having already been on the transplant waiting list for eight months.

‘Well, now I’ve got it out and had a good look at it, I would say, about two weeks.’ ‘Fuck’ again.

Those two weeks have stretched to nearly a decade, which includes my three years as a federal senator and more years in radio and television on SKY News with HINCH.

The anniversary of my life-saving liver transplant takes me back down memory lane. A deeply reflective time, which is something I am not known to indulge in.

Nearly twenty years ago, after finishing a two-year sojourn in Adelaide on 5DN Breakfast and 5AA, I was on a plane back to Melbourne to, ultimately, rejoin 3AW as host of the Drive program for the next decade. I wrote a note to a young colleague down the back, Marina Paul, who became a lifelong friend and confidante. I scribbled something like: ‘Join me. It’ll be a roller-coaster … a magic carpet ride.’ She did. And it was.

My ex-wife Jacki Weaver used to say: ‘Your life is crowded with incident.’ (She did again this month!) Jacki also used to say that what happens to us is all ‘part of life’s rich tapestry’. I would agree, but grumble that I wished my tapestry wasn’t so frayed.

Life is filled with what-ifs. What if I had been re-elected in the 2019 federal election? Just as important, if not more important, what if I had NOT been elected as the Justice Party senator for Victoria in 2016? If. If. As Dad used to joke: ‘If my aunty had balls, I’d call her uncle.’

I am not going to thrash around and lay blame about 2019. I’m not going to do a Billy Snedden and say that we didn’t lose the election. We just didn’t get enough votes.

Nobody—no pollsters, no commentators, few Liberals—saw a Coalition victory. I had a senior Liberal call me to ask about my holiday contacts in Hawaii. (In Kaua’i, where I used to own property before the bank decided they needed it more than I did.) He’d booked a July holiday with his wife and family but needed to postpone it to August because of the unexpected election win. And August is prime holiday time for Americans in their lengthy summer school holidays. I fixed it.

I go into this in more detail later, but I think I lost my re-election bid for three reasons.

I got labelled, erroneously, as some sort of ‘Greenie–leftie’ because I supported the Medevac Bill to get kids and sick adults off Nauru and Manus. I did say on radio and television back then that sometimes (it should be always) you vote for what is right, what is compassionate, what is moral, and not what will get you re-elected. I was right on all counts. But being photographed shaking hands with Kerryn Phelps was a vote killer. Even though in my three years I actually voted with the government more than 60 per cent of the time.

Being no. 2 on the Labor ‘How to Vote’ card didn’t help. I was no. 4 on the Greens’ card and no. 6 on the Liberals’. The only ‘centrist’ candidate on all major party cards. I was also no. 1 on the GetUp! card on health issues—which made me proud over the transvaginal mesh campaign and my push for ratios in nursing homes.

And, to be honest, there was the totally unexpected bullying allegation against me and David Koch when we challenged One Nation leader Pauline Hanson on air over her former protégé Fraser Anning’s disgusting comments following the Christchurch mosque massacre. It looked like an ambush by two men in dark suits of a vulnerable woman. The fact that Hanson was/is the leader of a federal political party, who refused to answer legitimate questions, was ignored.

The third factor was the surprise element of the 2019 election. Nobody, except for our happy clapper PM, who says he believes in miracles, thought he could pull it off. And that hurt me and my re-election chances.

I’m no expert, but I saw that the Liberal Senate vote in Victoria increased by 3 per cent. So? In 2016, when Malcolm Turnbull and the Libs thought they would piss it in, I garnered a lot of Liberal Upper House votes. This time, fearing and expecting defeat in the House of Reps, they gave their Senate preferences first to the Libs and to me second. (Even Health Minister Greg Hunt confessed to me on the hustings that his wife had voted for me.)

The Justice Party got 310 000 votes after preferences, but that was not enough. As I said on my first HINCH program: ‘That’s life. The tribe has spoken.’

At least, in defeat, I didn’t resort to Bill Shorten’s pathetic rhetoric when he said: ‘We were up against corporate leviathans, a financial behemoth, spending hundreds of millions of dollars telling lies, spreading fear. Powerful vested interests campaigned against us, through sections of the media itself, and they got what they wanted.’

Leviathans? Behemoths? Who was writing this stuff? Pure poli-waffle.

Anyway, what follows is the sometimes cynical weekly diary I kept of what went on—in public and in private—in the so-called ‘corridors of power’ I walked for three fantastic years.

As they say at the poker table: ‘Read ’em and weep.’


SENATE DIARY


THE DUAL CITIZENSHIP FIASCO

11 November 2017

PM Turnbull hardly covered himself in anything close to glory this week when he tried to hose down the dual citizenship debacle. Not that he has exactly been showered with plaudits over any policy pronouncements lately.

His bluster about the ‘non-audit’ sounded confected and a tad sad. I will concede, I was touched by his defence of Josh Frydenberg and the holocaust reference to Frydenberg’s mother fleeing Hungary as a persecuted, displaced, stateless person. But he lost me when he started talking about witch-hunts not being ‘the Australian way’ and how we shouldn’t badger MPs to show proof of sole citizenship.

‘We must not be dragged into a lynch mob, witch-hunt, trial by innuendo and denunciation.’ Yeah, right.

Didn’t I see the same PM, in full flight, in the House of Reps the other day, demanding opposition leader Bill Shorten produce written proof of his Australian citizenship? And to the government’s chagrin, he did.

The government could have handled all of this so much better because, even now, with the PM’s wimpish ‘self-declare’ formula, there will be, as Barry Humphries would say, tears before bedtime.

Three times, in recent months, the crossbench, led by the Greens and yours truly, tried to get this constitutional knot referred to the Senate Legal and Constitutional Affairs Legislation Committee. They (we—I’m a member) would then install an independent auditor. Could have been done and dusted quickly and cheaply. Most of the crossbench voted for it. The Libs, Nats and Labor voted against it.

My anger and frustration about the government’s dithering (and, I suspect, deceit) was reflected in a series of tweets I sent out on this issue over the weekend. To paraphrase them, I said: Why didn’t Parry, Alexander and Hawke put their hands up four months ago? This is a disgrace. Turnbull, O’Dwyer, Morrison don’t get it. After president Parry’s deception, the voters don’t believe dual pollies tell the truth. Neither do I.

And the cheek, The Hanson attacking Turnbull over section 44 citizenship flaws. Didn’t she ‘hand on heart’ defend that fraud ‘senator’ Roberts?

By this week, even Pauline was being asked about possible dual citizenship from that time in 2010 when she denounced Australia and said she was getting a British passport and going to live in self-imposed exile.

I had a long talk with Greens leader Richard Di Natale this week. When the Senate resumes next week, I will support him, again, in a push to get this issue to a Senate committee, to have an independent auditor appointed. As I said, it wouldn’t be expensive and would kill this issue, once and for all.

In the meantime, the punters think politicians are liars and don’t believe self-reporting is viable. They don’t trust us.



If it weren’t so serious, and such a serious threat to the Turnbull government’s tenure, you’d have to consider the Monty Python aspects of all this.

John Alexander, now under threat in John Howard’s old seat of Bennelong, gets the Greek JP in his local chicken shop to witness some papers. The chicken burger king says they were about citizenship. The former tennis king’s staff now say it was ‘about finance for a car’.

And what happened to all that smug talk about Labor’s sophisticated checks and balances? Two of their reps in ‘the other place’ (the House of Representatives)—Justine Keay and Susan Lamb— could be up Barnaby’s creek without paddles if it turns out their renunciations of British citizenship, through their fathers, weren’t processed by 7 June 2016, the date nominations closed. Under the strict interpretation the High Court used to banish five of the munificent seven, just setting renunciation in train might not be enough to avoid a by-election.



In talks to Year 11 and 12 students about the media, I always tell them to ‘keep the fire in your belly’ and often finish by describing my past life as ‘having a seat on the aisle of history’. I felt a bit like that yesterday, in my new job. Not a seat on the aisle but one in the pew behind.

At the state funeral for former governor-general and High Court judge Sir Ninian Stephen, I was sitting just behind former governors-general Sir William Deane, Dame Quentin Bryce and Peter Hollingworth. Nearby were former prime minister John Howard and the current governor-general, Sir Peter Cosgrove.

Former High Court judge Michael Kirby and former Hawke minister Gareth Evans delivered clever, entertaining eulogies.

Dunno about you, but at most funerals, after a touching tribute, I often lead the applause. In Melbourne’s soaring St Paul’s Cathedral, there was just an awkward silence as the speakers resumed their seats.



The South Australian senator Don Farrell was listed on the rundown to represent opposition leader Bill Shorten at the funeral. But Bill turned up at the last minute to sit near his mum-in-law Quentin. Don was relegated to sit next to me.

As Turnbull got up to deliver a reading from the Song of Solomon, Farrell whispered: ‘Song of Solomon. He’ll need the wisdom of Solomon to get out of the dual citizenship mess.’ He was right.

FINALLY, THE RAINBOW VICTORY

16 November 2017

Last week, I had one of the most touching, most humbling moments of my (long) life.

A man sought me out when I was standing outside St Paul’s Cathedral after Sir Ninian Stephen’s funeral. He shook my hand and thanked me for my crucial vote which scuttled the government’s same-sex marriage plebiscite in the Senate. That man was former High Court judge and marriage equality proponent Michael Kirby. I was genuinely chuffed. There had been a lot of ignorant flak when we ‘robbed the people of the right to be heard’.

The plebiscite didn’t go ahead, but a postal ballot did, so flash-forward to yesterday when the YES vote was announced as 61.6 per cent. In the office sweep, I predicted 56 per cent to 44 per cent. I thought the unscrupulous NO campaign had gained ground in the final weeks. Senators and staff gathered in a conference room to hear the AEC spokesman ‘do a Rob Oakeshott’ and drag out the result for what seemed like an eternity.

In the minutes before, I was standing with Senator Penny Wong, and her personal tension was almost palpable. I told her it was a disgrace that we were even there—waiting to see what total strangers had decreed as to how gay people would be allowed to live their lives.

Her tears of relief weren’t the only ones.

So now it is back to us, the politicians, to formalise and vote on legislation to bring us into line with so many other countries—as we should have done last year. Or even earlier. And we could have saved more than $120 million.

As I have written before, and argued in the Senate, as the prime minister, John Howard was specific about who should, and who could, tamper with the Marriage Act when he changed it in 2004 and when Labor went along with it. That was the amendment that defined marriage as ‘the union of a man and a woman to the exclusion of all others’.

Howard said he wanted to make that definition ‘very plain’, and also make it ‘very plain’ that the definition of marriage ‘is something that should rest in the hands ultimately of the parliament of the nation … [It should] not over time be subject to redefinition or change by courts, it is something that ought to be expressed through the elected representatives of the country’.

During this year’s marriage equality debate, the former PM said: ‘What we didn’t want to happen in 2004 was for the courts to start adjudicating on the definition of marriage because that was a real threat in 2004, because some people who had contracted same-sex marriages in another country had the capacity to bring their issues before courts in Australia.’

Yesterday, with Senate the only chamber in session this week, the Libs’ Senator Dean Smith introduced his private member’s bill, proudly co-sponsored by eight other senators (me included) from Labor, the Greens, the Libs and the Nick Xenophon Team. The only impediment, and it is a big one, is the rival spoiler of a bill— with a plethora of amendments—put up by NO campaigners (the Eric Abetz brigade) using the new Senator James Paterson as a naive stalking horse, with the bill a cynical Trojan horse.

I did say in the Senate that Senator Paterson’s bill would ‘take us back to the dark ages by legalising homophobic discrimination’.

As I said to Attorney-General George Brandis in question time: ‘What does it say about your government that, in 2017, your party room would even debate legislation that discriminates against gay people and could even open the door to discrimination against black people or Jews or some other people on religious grounds?’

When it does get to a conscience vote (and it will be before Xmas), remember that then–prime minister Robert Menzies allowed a conscience vote in parliament in 1958 when he introduced ‘no fault’ divorce—which surely was a bigger threat to traditional marriage than letting some gay people in love make that commitment official.



With no offence intended to the gay community, my office decided to run a sweep on the postal vote outcome, with the $5 entry fee to be donated by the winner to the Wintringham homeless project in Melbourne.

As I said above, my guess was a pessimistic 56–44. The most optimistic was Labor’s Senator Katy Gallagher’s 68–32. The closest was the NXT’s Stirling Griff’s 62–38.

The prime minister’s office was very diplomatic. They gave us $50 for the charity with the notation ‘Donation only. Awaiting the people’s verdict’.



At the first party whips meeting for this session of the Senate last Monday, the government whip, Senator David Bushby, filled us in on how, later in the morning, the governor-general would swear in three new senators, replacing three dual citizen casualties. Then he made, to me, a strange suggestion that to save time, we just applaud new senators Bartlett, Anning and Steele-John and not go on to the floor to congratulate them.

Asked why, Senator Bushby said the G-G had somewhere else to go.

I asked: ‘What’s more important than doing official business in the Senate?’ After all, that’s a fairly major part of his job.

Somebody whispered that he ‘has a plane to catch’.

Thankfully, Labor agreed with me and the swearing-in went ahead in the traditional fashion.

I TOOK MY HARP TO A PARTY . . .

23 November 2017

One of my mother’s quaint, favourite sayings was: ‘I took my harp to a party and nobody asked me to play.’

I was reminded of the quote this week when the opposition, and the House of Reps crossbenchers, started posturing about turning up for the listed session of parliament next week, even though the government had postponed it.

What were they planning to do? Kick the front doors in like those union thugs tried to do a few decades ago?

It was always a Twitter- and headline-grabbing piece of nonsense. Only the government of the day can instigate a session of parliament and the posturers knew that.

But the postponement also confirmed for all of us that this is a government on the run. Too scared to risk the numbers on an overdue bank royal commission, still mired in the dual citizenship mess, and with PM Turnbull conceivably now scared to face a party room in case there’s a challenge. Interesting times. And there are by-elections to come.



To be honest (something the voters don’t think any politicians are these days), when the proverbial hit the fan over Hinch and Scott Ludlam way back in July, I thought the Greens senator would probably be the only casualty of the dual citizenship brouhaha. Five months later, it’s starting to look like I could almost do a political Steven Bradbury—be the last man standing.

This truly has become a political Noddyland. A few days after Ludlam called a presser to announce his resignation, the other deputy leader of the Greens, Senator Larissa Waters, followed suit. Since then, the dominoes have just kept toppling. John Alexander one day, Jacqui Lambie the next. Watch this space. There’ll be more.

Led by the Greens, some of us tried to get a tougher audit amendment through the Senate again last week to add muscle to the government/Labor compromise that still includes the ‘Malcolm Roberts defence’: I believed I was Australian.

Under the weaker version, an errant senator is not automatically referred to the High Court, but if a senator knowingly provides false information of their heritage, they ‘shall be guilty of a serious contempt of the Senate and dealt with by the Senate’.

I don’t believe that is tough enough—especially the way some members have played with the truth in recent months. At least Labor and the crossbench got the ‘moment of truth’ deadline pulled forward to 1 December, when both houses are still sitting, and not pushed away for twenty-one days—as PM Turnbull wanted—until we’ve adjourned until February. Even that 1 December date is again in doubt for the House of Reps.



There was a false news flash last week that the High Court, acting as the Court of Disputed Returns, had ruled Fiona Nash’s dual citizen replacement, Hollie Hughes, eligible to sit in the Senate. I told a staffer that that was the only conclusion they could possibly have come to. After all, she didn’t take her ‘coin from the Crown’ tribunal job until after her unsuccessful Senate bid. I suspect it was a ‘jobs for the girls’ compensation sop for missing out. Hughes wasn’t on the taxpayers’ teat when she nominated for the Senate last year.

Didn’t matter. The new, intractable High Court ruled the other way and flicked her. That worries me, even though I believe a referendum to amend section 44 wouldn’t have a ‘snowflake in Hades’ chance of getting through.

The decision concerns me because of personal experience during the 2016 federal campaign. I renounced my New Zealand citizenship in time and have published the papers to prove it. A Justice Party candidate in NSW, Ken Stevens, renounced British and Swiss citizenship.

In Victoria, our second Senate candidate, Stuart Grimley, was an active policeman, so he resigned to negate the ‘coin from the Crown’ chance of disqualification. (I was a stickler on this for all our candidates, though we lost one, mid-campaign in WA, because she hadn’t disclosed that she was an undischarged bankrupt.) Grimley went without pay for some months but eventually rejoined VicPol.

What if I got tossed out now for some other electoral malfeasance and wanted Grimley to replace me? Is the court saying that, even though he was nominated cleanly in May or June last year, he would now be ineligible because he took a state-paid job two months after the election? That’s what the Hughes decision is telling me. And that’s just not fair.



Political correction: In last week’s diary, I mentioned how, with no offence intended to the gay community, my office ran a sweep on the postal vote outcome. I was wrong about the most optimistic guess, which I gave to Labor’s Senator Katy Gallagher at 68–32. The most optimistic YES vote guess was actually Labor’s Doug Cameron at 70–30, followed by Lib Dem David Leyonhjelm at 69–31. David L demanded a clarification. Done.



Paul Murray, from Paul Murray LIVE on SKY News, is an unashamed petrolhead. The original and proud ‘Bathurst bogan’.

The former NT chief honcho Adam Giles was on Murray’s show the other night, sharing a Melbourne studio with me. In a commercial break, Murray was orgasmic, grilling Giles on what happened after he removed the speed limit on the territory’s arrow-straight outback highways.

Apparently, after the autobahn decision, Giles took a Ferrari or a Lamborghini (fast cars aren’t my strong suit) for a bit of a blowout. There were rumours he had really done a tyre-scorcher. Giles’ response to journos was that he didn’t know what speed he clocked ‘because I wouldn’t irresponsibly take my eyes off the road’.

I tried to top him, pointing out that I had done a lap of Bathurst with the King of the Mountain, Peter Brock, behind the wheel, and we’d hit 285 kph.

The fleeting smug look on Adam Giles’ face told me I didn’t even come close.

A SENATE ROUT OF CONSERVATIVES

30 November 2017

Wow. I wasn’t living in Australia for The Dismissal. I wasn’t in Canberra when Gillard rolled Rudd and then vice versa, nor when Turnbull despatched Abbott. The tension, the excitement, the adrenaline rush, must have been palpable.

I wasn’t there for all those political dramas, but I’m pretty sure the atmosphere in the Senate chamber yesterday as we counted down and finally passed the law to make same-sex marriage legal in Australia, was right up there with them.

The emotional tears, the conscience vote tension, the weird sensation of sitting with Liberal ministers, Labor leaders and fellow crossbenchers, as the YES army closed ranks and routed the NO conservatives’ amendment after amendment after amendment. And then it was done.

I was honoured to co-sponsor Dean Smith’s private member’s bill and also to play a small part in getting this through the Senate this week without the threatened marathon sitting through Friday night and possibly the weekend. With Labor, Greens and crossbench support, I managed to get government agreement to bring sitting hours forward on Tuesday from 12 p.m. to 10.30 a.m., which gave us an extra hour and a half for the long list of speakers.

Now to get it through ‘the other place’ next week and wedding bells can ring for Christmas.



After giving Dean Smith a ‘hero hug’, I walked past teary Labor and Greens senators (and some brave Libs) on my way to my office—still wearing the rainbow scarf that caused some chamber angst earlier on this historic day.

In an Express Post envelope on my desk was the first copy of my new book, Hinch Vs Canberra. It capped one of the most extraordinary days in my life.



Beneath the breathtakingly soaring, snow-capped Himalayas last week, right on the India–China border, near the roof of the world, I thought of Malcolm Turnbull.

Word filtered through about the House of Reps (the House of Rest) being ‘parked’—as Mathias Cormann would say—amid rumours of an anonymous disaffected Lib getting ready to sit as an independent and bring his own government down. I was leading a delegation on a visit to the Tibetan Government in Exile and thought the beleaguered PM was probably starting to see his own government in that vein these days.

I’ll get to the current Lower House schemozzle shortly, but first an explanation about why I was in Dharamsala and Delhi.

The Australia Tibet Council invited me to meet with the Dalai Lama in Delhi and then travel north to visit schools, the Tibetan Children’s Villages, hospitals, a nunnery, a museum, and the parliament now called the Central Tibetan Administration—that’s to assuage Chinese sensitivities. But I stood on the floor of the Tibetan parliament and met the charismatic President in Exile, Lobsang Sangay.

You’ll get no public objections to the One China policy in official Tibetan circles, spiritual or legislative, these days. From His Holiness down, they are pushing for the Middle Way Approach that would see Tibet remaining in China but as an autonomous Buddhist state that protects ancient Tibetan culture, language, religion, and the few remaining artefacts and monasteries that weren’t destroyed when the Chinese communists invaded and ransacked the country after World War II.

My travelling companions were the Liberal MP Kevin Andrews and Labor senators Kimberley Kitching and Meryl Swanson—and, no, the taxpayers did not pay for the trip.

It was my fourth meeting with the Dalai Lama over the past twenty-five years. As always, he was full of good humour, humility and optimism.

I questioned that optimism, which also permeates his religion and those thousands of Tibetans in exile who still dream of returning to the capital, Lhasa. A pessimist would point out (as I did) that it is nearly sixty years since the Dalai Lama fled to India on a mule through the snow-packed Himalayas in 1959. It’s nearly thirty years since he won the Nobel Peace Prize and more than forty years since he first came up with the Middle Way Approach that could ultimately satisfy both the Chinese and the Tibetans.



The biggest twenty-first-century fear for Tibetan leaders is the threat to the survival of their traditions: their language, their craft skills, their music, their artwork, their clothing styles. It is something the Chinese have deliberately targeted.

I mentioned to the Dalai Lama an old Australian saying from back when our country was large in size and light on people: ‘Populate or perish.’

The Chinese government has moved thousands of regional people, especially Han, into Tibet. I told him: ‘They want to populate Tibet, swamp Tibet, so you perish.’ There are now 100 000 Tibetans in Lhasa and 300 000 Chinese.

His response: ‘There are now more Chinese meals being served there than Tibetan.’

Significantly, the Tibetans have developed a weapon to stop the rot. Every week, at home and abroad, they now celebrate White Wednesday. On that day, they make sure they wear traditional clothes and perform traditional rituals. It is even more dominant in Tibet than overseas, especially with young people.

To me, it has a two-pronged meaning. It helps preserve tradition but also is an ‘up yours’ to Beijing: ‘We will not perish.’



One interesting fact I gleaned proves that Buddhism is still a strong, even growing, religion. Even in China. There are now more than 300 million Buddhists in China—even President Xi Jinping’s mother.

I did suggest to the Dalai Lama that maybe the president might grant that elusive autonomy ‘just to impress Mum’.



The Indian government generously, and bravely, gave the Dalai Lama permission to set up in protected exile in Dharamsala, about 2100 metres above sea level and reached by the most tortuous and steep skinny road that makes our hairpin bends look like gentle curves. It has become a place of pilgrimage for Buddhists across the globe, but also a tranquil holiday spot for others.

At Norbu House they informed me I was ‘staying in the Richard Gere suite’. No pretty woman dropping in for a makeover. But it was a monastic trip, remember.



Back home to the brutal religion of politics after a kangaroo-hop series of flights from Delhi to Sydney to Melbourne to Canberra.

A strange week with the panicked cancellation of this week’s House sitting. Still a lot of Lower House action, though, with Nats threatening to cross the floor next week for a banking inquiry. Even Barnyard Barnaby, with an eye on disgruntled farmers and his by-election, warmed to it mid-week.

The Senate was rightly consumed with the same-sex marriage debate.



The latest, and truly sad, dual citizen news reached me in Dharamsala: Senator Skye Kakoschke-Moore of NXT had resigned because her mother was born in colonial Singapore.

I said in the chamber this week: ‘Senator Kakoschke-Moore was one of the more diligent, committed people I have met in my short time here. In committee, she was well prepared and well researched. She will be missed.’

I was in the grandstand of the most beautiful cricket ground in the world (forget Lord’s or the MCG), with the snow-capped Himalayas a backdrop, when she returned my call. To use cricketing lingo: Skye went to a dubious LBW in the first innings. She’ll be back at the crease and hit a ton in 2018–19. (She stood for Centre Alliance, the newly named Xenophon party, and failed.)

OLD MACDONALD HAD A FROWN

7 December 2017

Old Macdonald had a frown. That childhood ee-i-ee-i-oh song came back when I saw a picture of the professional grouch Senator Ian Macdonald during the Senate same-sex marriage debate last week.

He had just challenged me for wearing a rainbow scarf in the chamber on the day when the NO voters were slaughtered, amendment after amendment, as the Dean Smith bill sailed through a day early. The ‘Father of the Senate’, a title the curmudgeon cherishes but doesn’t deserve, lectured me for having the temerity to wear a rainbow scarf on one of parliament’s most historic days. I was a self-aggrandising show pony, and he demanded the deputy president, Senator Sue Lines, order the scarf’s removal. Even insulted her by saying she ‘should have gone to Specsavers’. But that’s not unusual for the bitter old misogynist.

In his rant about inappropriate Senate apparel, Senator Macdonald obviously forgot the moment when he wore a hi-vis vest in the chamber. As mentioned, Macdonald had earlier this year made some sort of cringe-worthy political history when he filibustered (as colleagues recoiled) in defence of snout-in-trough Life Gold Pass and pension privileges.

It was not my first clash with the grouch. As I mentioned in my book Hinch Vs Canberra—launched this week by Ray Martin—I was appalled, as a newbie member of the Legal and Constitutional Affairs Legislation Committee, when, in a private corridor meeting, and in front of Senate staff, Macdonald launched a vile sexist tirade against opposition Senate leader Penny Wong. Accused her of rolling her eyes, having tantrums, and telling her to ‘grow up’.

I was so surprised and offended by it that I wrote to then– Senate president Stephen Parry and asked if such behaviour was acceptable. He told me he would ‘have a chat’ with Macdonald, whom he acknowledged could be an embarrassment.



Speaking of Senator Parry and Old Macdonald … Last week, the Senate privileges committee had a Q&A session with the communications minister, Mitch Fifield. There had been questions raised in the Senate about whether Senator Fifield was in breach for not passing on to the attorney-general the news that the Senate president could be in deep doo-doo over dual citizenship with the UK. A reality that, after the High Court’s bouncing of five MPs, saw Parry resign.

I asked why Senator Fifield would not have told the PM or the attorney-general that ‘Houston, we may have a problem …’

Senator Macdonald tried to smear me by saying: ‘Senator Fifield, there was another senator who claimed that he might be in trouble because he had a Green Card or some entitlements in the United States. Did that senator ever discuss that with you or did you ever advise him whether he had a problem or didn’t have a problem? Did he ever consult you or did you feel obligated to give him the benefit of your opinion on these matters?’

Senator Fifield: ‘I didn’t, and I’m sure that Senator Hinch can vouch for that.’

My response: ‘Can I point out, chair, that it was not a Green Card; it was a Social Security Number. And I did what Senator Parry should have done. I went to the attorney-general and I went to Senator Wong and raised it with them and asked their opinion. They got advice and said I didn’t have to go to the High Court.’

That’s what Parry and the other tainted senators and Lower House members should have done months ago.



The perils of diplomacy or diplomatic delicacies—describe it as you may.

Last week, I wrote about leading a parliamentary delegation to India for talks with the Dalai Lama. There was a last-minute change in program and the get-together had to be held at the start of the visit in Delhi and not at the end in Dharamsala, the accepted home of the Tibetan Government in Exile. We both had planes to catch, so it was suggested we rendezvous at Delhi Airport. Some government (either Indian or Australian) knocked that back. It would look ‘too official’.

I was leading my first parliamentary delegation and, early on, got word (second-hand) to please make sure any media coverage did NOT refer to us as an ‘Australian parliamentary delegation’ but ‘a delegation of Australian parliamentarians’. Might upset Beijing.

It reminded me of the time when we were so afraid of offending China that we still supported the murderous Pol Pot in the United Nations, even though he had killed about two million of his own people.



The things you pick up on. As delegation leader, it was my job to end meetings. Except for the one with His Holiness. There, I saw an adviser close his notebook after forty-five minutes and took that as a sign to take our leave.

Days later, we had an hour-long session with Tibetan parliamentarians led by the deputy speaker of the Tibetan Parliament in Exile, Acharya Yeshi Phuntsok. Throughout the long-table talkfest at Dharamsala, we had plate after plate of chicken and other Tibetan delicacies served up. I saw the deputy speaker close his notebook and I announced the night was over. It wasn’t. He said that he just wanted to get us to the banquet dinner in the next room. What I thought was the evening meal was merely a pre-dinner snack.

Fell for that several times. I’m glad we weren’t travelling with Freedom from Hunger.

REMEMBER THE ONDINE CURSE

14 December 2017

Around this time of year, in my old neighbourhood of television, we’d all be gearing up for an end-of-year on-air wrap. A ‘That Was the Year That Was’ flashback. Plus a few predictions for next year.

In my last diary contribution for 2017, and after a full year of the tumultuous forty-fifth parliament, I should follow that tradition. But when it comes to predictions, I remember the Ondine Curse (which I’ll explain later) and still hold the view that: When you are right, no-one remembers; when you are wrong, nobody forgets.

Off the top, though, I’ll still give you one of Hinch’s Hunches for 2018: Former prime minister Tony Abbott will resign his seat or (if an early election is called) will not re-contest Warringah. (That one was wrong. He should have.)

Makes sense. The same-sex marriage YES vote of 75 per cent in his own electorate shows how out of touch he is with the community. True, there was a 38 per cent national NO vote (after a campaign of negativity that Abbott led so ardently), but recent polls from the rainbow people show that the Abbott factor was a downer. A vote loser.



I mentioned the chance of an early election. People in Labor senators’ offices told me weeks ago they were gearing up for a House of Reps only in March next year. That came at the same time as several young acquaintances (who do casual work for the AEC during federal elections) said they had been contacted by the AEC and told to keep February clear.

I say House only because the only way the PM can target the massive Senate crossbench, which expanded in 2016, is to call a double dissolution. (We are there otherwise until July 2019.) He won’t do that, unless they’re handing out funny cigarettes in Point Piper, because he’d end up with even more Hinches and Hansons.

Not for me to query the Liberal Party strategists—if, in fact, they have any, going by the 2016 campaign fiasco—but I think Malcolm Turnbull should, and will, hold out for as long as he can until early 2019. And he will lead the Libs to that election. (Wrong again.)

He hasn’t quite got Keating’s ‘beautiful set of numbers’ yet, to ‘bring home the bacon’, although the economy is improving and jobs are up. But Bill Shorten was seriously wounded on two fronts in the final days of both houses this month.

‘Shanghai Sam’ Dastyari could well be the opposition leader’s Chinese tar baby. It wasn’t enough to take away the (recently reinstated) deputy whip’s job and later tell reporters that Dastyari’s career was ‘going nowhere’. The fact that Slippery Sam was ‘going nowhere’—like, out of the Senate—is what was making Shorten’s leadership bleed.

(A prescient boast: About two hours before Sammy D announced that he would not be back on the red-leather benches next year, I was on 2GB Breakfast with Chris Smith quoting Hinch’s Law: ‘Any man who says three times he will not resign, will.’)

The other, seemingly self-inflicted, hit that Shorten took last week was the dual citizen scandal, with David Feeney and Katy Gallagher being referred to the High Court. For weeks, Shorten and his team had gloated and boasted about their ‘rolled gold’ infallible checking process. Whoops.



Interesting trio dining at the Hotel Realm’s Buvette restaurant several hours after former prime minister Tony Abbott squibbed it and fled the chamber so he wouldn’t have to vote on the same-sex marriage law change. There was Abbott; Peta Credlin’s husband and former Liberal Party head honcho, Brian Loughnane; and National Party senator Fiona Nash’s Liberal replacement, former army major-general Jim Molan.

I think the High Court was grossly unfair to disallow Nash’s original replacement Hollie Hughes because she took ‘coin from the Crown’ later in 2016. She was ‘clean’ when she nominated and when the 2 July election was held. The Senate seat was hers.



Speaking of The Realm: Bumped into former treasurer, and now our ambassador to the United States, Joe Hockey there last week. He was home and did a fascinating Q&A at ANU with David Speers as moderator.

We were having a pleasant, innocuous conversation about our dramatic life changes, when several other men crashed and started talking about who would win the next election. I reiterated what I’ve written here before: If I were Chloe and Bill, I wouldn’t be measuring the curtains for The Lodge just yet. And added something like: ‘… and don’t forget, Turnbull has achieved more in the Senate in a year than Abbott ever did.’

The harrumphing protest from Joe Hockey could have been heard around the ANU. Aaah, we can all rewrite history.



And now the Ondine Curse and why we should not make predictions. The yarn does have a political connection because it involves one Lou d’Alpuget, father of Blanche, who was Bob Hawke’s biographer, lover and then/now wife.

Lou was news editor on The Sun in Sydney in the early 1960s when I joined the paper as a police roundsman. (The exotic Blanche was there too, as a cadet.) Lou, who had a fearful temper, was also the paper’s yachting writer and wore the nickname ‘the Seagoing Ox’.

In 1962, some American smart-arse brought a show-pony yacht called Ondine to Australia for the Sydney to Hobart and the owners started fancying its chances. Lou (whom I would sack when I returned as editor a decade later, but that’s another story) absolutely flayed Ondine in his columns. It had less chance than the proverbial snowflake down there.

It won. In record time. They never forget when you are wrong.



Have a safe and meaningful Yuletide season and a happy new year. May your news, in 2018, be good news—and, as they say in Hawaii:

MELE KALIKIMAKA!!

AUSTRALIA DAY. INVASION DAY.

26 January 2018

It is sad, but probably indicative of the times, that I’m starting my first Senate diary entry for 2018 by going back to a tired and tattered old topic that dominated the headlines (again) this time last year.

Australia Day. Invasion Day. Why 26 January is an insult to Indigenous Australians. The Greens have gone black, and their new Victorian MP, Lidia Thorpe, has called for flags to be flown at half-mast tomorrow in mourning. (I don’t agree with that, but I am appalled by the rape threats made to her and hope somebody is arrested and charged soon.)

But, on moving Australia Day: I am against it. As I said when opposing it in the Senate last year: I am sure there are plenty of Native Americans who don’t have much to celebrate on 4 July. Independence from the British didn’t bring them much independence from the reservations.

And if you change the date? Move it to, say, 26 February or 14 April? Can you guarantee there wasn’t some indignity, even atrocity, inflicted on an Indigenous Australian on that day 200 years ago? I am not opposed to a Mabo Day—like the Martin Luther King Jr Day in the United States.

On Australia Day 2017, as a new senator, I was honoured to be invited to a naturalisation ceremony at the Coburg Town Hall in Melbourne. The first person I met was an Aboriginal elder. She asked for a selfie—as we stood under an Aboriginal flag and the Australian flag—which she tweeted. We then acknowledged Indigenous people and paid tribute to their elders. And then we all celebrated Australia.

The Greens have no hope of winning this one. Nor should they.



Over the summer break, I’m sure a lot of people played Trivial Pursuit. It’s a huge pub game these days. On my recent visit to the Solomon Islands, as part of a parliamentary delegation, we traded a lot of political trivia as we bounced in and out of potholes and ploughed through rivers.

I thought I had a doozy: What do Tony Abbott and Kristina Keneally have in common?

The answer: Both have used the word ‘awful’ recently to describe the Turnbull government.

She used it on 14 November 2017, when launching her unsuccessful bid to replace John Alexander in Bennelong. Keneally said: ‘… stand up and say to Malcolm Turnbull, “Your government is awful”’.

Abbott said it to me a month later, on 15 December 2017, at a media function the day before the Bennelong by-election. Abbott said: ‘This has been a pretty awful government.’

An extraordinarily indiscreet thing to say to another politician, a crossbencher, whom you advised in a phone message last year to ‘shut the fuck up’. Obviously, I haven’t.



Speaking of Keneally. I’m sure her replacing Sam Dastyari was in the Shorten package when she agreed to ‘ave a go’ in Bennelong. I think she will do well. Better than some union hack whose turn, supposedly, it was.



Kastom. A six-letter word I learned over the summer break—and it depressed the hell out of me.

Last week, as I mentioned earlier, I went with Save the Children as part of a parliamentary delegation to the Solomon Islands to see what NGOs like STC, and World Vision and Oxfam, are doing in that necklace of Pacific islands and to see how our Australian foreign aid dollars are being spent.

One topic of discussion was so important to me that I volunteered to invite myself and pay my own way. The topic was domestic violence which, regrettably, is seared into island male-superiority culture to the extent that about 70 per cent of Solomon Islands women expect it.

And the corollary of the sexual exploitation of young girls, with 13-year-olds being married off or sent to work in logging camps, or with foreign fishermen, where cooking and cleaning duties extend to sex. And, often, unwanted teenage pregnancies.

That’s where the pidgin English word kastom comes in. The Solomon Islands national government has tightened child exploitation laws recently and a case of human trafficking is currently before the courts. But under the kastom system, which translates as ‘custom resolution’ or ‘community resolution’, child rapists are being absolved by the payment of as little as SI$50—about US$6. This practice is increasing because of ‘community by-laws’ sanctioned by police.

There are 900 islands in the Solomons, about 300 of them inhabited. Many people rarely see a policeman. If a complaint is made of the sexual exploitation of a child, the village chief, or the village elders, negotiate between the offender and the parents. Hush money is paid. The matter is over. That’s kastom.

The victim has no say. And a violated child never gets to talk to a police officer. The case never gets to court. Justice is never done.

Add that to the endemic corruption in that country and you’ll understand why I came away feeling forlorn.



And thank you. My new book Hinch Vs Canberra—based on my Crikey Senate diary epistles—was the MUP no. 1 bestseller over Xmas. But then, you read it here first. And it’s great to be back.

GOODBYE, MR MELBOURNE

1 February 2018

The political junkies, writing obituaries for ‘Mr Melbourne’, Ron Walker, have made much of the fact he was the Liberal Party’s cash cow. The party’s national treasurer for yonks, he raised millions, maybe billions, of dollars for the Libs—and tossed in heaps of his own readies when times were tough.

Others have mentioned the squillions of dollars flowing from Crown Casino, which he built with Lloyd Williams through Hudson Conway.

I think of Toorak millionaire Ron Walker in different money terms from my days at 3AW. Ron—never Ronald—Walker would often call me after I got off air and pick up on some fundraiser I was doing for a listener in dire straits. If I was aiming for $20 000 for somebody whose uninsured house had burned down, or some kids who’d been left fatherless, he would inevitably say: ‘I’ll kick in $10 000 to push it along—but it has to be anonymous.’

That’s why I tweeted: Goodbye Mr Melbourne. Ron Walker. What a man. I valued his advice and friendship over 30+ years. And an often anonymous benefactor to many. Vale. Thoughts with Barbara and family.

I valued his advice so much that the only person I told, in advance, that I was going to run for the Senate (apart from my partner and two friends) was Ron Walker. I went to his St Kilda Road office, past the wonderful gatekeeper, the indefatigable DB. After saying ‘Is this wise?’, Ron dutifully suggested I run for the Liberal Party, but he knew I wasn’t a Lib, nor Labor, nor a Green.

Ron Walker was a great champion of Save the Children and convinced me to go, on their behalf, to the Sudan to interview Princess Anne more than thirty years ago. I thought of him only last week when I was in the Solomon Islands with Save the Children. He got me committed to them for life.

And, I almost forgot. Once we were the no. 1 and no. 2 tick-etholders for the Melbourne Football Club. But that was in another lifetime. Vale.



Peter Dutton’s recent comments on Melbourne’s restaurant habits, about people being scared to go out for dinner because of gang fears, copped a lot of flak, including really injudicious comments from Vic Supreme Court judge Lex Lasry.

The restaurant jibe was political hyperbole, but, to a degree, he was right.

A tweet alerted me to a story I had done for Channel Seven News before I jumped the shark and got into politics. In a special report about African gang violence in Melbourne, I quoted a magistrate saying: ‘People are scared to travel on our trains.’ And I concluded the report by saying: ‘It has to stop.’

That was not last week. Not even last year. It was more than five years ago, in October 2012. It was sadly, spookily, prescient.

So don’t let anybody con you by brushing this off as something new. Or a media beat-up. Politicians—and former police commissioners like Christine Nixon and Simon Overland—have let Victorians down. Badly.

I have mentioned before how commissioner Nixon banned the use of the word ‘gang’, let along ‘African gang’, when police were struggling with African gang violence in Kensington years ago.

The replay of my Channel Seven report reached more than a quarter of a million people and was viewed 100 000 times.



A segue into state politics. That woman, ‘Laura Norder’, will feature heavily, predominantly, in the Victorian election in November. And rightfully so.

Law and Order will be a major issue because it seems to me that, for far too long, too many politicians, and some head-in-the-sand senior police chiefs, have been mesmerised by the letters PC. As in Political Correctness. When the PC they should have been most concerned about stands for Police Constable. Or how about Protect Communities?

If they don’t think communities are worried about street crime, home invasions and imported African gang violence, and don’t think our police are under physical threat, then they are stupid.

You want proof, apart from the horror headlines about recent events in Melbourne? Take a look at my recent Justice Party Facebook post about a teenager who kicked a copper in the head and was bailed within days. In that blog I said: ‘This is fucking insane. A young policeman could have lost an eye. Could have been brain-damaged.’

The post reached more than 260 000 people in a couple of days and attracted more than 2000 comments.

I’m sure politically correct pollies and commentators will accuse those Australians of dog whistling and of being racist.



We are back in Canberra on Monday. Can’t wait. Personally, I wish parliament had been recalled earlier, but that was never on. One of my (seemingly minor) achievements last year was that I negotiated, successfully, with the government, Labor and the Greens to start the session an hour and a half early one day in the last week to alleviate the logjam.

OK … from acorns, oak trees grow. I have a much bigger Senate reform agenda for this year. Under new president Scott Ryan. Stay tuned.

ONE SWALLOW—NOT A SUMMER

8 February 2018

To quote Aristotle: ‘One swallow does not a summer make’. Although Linda Lovelace might dispute that.

But, in our first week back in Canberra for 2018, you could have been forgiven for thinking a whole flock of birds had landed on the government party room roof.

The flurry of new year wing-flapping came with the latest opinion polls showing Malcolm Turnbull substantially widening his lead over Bill Shorten as preferred prime minister and the Coalition shrinking the two-party preferred to 52–48.

And you could add to that some leadership mischief-making by Albo, and the same Newspoll showing Tanya Plibersek as the favoured Labor leader (25 per cent) with Anthony Albanese (25 per cent), ahead of Shorten (22 per cent).

A bit of a cheat, allowing for Liberal voter mischief. When only Labor voters were polled, Shorten won easily over Plibersek 37–27.

More than twenty-five polls now say that Labor will win the next federal election—which I do not believe will be held this year—but as I wrote here some months ago, I believe it is too early for Chloe and Bill to start measuring the curtains for The Lodge.

The election is still winnable for the Libs, but I’ll admit I was surprised this week when Ross Cameron, Donald Trump’s PR man and an increasingly right-wing, self-styled ‘outsider’ on SKY News, predicted that not only would Turnbull lead the Libs to the election, he would win!



The Daily Telegraph’s clever page-one headline ‘Bundle of Joyce’ (and the pic of his pregnant former staffer Vikki Campion) drew heaps of criticism about it not being ‘news’—and certainly not front-page news.

It had been covered up or ignored by the press gallery since before the New England by-election. It was news on two grounds.

Last year, National Party leader Barnaby Joyce was also deputy (and sometimes acting) prime minister. He was facing pressure over dual citizenship, the High Court, and then a by-election. Adding the pregnancy of a woman who is not your wife would pile a lot pressure on anybody.

But more importantly, it was Barnaby Joyce himself who injected his personal life into his political life last year. Supporting the NO vote in the same-sex marriage debate, Joyce painted an idyllic man–woman picture of wedded bliss and talked about how he wanted his daughters to one day have the same sort of union that he had. Hoisted by his own petard.



The ABC-leaked ‘cabinet papers’, which actually came from a real discarded cabinet, brought back a similar Melbourne scandal involving a famous, and venerable, children’s charity.

The Berry Street home for orphans, and other vulnerable foster kids, in East Melbourne was having some renovations and a clear-out of some old, decrepit furniture. Like the numbskull who didn’t twig that locked, heavy filing cabinets from the government’s inner sanctum might contain some documents that shouldn’t leave the building, somebody at Berry Street didn’t check the drawers.

I was on 3AW at the time and the papers, including medical records, ‘found their way’ to me, as they say. Luckily, I didn’t have the Libs’ bullish PR man, Craig Kelly, advising me (as he postured about the ABC’s rightful duty to return the cabinet papers), so I didn’t give them back. I did edit out the names of 12- and 13-year-olds who had been sexually abused; who had alcohol, drugs and petrol-sniffing addictions; and who had had teenage abortions.

It was a shocking lapse in security and confidentiality, but we secured the files and returned them all to a sheepish executive.



Some things I didn’t think I would see in the Senate chamber on Day One of the new session this week.

The seat in front of me was empty. Last year’s occupant, Lucy Gichuhi, was now across the chamber sitting next to Jane Hume in the Liberals section. A clever get for the government over Xmas– new year.

The seat to my left was also empty. It had been (briefly) occupied by Fraser Anning after he abandoned One Nation before even being sworn in. On Day One this week he announced he would sit as an independent, but moved to sit next to Cory Bernardi before announcing a ‘loose troika’ with the Australian Conservative and Lib Dem David Leyonhjelm.

But the biggest shock was seeing the former government Senate leader George Brandis sitting near the crossbenchers, while his successor, Mathias Cormann, took his old seat at the dispatch boxes. George, looking exceedingly relaxed as he prepares to replace Alexander Downer as the high commish in London, was thumbing through a sheaf of tightly typewritten pages. Probably a draft of the valedictory speech he delivered yesterday.

JACQUI LAMBIE AND CHUTZPAH

15 February 2018

Chutzpah. It’s a word I use a lot, after a decade living in New York. A Jewish/Yiddish word that many Australians can’t pronounce or spell.

The best definition I ever heard came from that redoubtable Israeli prime minister Golda Meir. Her example of chutzpah was the Jewish kid who murdered both his parents and pleaded for mercy on the grounds that he was an orphan.

Enter Jacqui Lambie. What ‘hoots-pah’ she’s had recently. She dramatically sacked her Jacqui Lambie Network Senate replacement, before he was even sworn in, on the grounds that he breached the values of ‘mateship, respect and integrity’.

Apparently, after the High Court cleared the way for Devonport mayor Steve Martin to replace dual citizen Lambie, the ungrateful sod refused to stand aside and give JL her seat back. She said: ‘He made promises that he couldn’t keep and he couldn’t be trusted, it’s as simple as that.’

Hang on a flash. Promises? Trust? Wasn’t Jacqui Lambie elected by Tasmanian voters as a member of the Palmer United Party, with some of her campaign costs paid for by Clive Palmer? And didn’t she dump him once secure on the red-leather benches? Aah, chutzpah. A sometimes perfect word.



Back in 1998, that Labor lion, Senator John Faulkner, put up a proposal about senators’ six- or three-year terms in office after a double dissolution. It was section 282—known as Bob Hawke’s ‘fairness’ system—under which an AEC recount would treat the numbers like a regular half-Senate election and the first six candidates past the post would get six years. In 1983 it was added to the Commonwealth Electoral Act of 1918 and in 1998 the Senate voted in favour.

Shadow Special Minister of State Senator Michael Ronaldson put up a similar motion in 2010 and the Senate again voted in favour of it. But after the 2016 double D, the majors got together and did a dirty deal. The fix went in, in Victoria and NSW.

I’ll admit this report is biased because I was the Victorian candidate who got shafted. According to an AEC ‘Results of the Victorian section 282 recount’, tabled in the Senate on 10 August 2016 (and hanging on my Senate office wall), the six-year termers were (in order) senators Fifield, Carr, Di Natale, McKenzie, Conroy and Hinch.

But, under the Constitution, it is up to the Senate to decide on the carve-up after a double D. So, in Victoria, Labor supported the elevation of the Liberal senator (now president) Scott Ryan to no. 6, and, in NSW, the government supported the upgrading of Labor’s Senator Deborah O’Neill at the expense of the Greens’ Lee Rhiannon.

With the High Court sending a plethora of potential independents to the chamber, the big boys decided to formalise the bastardry this week—and did by a vote of 40–11.

But don’t be fooled by the Greens voting with me and new Tasmanian independent Steve Martin. Richard Di Natale huddled with government strategist Simon Birmingham to make sure he could publicly vote NO while the YES win was safe. In a grubby internal deal, the Greens privately rejected section 282 so they could pull new boy Jordon Steele-John back to three years and give the six-year slot to veteran Rachel Siewert. Martin has already suffered a similar haircut to me. The Libs pushed him back to three years to give their own David Bushby six. And former senator Richard Colbeck had his new term trimmed to three years so that fellow Taswegian Jonathon Duniam could have six. They play dirty.



I had my say last week about the tawdry Barnaby Joyce saga, but this week it turned out to be a (belated) story which keeps on giving. I’m told an alternative headline was considered to the Telegraph’s Walkley-qualifying ‘Bundle of Joyce’: ‘Bun-aby in the Oven’. Speaking of the Tele, and their page-one pic yesterday of Barnaby apparently perving on his mini-skirted then media adviser, Vikki Campion. Reminded me that politicians should regard such opportunities as a solar eclipse. You must not look at it. Especially when there’s a camera around. Which is always, in these days of mobile phones.

And how about the cruel jape at the expense of beleaguered former Melbourne lord mayor Robert Doyle: ‘He even looks like Weinstein.’



PM Turnbull and Lucy put on a family barbecue at The Lodge last Sunday. For their family—and politicians and their families. Beetroot Barnaby was a noticeable absentee. It was an acknowledgement by the PM that families do it tough when a father (or mother) elects to chase a career in Canberra. There was a jumping castle, a mini-zoo, an ice-cream wagon, doughnuts and heaps of snags. The Lodge itself was also open for guests to inspect.

My executive assistant, Annette Philpott, asked me if I wanted to go inside for a tour. ‘If I’m not going to live there,’ I said, ‘what’s the point?’

BBB—BARNYARD BARNABY’S BULLSHIT

22 February 2018

Today, the headlines and news bulletins should be saying, ‘Acting Prime Minister Barnaby Joyce …’ Of course, they’re not because the deputy prime minister is on a week’s leave. And the Coalition is still in disarray. Turnbull decided he could not entrust his terminally tainted deputy with the job and sent him on forced leave to ‘consider his position’. The Nationals’ embattled leader returned fire by publicly accusing the PM of being ‘inept’. He also used his career-contemplation break to give a damning interview to The Sydney Morning Herald in which he painted himself as the victim, depicted his plight as a ‘witch-hunt’, and boasted he wasn’t going anywhere. Personally, I still believe in Hinch’s Law.

Meanwhile, out west, the renegade state Nationals were doing their own 2018 version of ‘We warn the Czar!’. And in New England, Barnaby’s betrayed wife was saying she didn’t want the beetrooter to lose the deputy PM slot. It’s all got so tawdry that cynics were seeing that plea as an alimony protection ploy for ex-wife and kids.

As the saga drags on, I’m bracing for news reports like, ‘In other news—at the White House, Prime Minister Turnbull …’ Just what a beleaguered government needs to start the year.



The sad thing is that Malcolm Turnbull ended last year, and started this one, on a comparative high. The first Newspoll shaved a point off Labor’s lead and the PM widened his lead over Bill Shorten as preferred prime minister. That has now shrunk. That was all BBB (Before Barnaby’s Bullshit). The pragmatism of the Four Horsemen (Turnbull, Morrison, Cormann, Birmingham) started to work with the crossbench last year and could kick some goals this year. Especially on company tax.

Last year, with crossbench support, they upped Labor’s $2 million cut-off, for a reduced levy of 25 per cent, to $10 million and finally $50 million. They’re going to be pushing it uphill to get multibillion-dollar companies the same blanket reduction unless there are some assurances that all the saved taxes won’t go to share buybacks and dividends. That there will be, finally, decent wage rises. I’m no expert (as Twitter keeps pointing out), but what if companies had to provide a contract to the ATO showing a built-in wage increase of X dollars over Y years?

I say that because Walmart made headlines, after the Trump tax cuts, with a $1000 bonus for all workers. I think the fine print said something like ‘only for full-time employees who have been here for twenty years’.



That NN (National Nincompoop) George Christensen would post a picture of himself on Facebook brandishing a pistol, at a time when seventeen schoolkids and teachers are being buried after another massacre in the US, is unfathomable. That he would also use the occasion to seemingly threaten Green MPs is mind-boggling. In his ‘joke’ post, he said: ‘You gotta ask yourself, do you feel lucky, Greenie punks?’ That’s why I said on Sunrise: ‘I think the man should apologise on his knees. This is the most disgusting thing I have seen since I’ve been in Canberra.’



On umpteen recent plane trips, I’ve been reading a great book I got for my birthday earlier this month. It’s called There Being No Objection … An Australian Senate Miscellany and was edited by Tim Bryant and Brien Hallett and published by the Department of the Senate in 2013.

A couple of things grabbed me early. I realise that I should have read Odgers’ Australian Senate Practice before I got understandably pilloried for being photographed nodding off during the governor-general’s speech during the opening ceremony. According to Odgers’: ‘The opening ceremony is not constitutionally required, and is otherwise objectionable in principle, for example … by involving the Governor-General in contentious and partisan statements composed by the prime minister in the opening speech’. Exactly.

But the book lets us down badly when talking about the Whitlam government dismissal. It says: ‘Many can remember where they were on 11 December 1975 and would be able to identify David Smith, the Official Secretary to the Governor-General, as he read the proclamation dissolving the Senate and the House of Representatives.’

Actually, I have no idea where I was on 11 December 1975. But I do know where I was on 11 November—when The Dismissal actually happened. How could such an error survive a reprint? It answers one question for me, though. It dawned on me why I read far fewer books than I should and would like to. Even fiction, I read like a subeditor.



A doppelganger question: What’s Bill Gates doing running the banking royal commission?

And check the Justice Party Facebook page for my editorial on abuses in aged-care facilities. My pledge while I’m in Canberra: To concentrate on the youngest and oldest, most vulnerable, Australians.

THE IDES (AND TIDES) OF MARCH

8 March 2018

This sounds crude, and I am loath to use the vernacular, but maybe, finally, the time has come for Malcolm Turnbull to ‘grow a pair’. Become Malcolm Turnballs.

He’s ticking away, inevitably, to losing Newspolls twenty-nine and thirty—which he used as a major excuse for knifing Tony Abbott. And, even though Abbott was a dead man walking, he and his 2GB barrackers aren’t even waiting for the last two shoes to drop before white-anting the PM. That’s why it is not so far-fetched for the PM to invite a challenge: ‘Come and get me.’ (Remember the time when Abbott almost lost to an empty chair?)

Abbott doesn’t have (and never again will have) the numbers to do it. Neither do Dutton, Morrison, or the perennial bridesmaid, Julie Bishop. Malcolm Turnbull should stare them all down and say that he is still their best chance in the apparently Sisyphean challenge called the 2019 federal election.

My ‘grow a pair’ scenario gets a little thin, I’ll admit, when the PM keeps emasculating himself like he did last week. He racked up brownie points with his passionate, principled TV demolition of Barnaby, and the announced ministerial code of conduct. And his genuine call for more respect for women staffers on the Hill. But then he totally blew it in question time when he blithely defended a Michaelia Cash splash—that disgusting, defamatory estimates smear against every young female worker in Bill Shorten’s office. Not to mention Shorten’s wife and family.

Who the hell in the PM’s office convinced him to buy, and try to sell (with a straight, righteous face), the ‘Senator Cameron bullied me’ bullshit? Did the PM’s media adviser go AWOL at the same time as Barnaby’s obviously did?

What angered observers as much as her estimates blackmail-style threat to Doug Cameron was Michaelia Cash’s Clayton’s apology when forced to withdraw her remarks by Senator Penny Wong. She did, but added: ‘if anyone had been offended by them’.

A non-apology that is also known as the ‘Wayne Carey cop-out’. In 1995, the drunken AFL star aggressively grabbed a passerby’s breast as he left a nightclub after drinking all night and told her to ‘get a bigger set of tits’. Forced by the North Melbourne Football Club to apologise at a media conference, Carey used the ‘if I offended anybody’ line. Years later, on Enough Rope, Carey admitted to Andrew Denton that he wasn’t really sorry for groping the total stranger.



Beware the ides (and tides) of March. I say ‘tides’ because this week saw Malcolm Turnbull’s lead over Bill Shorten, as preferred prime minister, get totally washed away in the wake of the Joyce headline-dominating shambles. Meanwhile, the opposition leader had his own Adani waves to contend with as he tried to out-green the Greens for votes in Batman, while posturing as a coal-loving miner in northern Queensland. It reminded me of my old newspaper days when I told the subeditors’ table not to try to ‘out-Murdoch Murdoch’. You can’t and you shouldn’t even try.

Shorten’s political and geographic straddle and struggle prompted SKY News commentator David Speers to recall the old Joh Bjelke-Petersen line about the pain of having your feet planted on either side of a barbed-wire fence. Former Labor premier Peter Beattie has warned his federal allies just how many House of Reps seats they’ll lose in the far north next year if they cosy up to the city-slicker latte sippers down south and cop the blame for Adani jobs evaporating in Rocky and Townsville. (And how prescient was that?)



I’m old enough to remember the Fred Daly line: ‘Rooster one day, feather duster the next.’ I had some great times with the Labor legend. When I was editor of The Sun in Sydney, I assigned feature writer Alan Farrelly, a future editor of The Australian, to ghostwrite a series of articles with Fred before his own book came out. His ‘feather duster’ line is still used often in Foggy Bottom without attribution, and I thought about it last week when dual citizenship casualty and former senator Jacqui Lambie returned to Canberra to promote her memoir Rebel with a Cause.

Jacqui had a book signing in the parliamentary bookshop, just off the awesome Marble Foyer. I dropped in to give her a hug and wish her well. Got a smile, but there was a barely concealed, palpable sadness behind that smile. And I wondered if any other senator even deigned to go down there and say ‘Hi’. I doubt it. Feather duster, right? And that was before the Jacqui Lambie Network lost all those feathers in the Tasmanian state election last weekend. (She returned in triumph in 2019.)

THE PM’S CORE MAN—MATHIAS CORMANN

12 March 2018

Brand new National Party chief honcho and Deputy Prime Minister Michael McCormack’s story of humble beginnings—‘I am from Marrar. It is a little village of 368 people’—wasn’t the only ‘log cabin to White House’ example we’ve witnessed in Canberra in recent days.

I was genuinely surprised to discover last week that the acting prime minister, Mathias Cormann, could not speak English until he was twenty-three, when he came to Australia from Belgium to follow a backpacking girlfriend. I know that’s an opening for smart-arse comments like ‘Down Under’s version of Arnie still doesn’t speak English’, but it is pretty impressive that the finance minister and government leader in the Senate has come so far.

Two years after that vacation, Cormann migrated here. His elevation to acting PM—the first senator to fill that role in ten years—apparently was big news in Belgium. He told the Fin Review that TV crews went to his old home town. ‘This is his primary school, this is where he worked, this is his dad.’

While Malcolm Turnbull was in Washington to visit Trump and talk up the president’s huge company tax cuts, his replacement was doing the same thing back here, bombarding crossbenchers with a thick tome featuring flagged notations and attachments with titles like ‘Myths and misleading claims in the business tax debate’ and ‘Bill Shorten on business tax cuts’.

Senator Cormann has his work cut out, as I mentioned here last week. He will need all that pragmatism he is renowned for. On her first day back for estimates hearings, One Nation’s Pauline Hanson made her company tax cut opposition well known.



Speaking of Senate estimates. For minor parties, and especially for a lone Justice Party senator, the hearings get hectic. And it wouldn’t be estimates without the regular verbal jousts between that testy old Legal and Constitutional Affairs Legislation Committee chair, Senator Ian Macdonald, and his sparring partners Wong, Murray Watt and Nick McKim. Not very seemly, but sometimes entertaining.

At the new super-sized Department of Home Affairs hearing, I raised the intriguing issue of the man who isn’t there—Australian Border Force Commissioner Roman Quaedvlieg. He’s been on forced, extremely well-paid, leave since May 2017 after being accused of (what will become known in Canberra as) ‘doing a Barnaby’ and allegedly intervening to get his young partner a job at Sydney Airport.

Department Secretary Michael Pezzullo, regarded as the smartest and shrewdest (some would say slipperiest) public servant on the Hill, conceded that he, and the Prime Minister’s Office, had seen a report three months ago but no action had been taken to sack or reinstate the commish, who is paid $619 905 a year. The shit fight has now been flick-passed to the new attorney-general, Christian Porter.

I said at estimates: ‘It must concern you that someone is being paid half a million dollars not to work?’

Mr Pezzullo: ‘Well, senator, that’s an opinion.’ Straight out of Yes Minister.



This sounds like poli-speak, but this week I had a genuine epiphany. I actually jumped out of bed around 2 a.m. to hit the typewriter (laptop) when it dawned on me.

I had just arrived back in Canberra for that gruelling week of estimates hearings, following on from days of Senate family court/ law public hearings in Sydney and Melbourne. And in that brief time at home, I had the epiphany. It was prompted by a Justice Party Facebook comment from a woman who said something like: ‘I’ll pay attention to your campaign to protect children after you take care of the farmers’. And I thought: Bullshit.

I was elected and sent to Canberra to campaign on justice issues. I started, and dedicated, this party to fight for the rights of vulnerable people—young and old. Sure, I have to vote on issues like Gonski and company tax cuts too, but that’s not why I am here. You’ve got fifty-six Liberal, National and Labor senators around the country you voted for. Write to them. I’ve decided to pledge to stick to my knitting, as they say.

I am on track and proud of it. In the past twenty-four hours, in a lift in Melbourne and a café in Canberra, two men have shaken my hand and said, cryptically, that they were raised ‘in care’. Two more victims of child sexual assault. It’s unspoken victims like them that I am in Canberra to represent. And I must not forget that.

That is my cemented credo. I’ll talk to other people about other issues concerning them, but these are my goals. There are hundreds of other, supposedly influential, politicians in this town. Go talk to them.



One day, the beetrooter is telling a TV crew that he’s ‘not going anywhere’. The next, he calls a morning presser to announce his resignation as National Party leader and therefore also deputy prime minister. Proving yet again Hinch’s Law.



COINCIDENCE? I DON’T THINK SO

15 March 2018

‘Coincidence.’ As a newspaper editor, I would chide columnists for leaning on a dictionary to underline a word’s definition, but it is appropriate this week. ‘Noun: coincidence; a remarkable concurrence of events or circumstances without apparent causal connection.’ It is a word that is treated with extreme suspicion in Canberra. And rightly so.

It cropped up at a Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee public hearing in Melbourne last week. We are looking at the Commonwealth Redress Scheme for Institutional Child Sexual Abuse Bill. How, legally, will the royal commission’s recommendations be instituted? How will victims be financially compensated and counselled? How will the states and institutions be forced to pay? If, and when, they sign up.

(Late last week, Victoria and NSW came on board. SA this week. The ACT and the NT will be forced by the Commonwealth to participate and the other states must be shamed into it.)

So, where does a coincidence come in? Well, the royal commission recommended a maximum payment to victims of $200 000. Many groups that participated in roundtable discussions with the commissioners agreed with that figure. But when the government announced the scheme, that figure had somehow shrunk to $150 000—which was the exact maximum recommended by the Catholic Church. Coincidence? I don’t think so.

I raised it at Senate estimates and also with the Catholic Church’s Truth, Justice and Healing CEO, Francis Sullivan, at the Melbourne hearing. But it gets worse.

The late Anthony Foster—whose primary school daughters were victims of paedophile priest Kevin O’Donnell, with tragic consequences—attended those roundtable negotiations. He had advocated strongly for $500 000, which I crassly told him was ‘an ambit claim’. His widow, Chrissie, wrote in her submission last week that Anthony ‘then tried to hold out at the $300 000 level but was assured by the commission that the churches and government would accept a redress maximum level of $200 000’. Chrissie Foster wrote that it was ‘to our great horror’ when the then minister for social services, Christian Porter, announced on TV that the figure would be $50 000 lower. Especially when on Channel Ten’s The Project in December last year, Mr Sullivan had touted the $150K figure.

I have pledged to force it back up to the commission’s recommended figure of $200 000 (even though the average payment will be around $75 000) and, at our public hearing, got the Catholic representative to agree that his church would accept that maximum and a $10 000 minimum.



One of the stalwarts of the royal commission (and even earlier) has been CLAN—the Care Leavers Australasia Network. Frank Golding is a passionate and eloquent vice-president of CLAN, but he appeared before us in a private capacity. And he jolted me. In fact, he extracted a confession and an apology.

Golding, and CLAN’s CEO, Leonie Sheedy, graphically pointed out that, for years, all the headlines, all the attention, have been on sex-abuse victims in institutions, when about 500 000 Aussie kids have been in state and church care and many of them have been also emotionally and physically abused. Used as child labour, used as child slaves cleaning the orphanages and working in the vegie gardens. They also deserve redress—financial and counselling.

I interjected ‘sunshine and oranges’, after the devastating book and movie of that title about British ‘orphans’ being sent to ‘idyllic Australia’ after World War II.

Golding said: ‘I think it is not just the fact that the royal commission has focused for the last five years on sexual abuse only and has ruled out hundreds of people who want to talk to them about other forms of abuse. It is also that the media has been fixated on this. Headline after headline after headline, radio reports, television reports, hammered home the message of sexual abuse and I think …’

I interjected: ‘Because those stories are so shocking, that’s why.’

Golding replied: ‘They absolutely are. Please don’t get me wrong, they are the worst of all possible crimes against children. Nevertheless, there are lots of people who’ve suffered other forms of abuse of the sort that we’ve talked about. They’ve had to sit in the background and hope that when the National Redress Scheme came out, that the parliament would have the wit to say, “We had a royal commission, which looked at sexual abuse, but we’ve had these other Senate reports and so on that looked at other forms of abuse. We can roll this national scheme into a comprehensive redress scheme.” That is why, I think, the bill that you’re looking at needs to be scrapped and we need to start again. I know that is not the message you want.’

It wasn’t. But I pledged to campaign to get redress in another form. In the Senate, I even raised the prospect of a new non-specific royal commission.



One election promise I have been able to keep is to make monthly visits to rural and regional (yes, there is a difference) Victoria. Recently, it was Bendigo, Swan Hill and Mildura. Last week it was Ballarat. On those trips I always visit the mayor, the local police station, the RSL and a shopping centre.

At the Ballarat RSL, I had a Q&A with more than forty vets and learned that at 6 p.m., I (and many Aussies, even veterans) have been incorrectly reciting the Ode. You know: ‘They will not grow old, as we that are left grow old. Age shall not weary …’ Take it from this pedant. The Ode says, ‘They shall grow, not old …’

There are times when veterans have been treated—and are still being treated—as if Australia resented them coming home. And I’m not just talking about Vietnam. We get a new veterans’ affairs minister every few months (What time is it?).

One vet came up with a novel funding idea for vets’ pensions and medical treatment. I tweeted it: Great idea from vet at Ballarat RSL Q and A tonight: Before an Australian government can commit troops to a war they must set up a trust fund to pay for soldiers’ health and welfare on their return. Makes sense.



That doyen of daytime TV, Mike Walsh, was back in the news this week and he turned out to be a bit of a pundit. The news tag was that highlights of The Midday Show had been enshrined in the National Film and Sound Archive in Canberra. The flashbacks showed Dame Edna, Jeanne Little, Mel Gibson, and an obscenely hirsute Hinch with Mr T gold chains and shirt unbuttoned almost to the waist. Must have been thirty-five to forty years ago. The TV daytime king asked me if I’d ever consider going into politics. The Hinch reply: ‘Nah … the pay’s lousy.’

Didn’t dream he could be right. But then, didn’t ever think I’d be sitting in his Midday Show host’s chair years later, either.

SEEMED LIKE A GOOD IDEA . . .

23 March 2018

I reckon the battered Nick Xenophon could file last Saturday away in one of three files: What the Hell Happened? Seemed Like a Good Idea at the Time. Don’t Believe Your Own Publicity.

I still have no idea why Xenophon walked away from a position of real power and influence in Canberra to try (again) to be a big frog in a small puddle. I remember the feeling of genuine puzzlement in the Senate when he made the shock move. After the Greens (nine) and One Nation (four), he held the largest voting bloc on the crossbench. When Malcolm Roberts vanished over dual citizenship and Fraser Anning quit Pauline Hanson’s One Nation to sit as an independent, before he was even sworn in, the X Factor’s trio of votes became even more influential. After I lined up to vote with Xenophon on several issues (like Carly’s Law), the Adelaide media started calling us The Four Amigos.

One of the worst things to happen to Xenophon in the state election campaign was early in the piece when a poll came out showing the SA-BEST leader as preferred premier over Jay Weatherill and Steven Marshall. That put the PT Barnum of Australian politics under his closest scrutiny ever and the South Australian voters got a sudden dose of Xena-phobia. The SA-BEST lead went soggier than an Adelaide pie floater. Nick couldn’t even win his own Lower House seat, let alone pull any others in on his coat-tails.

Will Xenophon return? At a state or federal level? He has said he won’t try to shoulder aside any SA-BEST representative in either the state Upper House or the Senate in Canberra. So the answer is NO in the short term. And surely the redoubtable Skye Kakoschke-Moore (knee-capped by dual citizenship) has the right to head the Xenophon Senate ticket at next year’s federal election. In the long term, there’s probably a clue in one of Nick X’s political heroes: former California governor Jerry Brown. Like Nick, a genuine populist. He was governor from 1975 to 1983 and a one-time presidential candidate. Brown made a spectacular comeback, has now been governor again since 2011, and is the longest-serving governor in that state’s history.



The other big loser in South Australia on Saturday was Cory Bernardi. A paltry 3 per cent of the vote. In his home state. After swallowing Family First. Maybe the conservatives down there wanted to punish him for getting elected as a Liberal senator in 2016, heading off for a taxpayer-funded soiree at the UN for about four months—where he seemed to spend much of his time sporting a red Trump ‘Make America Great Again’ cap—and then jumping ship to form his own party on his return. He didn’t do much better in the Batman federal by-election the same day, where there wasn’t even a Liberal candidate running. In a seat where they got nearly 20 000 votes last time around.

Maybe Jeff Kennett was right. When Bernardi announced his new national party and revealed plans to run in state elections (including Victoria next November), Kennett scoffed that Cory could walk down Bourke Street at lunchtime and not cop one recognition.



Speaking of Batman. Sometimes a captain’s pick works. Bill Shorten’s insistence on Ged Kearney being the Labor candidate paid off. Once again, the polls were wrong. The opposition’s chances of winning were helped by the Greens choosing a candidate, in Alex Bhathal, whom the electorate had rejected a zillion times before. And by the destructive in-fighting within the Greens, culminating in leaked vote-burning allegations about their own candidate. What was it that Bob Hawke famously said? ‘If you can’t run your party, you can’t run the country.’ And now the leader of the Kumbaya party, Richard Di Natale, is calling for a Stalinist purge of the ‘traitors’.



As mentioned earlier, as part of our promised monthly visits to rural and regional Victoria, I was in a Ballarat shopping centre recently. On that excursion I was accosted by one old geezer determined to pick a fight.

First up was the typical (but wrong) ‘snouts in the trough’ statement: ‘You’re all in it only for that huge pension when you get out.’

I pointed out that any federal politician elected after 2004 doesn’t qualify for any government pension at all.

He ploughed on. ‘Yeah, but what about frequent flyer points?’

We don’t get frequent flyer points.

I then told him to ask me why I fly business class.

‘Yeah, why don’t you fly domestic?’

I said I did fly domestic but didn’t fly economy. Was tempted to say: ‘So I wouldn’t have an eye-glazing hour-long conversation with people like you.’ I didn’t.

But I did risk losing a vote by answering the business class question. I said: ‘The simple reason I fly business class is because Virgin doesn’t have a first class.’

Not sure he got the joke.

THE COMPANY TAX SCHEMOZZLE

29 March 2018

And so, he pulled it. Or ‘parked it’, as the federal government’s top negotiator, Senator Mathias Cormann, would put it.

Shortly before six o’clock on Tuesday night, just after new ALP senator Kristina Keneally gave her First Speech in front of a packed gallery, including opposition leader Bill Shorten and about twenty other MPs from ‘the other place’, the finance minister stood and conceded (temporary) defeat. He could hardly be heard as Keneally was still regally shaking hands and exchanging kisses as her House of Reps cohorts filed out of the chamber.

Cormann flatly admitted that the government was still two crossbenchers short of getting the numbers (nine out of eleven) for an amendment bill to phase in a controversial cut to the company tax from 30 per cent to 25 per cent for all businesses, under what is officially known as the Treasury Laws Amendment (Enterprise Tax Plan No. 2) Bill 2017.

The Xenophon duo, senators Stirling Griff and Rex Patrick, had always been written off by the government as concrete NO votes. But there was more than a frisson of corridor excitement, in a rumour-rife week, when Griff was spotted deep in conversation with Cormann on Tuesday morning. Those rumours grew like Topsy when it was wrongly rumoured that the Xenophon himself was ‘in the building’. The opposite of Elvis.

Nick was in Canberra, but not on the Hill. Griff and Patrick told me in the Senate that they did meet with him at the airport, where he was en route to an overseas holiday. The X Factor is still so strong in Canberra, though, that pollies, on both sides, speculated he had negotiated one of his trademark last-minute rabbit-out-of-the-hat deals to sell his vote. Like, in exchange for a trillion megalitres more Murray–Darling water for South Australia. By week’s end, as the Senate rose until May, there was still speculation that Griff and Patrick had gone to the airport for their riding instructions.

That left moi and former Xenophon stalwart Tim Storer. The poor bugger had only been a senator for a blink after being sworn in last week and having got here by what could, generously, be described as a circuitous route.

He was no. 4 in the Xenophon pecking order for Senate consideration after Skye Kakoschke-Moore, Griff and Patrick. After Xenophon’s shock, and puzzling, resignation from Lake Burley Griffin to try to go back to a puddle, he was replaced by Patrick. Then Kakoschke-Moore was wiped out by dual citizenship and she was replaced by Storer.

The problem was, Storer had already resigned from the team. He spat the dummy because he believed that he, not Patrick, should have replaced Nick. The High Court ruled ex-member Storer was still eligible to replace SK-M because of his standing at the time of the 2016 election, and he took his seat last week—as an independent.

There is no way he will be re-elected as an independent (Tim who?) at the half-Senate poll next year (he didn’t even stand) and he must be under huge pressure to ‘out-Xenophon Xenophon’ and grab the biggest bag of goodies he can from Cormann now in exchange for his vote. The proverbial ‘fly in the ointment’ for the government is that Storer, a former businessman in Asia (a plus for the government), also has past links with the ALP (a minus).

Where the company tax ball stops on his roulette wheel, over the next five weeks in recess, I have no idea.



Despite the ‘Human Headline’ moniker, I have gone to great lengths during the company tax saga over the past week to avoid the media. Last Thursday, I sent a message that ‘Elvis has left the building’ and went to Darwin for a charity fundraiser for the Humpty Dumpty Foundation, hosted by its patron, Ray Martin. The night raised more than $630 000 for life-saving medical equipment for kids in twenty-two outback NT hospitals and clinics. That included $200 000, I was able to announce, from the PMO.

To keep my head down, I cancelled scheduled appearances on Sunrise on Seven and Paul Murray LIVE on SKY News. I even entered Parliament House through the basement. An awful admission from a former media veteran.

After Finance Minister Cormann announced his retreat, I still avoided the cameras and social media. Instead, I put out this brief statement: ‘I have had—and am still having—cordial conversations with Finance Minister Cormann. At this time, I remain unconvinced. I said, when this session of Parliament started, that I would not negotiate in the media. I don’t intend to start now’.

And that’s how it will stay.



There were a lot of huddles on the floor of the Senate this week during the company tax shenanigans. All of it caught on long-lens cameras (thanks to my victory last year over photo restrictions). At one stage, I was talking to Greens leader Richard Di Natale when his colleague Peter Whish-Wilson lunged across the aisle and started animatedly jabbing his finger at me. The non-argument was orchestrated.

He said: ‘I fucking well will get my picture in the paper tomorrow, Derryn!’

My reply: ‘You are shameless Whish-Wilson, worse than Xenophon!’

The picture duly appeared on page 4 of The Australian the next day. Senator Rachel Siewert asked if she could do it the next day!

As Whish-Wilson tweeted: Who’s the Human Headline now?

THEM’S THE RULES

12 April 2018

On the Senate clerk’s desk, just below the president’s chair, are two incongruous sand-filled eggtimers. The ancient giant one has enough sand in the glass bubble to dribble down and time out at four minutes. The smaller one is set for one minute.

They are there for when the president, Scott Ryan, asks the question: ‘Division required?’ And, after getting two or more affirmative voices, says: ‘Division required. Ring the bells for four minutes.’

Attendants, in those maroon jackets, man the open doors. The Usher of the Black Rod takes the traditional staff to stand guard at the main door. The digital clocks on the Senate walls also kick in, and, out in the ‘corridors of power’, the plethora of clocks start flashing red lights as the distinctive bells ring throughout the building.

The lights that flash on the twenty-past-the-hour mark are green. The ones at twenty-to-the-hour are red. Like our traditional leather seats: green for the House of Reps, red for the Senate.

And you then see senators diving into jackets and speeding to the chamber. Sometimes with political advisers in tow briefing them on what the bill is about and how they are voting.

If you are diligent (especially if you are a minor party senator), you have had a staff conference early that morning to ‘go over the reds’—the order of business papers that include notices of motions which have been circulated the night before and canvassed at all-party whips meetings.

Even so, you still see major party senators filing into the chamber with no idea what the bill is that is being voted on. They look to the party whip for a sign as to where to sit and also to get the signal that they may have been excused from the chamber for the vote because they have been ‘paired’ with an opposing party member and their vote is negated.

If a senator doesn’t get back into the chamber before the bells stop ringing and the doors are locked, they can request the Senate to redo the vote (even the next day) if their vote could change the outcome. The excuse given is that the original vote did not ‘truly reflect the will of the Senate’. A senator seeking that redress must first seek permission to speak and then give an explanation for their absence.

Former senator Jacqui Lambie faced more than a little scepticism when she adopted a re-call proposition on an issue when her earlier comments seemed to be opposed. This year, wheelchair-propelled senator Jordon Steele-John won a re-vote with the unique excuse that his wheels had got stuck in the courtyard.

Two One Nation senators successfully engineered a recount on a crucial vote that had left their leader, Pauline Hanson, stranded. Senator Peter Georgiou said he was in the toilet and didn’t hear the bells in time, and Senator Brian ‘The Professor’ Burston was, I suspect, at dinner. And the Members’ Dining Room can test that 4-minute limit.

My closest call was when a vital bill was up for a vote and I was in opposition leader Bill Shorten’s office—which is about as far away from the Senate chamber as you can get. What made it worse was the fact that it was an industrial relations amendment that I had triggered. I made it back into the chamber, gammy knee and all, with less than thirty seconds to spare. Penny Wong suggested Shorten should have locked his door for thirty seconds.



SKY News host and commentator Janine Perrett had a good Twitter angle on the current live export debate—triggered (again) by a TV current affairs exposé of on-board cruelty. Last time it was Four Corners which caused such a massive public outcry that the Gillard government banned the practice (albeit briefly). This time it was 60 Minutes and a brave whistleblower, Faisal Ullah.

Perrett observed that the agriculture minister, David Littleproud, could turn out to be the most inappropriately named pollie in Canberra. Littleproud could end up with much to be proud of, judging by his early comments about the latest examples of mistreatment, and his threat that company directors found guilty of such abuse should be heavily fined or jailed.

But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I was on 3AW when the last ban kicked in and I warned campaigners not to pop the champagne corks because the ban wouldn’t last. And it didn’t. In retrospect, an instant shutdown was ill-conceived. It probably caused instances of cruelty itself because it left cattle and sheep stranded. That is why my new petition calls for a ban to be phased in over three years. State governments have done that to industry before—like phasing out cancer-causing tanning beds.

I’m also cautious because it is now nearly forty years since (pre–social media) I took a petition of 30 000 names to Canberra calling for a ban on live exports. It was 1981, in another Coalition government, when I handed it to then-primary industry minister Peter Nixon in the Rose Garden.

We launched the new petition on Monday night and on Tuesday I said I hoped to present minister Littleproud with 100 000 names when parliament resumes for the budget session next month. By mid-week we had passed 50 000.

Footnote: During the 2016 federal election campaign, I happened to be in Townsville only days after Bill Shorten and Malcolm Turnbull had been there. Shorten had promised to provide (and Turnbull had matched it) $100 million for a new sports stadium in Townsville. I said back then that I wished they would instead use that money to reboot the Townsville abattoir into a world-class frozen meat–processing plant and give jobs to all those mugs screwed by Clive Palmer at Queensland Nickel.

A BUSMAN’S HOLIDAY

19 April 2018

Talk about a busman’s holiday. I’ve spent a bit of time in these non-sitting Senate weeks reading more of that fascinating Canberra book called There Being No Objection … Editors Tim Bryant and Brien Hallett subtitled it An Australian Senate Miscellany and it is filled with useful (and useless) Senate facts and anecdotes.

One chapter that grabbed attention this week was headed ‘Petitioning the Senate’. It was of more than passing personal interest because, as I mentioned here, after that 60 Minutes exposé of sheep cruelty, I launched a petition calling for a phased-in ban on live exports. It has now attracted more than 80 000 signatures.

When the Senate is in session, there is actually a daily provision for senators to present petitions from constituent individuals and groups. The first petition ever received by the new Australian Senate came in May 1901. It was from the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church of New South Wales and called for the opening of each session with a daily prayer. Sadly (and bugger the separation of church and state) that practice was adopted in both houses in June that year.

We do still open with the Lord’s Prayer every morning, but in ‘the other place’ only two or three of the opposition ever turn up. In the Senate, most Greens, many Labor pollies and crossbenchers, including moi, stare at the ceiling. Senators Matt Canavan, Barry O’Sullivan and Peter Georgiou always cross themselves, and Malcolm Roberts used to stand with palms upturned in supplication. He never did produce the ‘empirical evidence’.

The biggest-volume petition ever submitted was a Catholic Church protest over land mines. It attracted 224 110 signatures in 1995. And there’s a prescient issue from the ‘some things never change’ category. Two petitions submitted in 1902 related to ‘the conservation of the waters of the Murray’ and the ‘improper diversion of the waters … for irrigation purposes’. I read a similar email last week—116 years later.

But back to my petition about live sheep exports. I thought David Littleproud had been effective in the wake of the current scandal. He’s young, he’s new, and ‘You know what?’ (to use his most over-used expression), he’s talking some blunt sense. Post– Barnyard Barnaby, we could see some real changes. Especially after the new minister savaged his own department for, shall we say, a lack of transparency.

(We ended up presenting more than 200 000 names in boxes of signed petitions, but the 2019 re-election of the Coalition government, and a new, enthusiastically pro–live exports minister in Bridget McKenzie, put an export ban even further away.)

PARLIAMENT HOUSE SECURITY UPGRADES

26 April 2018

Before the dual citizenship saga quickly scuttled Senator Stephen Parry’s job, and reputation, he was genuinely well respected as the Senate president and protector of the rules. I was really fond of him. He treated this rookie well. For starters, his advice helped me get the Senate photo ban lifted—after a fruitless press gallery campaign that had gone on for more than twenty years.

That, of course, was before the former Tasmanian policeman scandalously, and inexplicably, sat mute for months (with silent government co-conspirators on the red leather like Senator Mitch Fifield and, I suspect, Attorney-General George Brandis) as he physically served up senators Nash, Canavan and Xenophon to the High Court over the same citizenship issue.

One of president Parry’s last jobs, before disappearing in disgrace, was the zillion-dollar reboot of the Parliament House security upgrades with bullet-proof doors. As a minority party leader (and self-appointed Justice Party whip), I am privy to a Senate security committee that deals with—surprise, surprise—things like that new, ghastly Senate lawn fence (which I voted against) and a huge new sliding gate. All this, plus the destruction of so many trees that had been there since the day the new Parliament House opened.

I’m told a security fence blew down this month. According to Canberra sleuth Louise Yaxley, a temporary wall on the Senate side blew over when a windstorm hit Canberra. A government spokesman told her, in Canberra-speak: ‘While a significant amount of ballast was installed to maintain the stability of the hoarding, the managing contractor, Lend Lease Building, has reviewed the design of the hoarding and has added further bracing to prevent further rotation of the top of the hoarding’.

Yeah, right.

This follows the story I broke in The Canberra Times about those recalcitrant security bollards that keep popping up when they’re not meant to, at the bottom of the Senate drive. And, at last count, had destroyed three ComCars and one federal police wagon.

As part of the new multi-million-dollar anti-terrorist measures, they are doing stuff to the Senate entrance which I can’t/won’t go into. It means that for the next few months we have a new temporary entrance down the road from where you usually see senators fronting the TV cameras as they arrive each morning.

That tradition is known as ‘doors’. Some senators are so desperately keen to get their head on camera they will stride purposely in and then loiter in the lobby—if another senator is fronting the microphone forest—until their turn comes to come back out.

I don’t. If another senator has the call (as they say), I just keep walking. And, as I admitted in my last column, on several occasions in the last sitting session, during the company tax argy-bargy, I ducked ‘doors’ completely and entered the building through the ministerial basement.

The temporary entrance is signposted like something from a preschool. And I can tell you that, in the presence of federal police, heaps of pollies are breaking the rules by walking on the wrong side of the lines. It reminds me of a very hoary joke:

‘Didn’t you see the arrows?’

‘Friend, I didn’t even see the Indians.’



Enuff said: Silver-spoon Kelly O’Dwyer was Barrie Cassidy’s guest interviewee (or, in this case, the government’s sacrificial lamb) on Insiders last Sunday. Her dumb, dogged, repeated refusal to acknowledge that her government got it wrong—that the Greens, Labor and crossbench calls for a royal commission into rapacious behaviour by a legal mafia was right—prompted my tweet: #insiders. The words ‘we were wrong’ obviously not in O’Dwyer lexicon. Cassidy 100, Minister nil.

The moralising minister then started to lecture Cassidy about how a government could not start making laws on the ‘grounds of morality’. (The banks obviously agree with her.)

Cassidy, not overly prescient, said: ‘You’ve just lost Derryn Hinch’s vote.’ And he was right. Actually, they’d already lost it. And a short time later the PM uttered the ‘We made a mistake’ words O’Dwyer had doggedly refused to.



I once, proudly, wore my father’s World War II veteran medals at the dawn service at Gallipoli—on the left chest if you earned them, on the right if you are paying respect. This week, on Anzac Day, I wore them again at Villers-Bretonneux in France, as part of a parliamentary delegation to commemorate the Somme centenary of the Anzac Day eve battle in that French village which turned the tide against Germany in 1918. It was also the opening of the amazing Sir John Monash Centre there. Both events—attended by PM Turnbull and former PM Tony Abbott—were truly memorable. I’ll write about it all next week.

VIVE L’AUSTRALIE

3 May 2018

One of the most impressive books I read as an impressionable teenager was Erich Maria Remarque’s treatise on the brutality and human waste of war, All Quiet on the Western Front. Who would have thunk it, as they say, that sixty years later, that reader would be at the Somme for the centenary of the battle that the diggers won to break the bloody Western Front stalemate and which led, within months, to the German surrender at the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month to end the war that supposedly would end all wars. And did for a whole twenty years.

I was proud and honoured to lay a wreath on behalf of six million Victorians at the Anzac Day dawn service at Villers-Bretonneux. To me, as I tweeted, the most moving moment was when, in drenching rain, relatives of men who died on this day 100 years ago—grandchildren, great-great grandchildren—ended the ceremony by placing their own wreaths and flowers. Lest we forget. I met one family of thirteen who had all made the journey from Australia to honour one of the fallen.

Also laying wreaths were the Prince of Wales, PM Turnbull and Lucy, Defence Minister Marise Payne, Warren Snowdon (representing Bill Shorten, who was in Afghanistan), former PM Tony Abbott, and French Prime Minister Édouard Philippe—who, the previous night, had induced tears with a beautiful, moving speech about the special relationship between his people and the descendants of the Aussie strangers who had come to save them—and never made it back home. That speech was part of the official opening of the Sir John Monash Centre at Villers-Bretonneux, an amazing complex built to honour General Monash and the men who fought under him and died on foreign soil.

(The reason Mr Abbott was there was because, when prime minister, he had stood on the same spot in 2015 to commission the centre and ambitiously promised its completion for Anzac Day 2018.)



Speaking of Tony Abbott, who says there can’t be cooperation between politicians who often don’t see eye to eye? Near the end of the dawn service, the heavens opened and we were drenched. The beanie-clad Member for Warringah obligingly helped me struggle into a plastic raincoat.



And speaking of photos. Where’s the paparazzi when you need them? After the service, as the drenched and bedraggled official party tromped off for coffee and croissants in a marquee, several veered away as nature called. It prompted an unlikely trifecta outside the French portaloos: Turnbull, Prince Charles and moi. After small talk, the PM obligingly pointed out that if we only needed a urinal we could use the right door, but for a lavatory you’d go left. I went right and told the heir to the throne that the throne was his.

Just as well he hadn’t seen my tweet after CHOGM unanimously endorsed him as the next Commonwealth chairman: Pathetic to see elected leaders from Australia, New Zealand, India and Canada doing all that forelock-tugging over a non-elected silver-spoon about to replace his Mum as Commonwealth head just because he was born in a castle. Maybe meeting outside a dunny was appropriate.

(And, despite recent reports out of London that Chuck always travels with his own toilet seat—he didn’t.)



You wonder if this government will ever learn. They publicly lock themselves into positions that are reversed within days. The party ‘strategists’ send the troops out with their talking points for the doorstops, and SKY News, and then hang ministers out to dry.

The royal commission into the banks was a classic example, with Turnbull and Morrison and O’Dwyer and Cormann last year loudly banging their opposing drum. And even after being dragged into a royal commission—which it turns out was years overdue— some couldn’t concede a few apologetic mea culpa words.

Kelly O’Dwyer was the excruciating case in point last week. Within days of her appearance on Insiders, where she refused to admit the government got it wrong, the minister had been scuttled by the PM, who said: ‘I understand when you’re writing the political criticism, you say the government would have had less political grief if it had set up a royal commission two years ago—you’re right, clearly, with the benefit of hindsight. Politically we would have been better off setting one up earlier. But as it’s turned out, I think we’ve put customers first.’

The disgraceful delay in calling the royal commission was not just ‘political’. I believe it was legally, and morally, wrong.

Eventually, minister O’Dwyer put her hand up, looking inept and foolish, and conceded: ‘With the benefit of hindsight we should have called it earlier. I am sorry we didn’t, and I regret not saying this when asked earlier this week. The government did get the timing wrong. What we did get right, though, was embarking on an urgent and comprehensive reform program to fix the problems that we knew about.’

LOSING THEIR MORAL COMPASS

10 May 2018

As the political and geographical compass drew most of us, inexorably, back to Canberra this week (after the long April lay-off), a former Liberal leader was accusing politicians of losing their moral compass.

John Hewson, who could have been prime minister if it wasn’t for bloody Mike Willesee and GST and birthday cakes and frigging candles, was actually talking about an issue some of us have agonised over for decades: the banning of live exports from Australia. Hewson wrote an article for Fairfax calling for live exports to be phased out. To do otherwise, Hewson wrote, would ‘in the face of irrefutable and tragic evidence of systemic failure, negligence, abuse, neglect, and cover-up, now over many years, serve as just another disturbing example of how our politicians and our political processes are rapidly losing their moral compass’.

John Hewson has a genuine point. This time there should be zero tolerance for ‘more feigned shock and horror from our politicians’ and no need for more committees, more reports, more ‘bullshit’ (to use the word tossed in by new Agriculture Minister David Littleproud), which may signal that the ‘anything goes’ era of Barnyard Barnaby is really over.

Before I impart the latest Canberra tap dancing over live exports, let’s dwell a little on Hewson’s morality thesis—because it follows on the heels of Kelly O’Dwyer’s derisive comments on Insiders while digging herself a hole because of the banking royal commission.

The minister told Barrie Cassidy: ‘So, you know, we’re going to have a new taxation system that’s based on a morality tax? I mean, let’s get a little bit real here.’

So, let’s get a little bit real. What is wrong with having some moral values embedded in our legal system? What is right, what is just, what is fair, what is moral? Maybe that is one of the reasons we’ve been heading to hell in a handbasket in so many areas.

Back to live exports. I described it as ‘Canberra tap dancing’. A more accurate description would have been ‘waltzing backwards’. Because that’s what the government and the Opposition have been doing over the past week or so.

David Littleproud has looked and sounded genuinely angry, and has threatened that some export company directors could join some of Scott Morrison’s banking directors in the slammer. The prospect of several other Liberals crossing the floor to support their own Sussan Ley’s planned bill looked promising. (But that was before the latest dual citizenship High Court ruling which saw Labor’s House of Reps numbers decimated by an unprecedented slew of resignations.)

And in the shadow cabinet there were some ‘You’re leading again, Daphne’ dance manoeuvres after Joel Fitzgibbon went on SKY News and announced to Laura Jayes (and to many of his colleagues) that Labor was backing a ban on live sheep exports, including bringing in an immediate summer ban on cargo ships heading to the Middle East. It made animal lovers euphoric.

Opposition leader Bill Shorten, as I understand it, danced it back a tad by explaining it could take ten years ‘or longer’.

The Ley bill could well be on hold, but a senate notice of motion, jointly moved by the Greens’ Lee Rhiannon and moi, was to be introduced into the Senate later today.



You’ve all heard of the St Valentine’s Day Massacre in a garage in Al Capone’s Chicago in 1929. Well, yesterday could be remembered as the 2018 Post-Budget Massacre. Within hours of the High Court ruling that Senator Katy Gallagher was ineligible, Labor pollies started dropping like flies—despite Bill Shorten’s assurance to a very suspicious world last year that the ALP’s vetting process was ‘24-carat’. Turns out it wasn’t even gold-plated.

Seeing that I was that Perth lawyer’s original section 44 target nearly a year ago, I think I’m entitled to be indulged with a personal anecdote. One Nation accused me of being ineligible to sit behind them in the Senate, not as a Kiwi, but because I hold an American Social Security Number (having worked there in the 1960s–1970s). That, to them, made me a Yank.

I offered to go to the High Court, even though I had some good clearance advice from experts like former solicitor-general David Bennett. Through Attorney-General George Brandis, I sought government legal advice. The green light came back from the solicitor-general. The High Court was not necessary. Opposition Senate leader Penny Wong said they would ‘take you at your word’.

The news came through on a Saturday as I was about to attend a 2GB radio reunion at Sydney’s famed Lord Nelson Hotel at The Rocks. As I walked into the pub, my former colleagues started a chant: ‘Aussie, Aussie, Aussie, oi, oi, oi.’

I told them I was so relieved that I would shout the bar. And I produced a US$100 greenback. I still carry it in my pocket.

WHAT THE DICKENS?

17 May 2018

This is a long (literary) bow to draw, but bear with me. There is a point to this story.

Several (many) decades ago, Charles Dickens’ great-granddaughter, Monica Dickens, came to Australia on an antipodean book tour. It was so long ago that her book signing was at that long-gone fashion house Farmers in Sydney. So long ago that the MC for the occasion was the ‘hidey-hodey everybodey’ disc jockey Bob Rogers. (In 2019, at ninety-two, he was still doing a six-hour Saturday night show on Sydney’s 2CH.)

Miss Dickens sat there, diligently signing books ‘To Mary’ etc., until a woman walked up to her and announced her name: ‘Emma Chisett’. Monica started to write in the book ‘To Emma’, but the woman interrupted her: ‘Emma Chisett? Emma Chisett?’

Mr Rogers cut in to interpret. The Aussie-accented customer was actually saying: ‘How much is it?’

So much for Emma. Which, in a pathetically clumsy segue, leads to two other Emmas caught in the news this week. Emma Husar and Emma McBride. One possibly Polish, the other possibly Irish. Both in doubt on dual citizenship despite Bill Shorten’s ‘rolled gold’ guarantee that all his colleagues were purer than the driven snow. That snow melted mightily fast when three of his House of Reps members fell on their resignation swords on the day the High Court guillotined Katy Gallagher.

And there could be more on both sides. As the original target a year ago of a section 44 expert, the WA lawyer John Cameron, may I remind voters (and especially would-be candidates) about something some smart-arse pointed out back then: ‘If Hinch can do it, it can’t be that hard.’

And that’s the truth. People who talk about a referendum to change section 44 are really whistling Dixie. Why would voters tick YES in a referendum to make life easier for politicians? Just send them a message: Correctly fill in the effing forms. Not that hard, sunshine.



When Neal Blewett was the Labor government’s minister for health, back in the mid-1980s, he floated the idea of an Australia Card. I was surprised, and I suspect so was the Hawke team, that it went down like the proverbial lead balloon and the idea was abandoned. I went on 3AW and offered to be cardholder number 000 000 001. Maybe it was because I had worked for more than a decade in the United States and had carried (and still carry) a personal Social Security Number. It’s a ‘work until you die’ form of identification that Americans, and their agencies, rely on. The same number over which One Nation tried to have me disqualified from the Senate.

I was reminded of this when the home affairs minister, Peter Dutton, and the PM announced tougher laws that will permit police to demand your ID at Australian airports.

I tweeted: In these terrorist threat days, the ID demand by police at airports is regrettable but now necessary. As long as it doesn’t degenerate into racial profiling as we’ve seen in the US.

Judging by the Twitter response, you would think I’d joined the Gestapo. The trolls either didn’t see, or ignored, the warning about racial profiling.

I later tweeted: I don’t like having to take out my laptop every time I fly. Didn’t like being dusted for gunpowder in Canberra last week. Don’t like ID checks but times demand it. And I did warn against racial profiling.

What puzzles me about the opponents is that we so readily, without question, produce ID in department stores, in nightclubs, and when we check into hotels.



Susan Lamb is now legal to run in the Longman by-election (brought about by her dual citizenship sloppiness) but the pundits are predicting the Libs could get it back with One Nation preferences— and One Nation is polling around 15 per cent up there. Pauline is not doing so well nationally. The latest poll has One Nation on 6 per cent.

On Sunrise the other morning, I told Ms Hanson that I believed the drop in support was due to her party’s endorsement of the government’s proposal to give the robber banks a massive tax cut while their rapacious behaviour was being exposed almost daily at the royal commission. Not a good look for the so-called voice of the battlers.

One Nation is so deep in the government’s pocket on this one that last weekend I was personally and persistently lobbied by one of Hanson’s staffers begging me to change my position and vote with Scott Morrison. Extraordinary. I told One Nation what I told Finance Minister Cormann in Canberra six weeks ago. I would vote tomorrow for any bill that increased the threshold for a cut to 25 per cent to any company with a turnover of up to $500 million. That’s almost 6000 more companies added to the thousands that already qualify under the $50 million limit legislated last year. But the banks are off-limits.

PM Turnbull says he’ll take his ‘all in’ company tax cut policy to the next election. Good luck, sunshine.

I keep reminding Senator Cormann of the advice he gave rookie Senator Hinch a couple of years ago (and I don’t attempt the accent): ‘Seventy per cent of something is better than 100 per cent of nothing.’

THIS ADVERSARIAL FORM OF GOVERNMENT

24 May 2018

I was engaged in an interesting exchange with an academic in Sydney last week and she made a salient point. She regretted that Bill Shorten’s side of the dispatch boxes in the green place is officially known as ‘the opposition’. By its very name, she argued, it sets up an adversarial form of government. It means the party opposing the government will rarely say anything complimentary about the party in power. Its main job is to be destructive.

I tend to agree with her. As a crossbencher I can, and do, sometimes applaud the government for action taken, or not taken, and (likewise) will applaud (and vote for) a constructive Labor amendment that improves government legislation. It would be refreshing to hear a shadow minister on the TV news say, just once: ‘You know what? This is a great idea. Wish we’d thought of it.’

We all know there is a pugilist’s skill in being an effective opposition leader. Tony Abbott (tellingly, a former university boxer) was a master. But he later proved that being a skilful puncher doesn’t guarantee you’ll transform into an effective prime minister.

Neither the academic nor I could come up with an acceptable alternative name. Maybe you can.



We were back for Senate estimates committee hearings this week and I was quickly reminded of what it is like to be a one-man band when—for the 9 a.m. to 11 p.m. marathon sessions—you really need seventy-six trombones. I feel for the government senators who preside as chair and are there day and night as they carve up the time into 15-minute allocated segments for Labor, then government, back and forth, and occasionally throw in a few segments for the Greens and other crossbenchers. As the Justice Party’s solitary senator, I have to judiciously select which hearings to attend. Into one to quiz Home Affairs Secretary Michael Pezzullo about the 250 athletes and officials who didn’t go home after the Commonwealth Games. Into another to ask AFP Commissioner Andrew Colvin what safeguards will be in place to prevent racial profiling after new ID-check police powers come in at airports. Like has happened at Starbucks and Waffle Houses.

I put that same question to Mr Pezzullo, the El Supremo of departmental secretaries. It prompted this exchange:


MP: I can’t say that I’m familiar with what’s happening in Waffle Houses.

DH: Well, I can tell you what’s happening in Waffle Houses. Sometimes, because a person is black, they’ve called the police, and that person’s ID is demanded and they have been questioned.





I had an interesting exchange this week with Home Affairs First Assistant Secretary Paul Grigson when asking questions about those tougher ID laws at airports:


DH: Mr Grigson, it seems weird to me that one of the weaknesses here is—I don’t like using those machines, so I always go to the desk and check in, and they always ask for my driver’s licence or identification, which I give them. But if I use one of those self-service booths, I could use a bogus name, a stolen credit card, and just check in, book online under a false name and never have to prove who I am before I get on that plane. Isn’t that correct?

PG: That’s one of the reasons we put everybody through screening.

DH: I beg your pardon?

PG: That’s one of the reasons we put everybody through screening—100 per cent screening—at airports. If you enter the sterile area, you have to go through screening.

DH: Okay. But the argument still stands that if I book online from my apartment and I use a stolen credit card or whatever and use any name I like, or use the name I found on the card, I can then go to the booth, get my boarding pass, go over to the bag drop, and never have to produce any identification to anybody within the confines of the airport.

PG: That’s before you get to the screening point, which is one of the reasons the AFP have increased powers.

DH: Currently you don’t have that, do you?

PG: No, senator, we don’t.

DH: So this increased screening is what you need from the new legislation? Is that correct?

PG: Yes, senator.



JAMES ASHBY—PAULINE’S SVENGALI

31 May 2018

‘Derryn, I am the senator. Not James Ashby.’

‘Tell him that.’

That was an exchange between Pauline Hanson and moi on Channel Seven’s Sunrise program this week after One Nation reneged on an agreement with Finance Minister Mathias Cormann to pass, in full, the government’s long-promised, and much-threatened, company tax cuts. Including for the banks.

Senator Hanson claimed her backflip—despite supporting the tax cuts, in writing, in exchange for an apprentice program—was because the budget failed to deliver on various promises, including cuts to migration.

Ashby’s name came into it because, four days after the budget, I received a screed of text messages from Pauline’s chief of staff begging me to change my public position (which would give cuts to companies with turnovers of up to $500 million but exclude the robber banks currently being exposed at the banking royal commission) and pass the government’s legislation.

Hence this breakfast TV exchange:


DH: Why then, Pauline, four days after the budget, was your James Ashby sending messages to me, about ten of them this long, saying: ‘Please back us. Back the government. Derryn, you’re doing the wrong thing.’ So why, four days after the budget, are your staff begging me to vote with you?’

PH: Not begging. They asked you. And I was not aware of that.



The Ashby exchange—extraordinary from even a senior staffer to a senator—actually referred to my health problems and organ transplant.

He texted: You’ve been in this situation. You pulled out all stops to save yourself with a transplant. There was never any guarantees it would save you, but it was the only option to stave off death. Our economy stopped breathing 18 months ago. It’s time to use the paddles to shock our economy back to life. Time to pull out all stops!

After my Sunrise exchange with his boss, Ashby was again in high dudgeon: I’m trying to work out if you’re a senator or gossip merchant? I don’t wear the pin Derryn and no one in this office uses your staff in media to get some airtime.

The ‘wearing the pin’ reference was about the red and gold ‘access all areas’ pin that only senators are entitled to wear. Something young James obviously yearns for.



In the ornate, burgundy leather Senate chamber, I sit right at the back, just inside the big glass doors and directly facing the president’s chair. The government seats are to my left, the opposition to my right, and other crossbenchers are grouped around my end of the chamber. With all the dual citizenship shenanigans, other eligibility disputes and small party defections, my advice is that no new senator should occupy the seat directly in front of me.

When I was sworn in, in August 2016, the seat was occupied by Family First’s Bob Day. The High Court ruled him ineligible because of a ‘coin from the Crown’ issue and he was replaced by Lucy Gichuhi. But before she was sworn in, Family First morphed into Cory Bernardi’s Australian Conservatives and Lucy took her seat as an independent. Not for long. In what many of us see as political suicide, Senator Gichuhi was wooed by the Liberals and moved to their benches. It surprised none of us that she lost half her staff, all of her independence, and virtually any chance of being re-elected in South Australia way down the Liberal ticket—if she got preselected, which apparently was not in writing.

When Jacqui Lambie was a turbulent senator, she sat in front of the then Xenophon Team (now Centre Alliance). Her replacement, Steve Martin, was sacked from Lambie’s party before he was sworn in—because he would not step aside for Jacqui after she resigned over dual citizenship.

So, Martin came over to (briefly) sit in front of me. Not for long. This week, he discovered the Nationals and moved to their team to my left (physically speaking) to give the Nats their first Tasmanian seat in decades. Another suicidal move because, within hours, the Tassie Liberal boss, Eric Abetz, announced he would not be displacing a Lib to share their ticket, and Lambie says, like Arnie, that she’ll be back. (And, in 2019, she was.)

Next month, when we return for the final fortnight of sittings before the winter break, the seat will again be empty.



Just when Malcolm Turnbull must have thought things were starting to blow in his favour—with a new poll showing him leading Bill Shorten by 17 points as preferred prime minister—Barnyard Barnaby burst back into the headlines.

He won the ‘Chutzpah of the Year’ award. After pleading for privacy for months, as he awaited the birth of his (?) baby, the former deputy PM and his lover, Vikki Campion, signed a $150 000 deal with Channel Seven’s Sunday Night for an exclusive tell-all— including pics of the baby. And to underline his gall, he laid a complaint with the Press Council over the way The Daily Telegraph had reported the original story. Chutzpah.

It prompted me to tweet: If Barnyard Barnaby is in fact getting $150 000 from my old program Sunday Night, it makes a mockery of his pious crap in February that ‘it’s a private matter and I don’t think it helps me. I don’t think it helps my family. I don’t think it helps anybody in the future to start making this part of a sort of a public discussion. So, as much as I can, I will keep private matters private’.

By mid-week, the government advised that Joyce would be taking eleven weeks’ personal leave and not return until after the mid-winter break. Whether he would still be doing electorate work in New England was unclear.

I tweeted a legitimate question: Barnyard Barnaby took squillions $$ as Dep. PM while illegally sitting in the House. Just got back in. How can he be eligible for 11 weeks, taxpayer-funded, paid personal leave?

Next day, the ‘personal leave’ description had been changed to ‘sick leave’. The stench was stronger than at the bottom of a cow shed.



Great line from Graham Richardson on Paul Murray LIVE this week: ‘ASIC couldn’t track an elephant through snow.’

A CANDID CAMERA MOMENT

7 June 2018

This will make me sound quaint and old but, last week, I had a ‘Kodak moment’. Remember the Kodak film and camera TV commercial with the line ‘The gift that keeps on giving’? Well, welcome to Pauline Hanson’s One Nation. For journos, and crossbenchers, it is the internal political shit-fight that just keeps on giving and giving and giving. What time is it?

The Hanson backflip following slavish support for Finance Minister Cormann’s company tax cuts (including the robber banks), followed by the defiant defection of Senator Brian Boofhead Burston. The man who had just been sacked as party whip (now we know why) said he was going to do ‘the honourable thing’ and respect his handshake with Cormann. And vote against his leader.

Having personally been the butt of some of Burston’s obsessive, even venal, attacks under parliamentary privilege, I did caution a Canberra TV reporter not to mention the words ‘Burston’ and ‘honourable’ in the same sentence.

The other betrayal shoe dropped when it was revealed that ‘The Professor’ (another long story) had sent an intermediary to see if he could defect and become a NSW Shooters, Fishers etc. Party senator. They knocked him back. The flirtation, without the rat being identified at first, went on for nearly two weeks.

Hanson demanded Burston not only resign from One Nation but quit the Senate so that she (party president for life) could fill the casual vacancy with somebody like Mark Latham. Yeah, that would solve things.

Around the same time, Fraser Anning— replacement for Malcolm ‘I swear I’m not British’ Roberts—who quit One Nation, or was fired, depends on whom you believe, an hour before he was even sworn in, announced he was joining the party of Bob ‘Mad Katter’.

And, as the gift kept on giving, it was revealed that booted Rod Culleton’s replacement—his brother-in-law, Peter Georgiou—had scuttled Pauline’s plan to block the amalgamation of the CFMEU and the Australian Maritime Union. He apparently went rogue and likened the government’s new conditions to Nazi Germany’s ‘Gestapo in 1939’.

Some of us, although savage targets of the CFMEU in the past, agreed they did have a legal and moral right to consolidate, and wondered why the government abruptly pulled the bill that would have blocked that union. It seems that, to curry favour with Ms Hanson, the government strategically backed off so Pauline wouldn’t have another embarrassing in-house rebellion go public.

And the gift keeps giving. The press gallery was buzzing with gossip that, after Tasmania’s Steve Martin (sacked by ‘I want a root’ Jacqui Lambie), joined the National Party, they were now targeting Georgiou in WA. Anything’s possible these days.



On Sunrise this week, Senator Sarah Hanson-Young filled in for Pauline Hanson, who was off in London misguidedly championing Tommy Robinson who had been jailed for contempt of court and risked mistrials for Islamic alleged rapists of teenage girls.

In the midst of some dangerous, misguided martyrdom for the English Defence League boss, I posted the following tweet: Don’t compare my jailing with Tommy Robinson. I breached suppression orders and named convicted sex offenders. Robinson’s contempt risked alleged rapists walking free. His criminal record includes jail for fraud. This is not freedom of speech. Hanson is mad to embrace him.

Hanson had been headline news for days because of a tearful appearance on The Bolt Report on SKY News, hosted admirably by 2GB’s Ben Fordham, where she had been quizzed about Burston and the Shooters—and how her supposed ally had ‘stabbed me in the back’ more than once over the years.

Hanson-Young never misses a chance to kick Pauline—after all, the Greens walked out of her First Speech, and, deliberately ignoring the first door, made sure their protest exit would be captured on camera for posterity. I’m pretty sure I heard Greens leader Richard Di Natale say, not really en passant, to Hanson, as he led the protest: ‘You’re a fucking disgrace.’

On Sunrise, SH-Y mentioned Pauline Hanson’s ‘crocodile tears’. I corrected her. They were genuine. I said Hanson had only found out about the Burston/Shooters betrayal minutes before she went on air.

I say that with some authority. I was closer to this than I would ever desire.

A senior adviser, Glenn Druery, best known, before they tightened the rules, as the Preference Whisperer, used to do some work for the Shooters in NSW and, I guess, maintained his contacts. (I did not, and still do not, know who they are.) The word he got, in confidence, was that Brian Burston, through an intermediary, had approached the Shooters and offered to be their senator in Canberra.

As I understand it, for about ten days, the messenger would not name Burston. When the Shooters got jack of that and refused to negotiate further, the name of ‘the Professor’ was dropped. And rejected by the Shooters’ NSW Upper House legislator, Robert Borsak.

Druery asked Borsak if he could do two things: Tell me, as his boss, and tell Hanson. Borsak agreed and Hanson learned of the bombshell just before she went on air. The tears were genuine. And the passion and obvious pain did her no harm out there in voter-land with the Longman by-election looming as part of Super Saturday.

GED KEARNEY’S LEARNING CURVE

14 June 2018

That indefatigable former nurse and former ACTU chief (and new federal member for Batman) Ged Kearney—who, I’m sure, is guaranteed a frontbench seat if Bill Shorten inhabits The Lodge next year—made a ripper of a First Speech last month. Especially her passionate ‘bring them here’ call for more compassion towards refugees, and other displaced persons, stranded on Manus Island and Nauru.

Ged said: ‘We are a rich country. We can afford to take more refugees. I doubt, however, we can afford the ongoing cost to our national psyche of subjecting men, women and children to years of punitive, indefinite detention. We must—as a priority—move the asylum seekers off Manus and Nauru to permanent resettlement, and ensure that indefinite detention never happens again. My commitment in this house is to the cause of humane refugee policy.’

Kearney also talked about Vietnam and Laos and Cambodia and Tiananmen Square and it was impressive.

She said: ‘I cannot comprehend how a nation that provided a safe home to so many in the wake of World War II, including our large Jewish community of Holocaust survivors, allowed the Tampa and the “children overboard” scandal to evolve into the shameful policy of indefinite detention on Manus and Nauru.’

And made passionate comments like these: ‘Racist dog whistling has demonised and vilified a community that has everything to give to Australia—and the sacrifice of this human potential has been made solely for political gain.’

And speaking of politics, Ged didn’t gel with public Shorten Labor policy. She was learning quickly about Canberra and she rowed back. Suddenly, Ged’s high-dudgeon refugee morality started to sound a tad Crazy Brave. By the time she got to Q&A last week, she had Ged-isonned (groan) some of that high ground. Especially with Bill currently trailing Malcolm Turnbull by 17 points in the ‘preferred prime minister’ stakes and Albo just sitting there as leader-in-waiting.

On Q&A, Kearney would not be drawn on whether the refugees should be brought to Australia, suggesting it was politically unwise. And a tough conservative Liberal senator, the former military man Jim Molan, chimed in to say that the Coalition government had ‘solved the problem’ but ‘naive activists’ were keeping people on Nauru and Manus Island by convincing them not to return to the countries they fled.

And then (as Home Affairs Minister Peter Dutton colourfully described it in question time) the CFMEU heavies rocked up on their motorbikes to the Victorian Labor Party gabfest and successfully used John Setka’s muscle to gag any lily-livered, Greenie-type, ‘Start the Boats’ debate that could have passed a resolution that would have mightily embarrassed an already embattled Bill Shorten with that Super Saturday of by-elections looming.

It got worse for the former union chief. On SKY News, Kearney was asked by David Speers if she backed Linda Burney’s ‘time limit’ pledge.

She said: ‘Not at this point.’ An embarrassing climb-down from a decent, dedicated woman.

WHAT MADE LYNDA CRY?

21 June 2018

What a difference a year makes. Imagine what a difference thirty-seven years make. As I described earlier, back in 1981, as a fledgling current affairs host on Melbourne’s 3AW—where I think it is not immodest to observe that my raspy voice did give that complacent town a bit of a shake—I took a petition of 30 000 listeners’ names to Canberra to protest against the cruelty of live sheep exports.

Who would have thunk it? This week, the journo who jumped the shark and became a politician moved a private senator’s bill. The topic? A demand that Australia ban live sheep exports.

As an intro to this now sadly repetitive debate about a cruel, barbaric practice—which I promised would end soon—I had to go back to my record-breaking First Speech, delivered in September 2016. I know I spoke for forty-seven minutes, when I should have bruised other senators’ ears for only twenty with my unprecedented verbosity. I returned to it because I was accused by some Labor critics of using that speech to ‘jump on’ the live export bandwagon because ‘some of us have been campaigning on this since 2012’.

In my First Speech, I said: ‘As for jumping on the live export bandwagon, I brought my first petition to Canberra, urging the federal government to ban live exports, in 1981. I handed the then primary industry minister, Peter Nixon, in the Rose Garden, a petition with 30 000 names on it. Thirty thousand names—and that was well before social media and Twitter and Facebook campaigns. Now, millions of Australians support a ban on live exports. Back then we were protesting against the live export of horses to Japan and live sheep to the Middle East … It was prompted by a maritime disaster off Fremantle when more than 40 000 sheep took up to four days to die in a fire aboard an overloaded multideck carrier which had been abandoned by the crew.’

It was around the same time that some of us were protesting against cruelty to circus animals. There were not a lot of us. I think that at Burnley Oval in Melbourne on a cold winter’s night, there was me, Lynda Stoner and a couple of others, and a dog. Bloody animal lovers were all nut jobs, remember?

More recently, I also supported then–NSW premier Mike Baird’s decision to ban greyhound racing from 2017, and I said I hoped that it, eventually, would have a domino effect and lead to a phased-in ban in all states. They had had decades to clean up this corrupt, cruel sport and they did not, would not, or could not do it.

Baird caved to National Party pressure and then quit his job. But a greyhound racing ban will eventually come in. As Gough Whitlam once told me about the republic, ‘It’s not revolutionary, dear boy, it’s evolutionary.’

But back to my First Speech. Unlike Senator Hanson’s First Speech, when all the Greens ostentatiously walked out in protest, for the record, only one senator walked out on me. And that was the Nationals’ braces-clad Senator Barry O’Sullivan, when I started talking about banning live exports.

During the recent debate, O’Sullivan lumbered to his feet and made this learned contribution: ‘I rise to make a contribution to the debate on the Animal Export Legislation Amendment (Ending Long-haul Live Sheep Exports) Bill 2018. Oftentimes when bills and issues like this present, my temptation first of all is to come with guns blazing—two six-guns out, cocked and ready to go. But, Senator Hinch, I have a great deal of respect for you. I tell the yarn that I’m in love with one of Senator Hinch’s former wives, but he tells me that’s okay; he’s still in love with the magnificent Jacki Weaver as well. I don’t want to do anything that might impede my opportunity to meet her in the future!’

A friend heard that and sent me a text message suggesting a future political strategy: Please tell me you’re organising a video message from Jacki for Barry O’Sullivan [image: image] Is this how to get shit done in Canberra? Find the men who are jealous of your black book and barter off messages from the ladies? [image: image]

At a recent Senate estimates committee hearing, where O’Sullivan was the chair, I reminded him of all this. He said that ‘I walked out because I had to stand my ground’. I did gently point out that by walking out, he hadn’t, actually, stood his ground. Maybe a touch subtle.

Anyway, back to this bill to ban the exporting of live sheep to the Middle East. As Kiwi actress Rachel Hunter would say: ‘It won’t heppen overnight, but it will heppen.’ And that’s the truth. It will happen. The Lyn Whites and Lynda Stoners, of their passionate and compassionate world, will win.

Even if the Libs hadn’t blinked in ‘the other place’ and pulled their supposedly urgent and important legislation about increased penalties, the writing was on the wall.

And, as I said on Paul Murray LIVE on SKY News, the agriculture minister, David Littleproud (who had beaten his chest in protest and said the cruelty to sheep en route to the Middle East during the northern summer was ‘bullshit’), had very little to be proud of.

I am pragmatic. I know, in hindsight, that the Gillard Labor government’s decision to instantly ban live cattle exports to Indonesia after a savage, damning Four Corners report was wrong. Knee-jerk reactions to any situation are usually not wise.

In fact, as I described earlier, back then on Melbourne radio, on 3AW, I said to Lyn White and her cohorts: ‘Don’t pop the champagne corks just yet. This ban will not last.’ And it didn’t. I think it held for four to six weeks. And looking back here, if we are all being really honest, that instant ban was wrong. It hurt many farmers—it hurt them financially and emotionally. It probably, also inadvertently, caused some animal cruelty, to stranded, superf luous cattle.

That is why this time we are being more practical. We must have a phase-out period. The Greens wanted two years. I wanted three. I have talked to Labor’s Joel Fitzgibbon, a passionate shadow minister who wants this evil trade ended and has bravely been streets ahead of his own party leader. And Craig Emerson, the former Labor minister who feels so strongly about this issue it has led him to tears on TV—and that vulnerability has seen him mocked on Paul Murray LIVE on SKY News.

Let me be blunt here. This live sheep trade is putrid. Crap arguments are being put up all the time.

For example: ‘We need it for halal killing.’ Halal killing has been going on here in Australia, I’m told, for about the past forty years.

‘There is no refrigeration in the Middle East.’ Bulldust. Check out their supermarkets.

‘If we don’t do it this way, other countries will.’ Well, let them. I don’t intend to make my standards of decency, morality and anti-cruelty be dictated by some other country’s traditions or lack of decency, morality and anti-cruelty. What? If we’re not cruel jerks, somebody somewhere else will be? WTF?

I truly believe this is the last time that thousands of stressed sheep will leave Australian shores in what have become maritime ovens to die agonising deaths. Cooked alive. We couldn’t have stopped it this year anyway because, even if Sussan Ley’s bill had been introduced into ‘the other place’, it would have failed with the dual citizenship dissolution of Labor supporters. And even if it had passed, it could not have achieved royal assent until near the end of the northern summer, anyway.

But, as I have said, as I have pledged, this is the last summer these ships of shame will set sail. I have been campaigning in Australia and the United States on this issue for nearly forty years. I said, with full confidence: Victory, finally, will be ours.

I introduced the bill to ban live exports on the Monday. By Friday, as I flew back to Melbourne, I heard that federal police had raided the headquarters of Emanuel—the biggest exporters of Aussie sheep and the subject of that 60 Minutes damning exposé— and their export licence had been suspended.

I called Lynda Stoner with the news. She cried.

RAW POLITICAL POWER IN ACTION

28 June 2018

‘You have fucked me over.’

In Canberra last week, I saw raw political power in action. And it was pretty scary.

The ‘fucked me over’ spray on the red-leather benches was directed by Labor’s Senate leader, and tactician, Penny Wong, at Centre Alliance (Xenophon) senator Stirling Griff in the midst of a Senate floor power struggle over personal tax cuts, guillotines and gagging orders.

Usually, Labor leaders tactically outwit Libs about 90 per cent of the time. They’re just better at it. But this time, Finance Minister Mathias Cormann outwitted them in the game of political chess and the opposition troops went troppo. I had Senator Deborah O’Neill screaming at me like a fishwife while senators Wong, Cameron, Farrell and Chisholm got in my face big time.

Cormann, and especially ScoMo (the treasurer, Scott Morrison), had been adamant, since last month’s budget announcement of dramatic personal tax cuts, that the cuts would be introduced in three stages but the bill would not be carved up into three pieces of pie when it got to us in the Senate. Labor announced they would only support Stage One. Some crossbenchers signalled they would support Stages One and Two, but not Stage Three—which would reduce the tax rate on people earning $200 000 to 32.5 per cent.

Within days of the budget, I told the government I would support the whole tax package with ‘no strings attached’ (because I support personal tax cuts). I got mauled on Twitter for not horse-trading. Cormann was under no illusions that my support on that issue in any way negated my opposition to their much-vaunted plan for massive company tax cuts this week, which would take the top rate—even for the banks—from 30 per cent to 25 per cent.

To me, any cuts for the robber banks were still strictly off-limits because they were being proposed at the same time as the big banks were being shamed before the banking royal commission.

Back in March, I made it clear to the government that I could see a compromise: Last year, Labor opposed any drop in company tax for any business with a turnover of more than $2 million. I negotiated with Senator Jacqui Lambie to get it to $10 million, and then, with Senator Pauline Hanson, to get it up to $50 million. Our research had shown that famous Victorian companies like the Furphy Foundry were being hurt at $10 million. The government agreed and that amendment passed.

In March, I offered to vote in favour of lifting the threshold to $500 million. That would encase about 6000 more companies. The government waffled on about the threshold being unacceptable— even though the deal they agreed to last year penalised any business with a turnover of $50.1 million.

But back to the political chess game. I was not privy to the wheeling and dealing being conducted with the crossbench by Mr Negotiator, Mathias Cormann. But he obviously knew which pieces were in play and, to continue the chess analogy, he knew he had Labor checkmated on this one.

I know that he knew the government would lose Stage Three to a Labor/Greens/Centre Alliance deletion amendment and would then send the tainted bill back to the House of Reps, where the offending amendment would be struck out and the original three-stage bill sent back to the Senate. And it would pass with crossbench support. The clue was the posturing of the former Xenophons, who, at first, voted it down in the Senate, but (they told me) ‘if push came to shove’ they would ‘reluctantly’ greenlight the whole thing.

(Keep in mind they were in the middle of a South Australian by-election campaign with their Rebekha Sharkie fighting a dual citizenship recall to hold her seat.)

I felt guilty that I was supporting a brutal government tactic to gag the revised bill from being debated, and that’s why Senator O’Neill was shouting at me. Guilty, until I discovered that the Rudd/Gillard/Rudd governments had gagged debate on 188 bills—including fifty-three in one week. And some were debated only for five or ten minutes.



We talk about the ‘Canberra bubble’ (and it is true), but it is exacerbated by the ‘time warp’. Talk about The Rocky Horror Show. You do an early morning ABC TV interview, or Sunrise, and, five hours later, you think ‘Did I do that this morning or yesterday?’

You glance at the clock on your office wall, thinking it’s about 1.45 p.m., and it’s 5.30 p.m. You surmise how great it will be to get an early finish (7 p.m.) when you’ve been there since 7 a.m. anyway. And I’ve mentioned before how we talk in ‘blocks’. Like: ‘I gave that guy two blocks.’ It means you’ve had him chatting in your office for thirty minutes. A block is fifteen minutes.

A classic case of the frenetic pace this week. A flustered Labor senator, Kimberley Kitching, approached me on the first floor on the House of Reps side: ‘Are you here for the human rights hearing?’ My response: ‘No … National Redress.’ Nothing more was said and it sounded like a normal conversation as we went our different ways.

SENATORS, WHERE ARE YA?

6 July 2018

My private member’s bill, to ban the export of live sheep from Australia, passed the Senate 33–30. The video of my speech also showed red-coated attendants carrying boxes of a petition with 130 000 signatures, to be presented to the Senate president.

But it wasn’t the bill, nor the petition, that garnered the most attention when posted on our Justice Party Facebook page. The comments, the anger, the sarcasm, were again focused on the perennial issue: Why were there so few bums on the red leather? We elected seventy-six senators, you get paid well enough on the taxpayers’ dime, so (as Lara Bingle would say) ‘Where the bloody hell are ya?’

One said: ‘I know this has nothing to do with the end to live exports from Australia, but where is everyone? Where are the people who are supposed to represent us in parliament? Does anyone turn up for work or don’t they care? Just saying, just putting it out there.’

Another one said: ‘Most probably either shagging their secretaries or getting drunk at the pub.’

And: ‘Probably out spending our taxpayer money on perks and kickbacks from not ending Live Export for the last 30 years.’

The diatribe continued:


Most are just there to make money for themselves (there are some exceptions).

I think it’s rude and disgraceful that they don’t stay and listen to what others have to say.

76 senators and only a handful turn up. What are we paying them for?

Stuffed if I know. No other workplace would tolerate this, why do we? Oh, and I forgot to say congratulations DH. So pleased I voted for you.



Finally, I had to toss in my ‘tuppence worth’, as my nanna used to say:


Hey guys. I’ve explained this before. People are in their offices, in committee hearings with speeches piped into their office. If we sat in the chamber for 12 hours a day we’d get nothing else done. Most of these comments are so depressing.



But there were some contributors with a grasp of why we don’t sit there, glued to our seats, for twelve hours at a time:


A lot of them are working, believe it or not. They have meetings with individual constituents, host delegations from businesses, look after portfolio matters, etcetera.

This is how it is … unless they all need to be there, then mostly these types of submissions are read in this way. There is little debate regarding things and this is why things take so long. As I understand, other ministers go about their day in their own office and listen in to what’s being read out. It’s just how they do it.



I mentioned committee hearings. It is so true. Not complaining. I was honoured when PM Turnbull and opposition leader Shorten agreed that a (mere) crossbencher should chair the joint parliamentary redress committee. Crossbenchers rarely get that recognition.

Senate committee hearings can be so time-consuming and the juggling of those commitments becomes a talent. Not to mention the public hearings around the country like the ones I initiated over the transvaginal mesh scandal.

It is totally normal for a committee, like Legal and Constitutional Affairs Legislation (which I’m on), to hold a 5-minute meeting in the government foyer outside the Senate chamber just before question time. And the secretariat staff for all committees work bloody hard.

I’m loath to bring it up—if I don’t, somebody else will—but one of my favourite Canberra jokes when I was on radio was to ask the question: Why aren’t public servants in Canberra allowed to look out the window in the morning? Because then they’d have nothing to do in the afternoon. Boom, boom. Clever, cruel and ignorant.

The pressure gets to them (and us) during Senate estimates hearings, which usually run from 9.30 a.m. through until 11 p.m. and government senators are assigned to chair those marathons. I’m sure there is featherbedding and wastage in a lot of areas in Foggy Bottom, but we put a lot of pressure on the secretariats with tight reporting deadlines.

When he was still Senate president, Stephen Parry called in party leaders to plead for less matters to be referred to committee from the chamber. The then–government leader in the Senate (now our high commissioner in London), George Brandis, said he feared the quality of staff, and therefore the quality of reports, was suffering because of the mountain of work.

Criticism was made of senators who grandstanded with much-publicised committee referrals and then didn’t even attend committee hearings. One was mentioned. I won’t name him. I’ll just call him Senator X.

THE MOST INTELLIGENT SENATOR

13 July 2018

David Leyonhjelm is the most intelligent man in the Senate. I know. He told me. No surprise. He tells everybody. So, how can such an intelligent man have so many ‘brain farts’, as the press gallery calls his seemingly inexplicable, irrational outbursts?

Once, he asked a staffer of mine to request that I stop repeating the ‘most intelligent man’ quote. I said, ‘I’ll stop when he stops.’ Maybe before, because his recent fracas with Greens senator Sarah Hanson-Young from South Australia puts his self-proclaimed title in serious doubt.

It truly was disgusting. It was sexist. It was bullying. It was a misogynistic outburst. It did the parliament no credit.

Some background from a squalid day. Senator Hanson-Young was on the ‘Aye’ side of the chamber, just in front of me on the red leather. In an earnest huddle with her party leader, Richard Di Natale, and her Victorian confrère Janet Rice. I could see tears streaming down her face. I hit the white phone under my desk to call my office and alert them that something was up.

A few minutes later, Senator Hanson-Young was, coincidentally, sitting next to me as I voted with the Greens and some other crossbenchers on a national security issue. Her mascara was still tear-smeared. I asked her what had happened.

Fraser Anning, the former One Nation senator who replaced dual citizen Malcolm Roberts and became an independent before he was even sworn in, had moved a mischievous notice of motion that Australian women should be permitted to legally carry pepper spray, Mace canisters, even tasers. This was only days after Eurydice Dixon had been raped and murdered in Princes Park in Melbourne as the young comedienne was within metres of her home. Shades of Jill Meagher.

I know women who, illegally, carry Mace and pepper spray, but the idea of Australian women—or men—legally carrying crippling tasers was ludicrous. The Liberal, National, Labor, Greens and most crossbench senators voted against it.

Speaking against it, Hanson-Young said something like women wouldn’t need protection if some men weren’t rapists. Senator Leyonhjelm shouted: ‘You should stop shagging men, Sarah.’

Her version: ‘After the vote on the motion was complete, I walked over to the senator and confronted him directly. I asked whether I had heard him correctly. He confirmed that he had yelled, “You should stop shagging men, Sarah.” Shocked, I told him that he was a creep. His reply was to tell me to “Fuck off”.’

That would have been bad enough. But that night, the leader of the Lib Dems went on Paul Murray LIVE on SKY News to smugly confirm it, to nominate Senator Hanson-Young as ‘loser of the week’, and to boast, with a smirk, that he had told her to ‘go and make love in another place’.

It actually got worse, if possible. Leyonhjelm, relishing every minute of it and increasingly confident that more people could pronounce, or even spell, his name, then went on every radio and TV show he could find. He told that sniggering, execrable duo, Rowan Dean and former Lib Ross Cameron, that it was common knowledge in the Canberra corridors that Hanson-Young was a root rat.

And it got even worse. A young female Chyron operator diligently typed on screen what a federal senator had said. And she got suspended. Duh? I thought you would risk being suspended if you censored what a federal senator had said on one of your programs.

I’m told that, on Neil Mitchell’s program on 3AW, the senator named a supposed male partner. Talk about slut-shaming. This was truly appalling.

I have no candle to carry for Sarah Hanson-Young. Before entering politics, I was the first to nickname her ‘Senator Sarah Hyphen’. And her constant and sometimes rabid interjections during question time in the Senate annoy me. Especially when, at our back end of the chamber, they go unnoticed and uncensored by the Senate president.

But what David Leyonhjelm did was brutal. I saw a woman in her workplace in tears. And that’s the crucial point here. The Senate chamber is this woman’s workplace. We bleat about workplace bullying and sexism and how we, as elected politicians, should strive to improve things. And yet, in 2018, I saw—in her own work environment—a young woman, an elected senator, reduced to tears because some older, balding, ‘super-intelligent’ male decided to score some vulgar cheap shots.

It puzzled me, briefly, why he wouldn’t do the right thing and apologise and get off the subject. Puzzled me until somebody, much wiser in the machinations of politics, brought up the ‘Fred Nile Syndrome’.

The grizzled old Christian Democrat had been in the NSW Upper House for decades. Longer than anybody. Around about election time, Fred comes out with some outrageous notion that gets him headlines in The Daily Telegraph. It gets him enough attention to get him that niche audience he needs to squeeze a quota and get re-elected.

Hello, Senator Leyonhjelm. He first got elected on a con. Calling his party the Liberal Democrats to steal Liberal votes and scoring the donkey vote was a double whammy. There are probably just enough right-wing misogynists out there and a federal election is due in months. What’s Hanson-Young’s reputation between friends? Hey, collateral damage. It’s politics, right?

(Leyonhjelm quit Canberra and stood in the NSW state election and lost—after embarrassingly claiming victory. He also called me as a hostile witness in the defamation action Hanson-Young took against him over the tawdry stuff mentioned above.)

A TURNBULL OWN GOAL

2 August 2018

Talk about an own goal. I apologise for the soccer analogy, with the World Cup now behind us, but it was such a doozy by the Turnbull government during the Super Saturday welter of nationwide by-elections, I couldn’t resist it.

A smart government, facing a federal poll within twelve months, would have done everything to avoid having the mid-term votes portrayed as a litmus test. Jeez, they didn’t even contest two by-elections in WA because they feared they would get caned. (And 70 000 people are about to be fined for not voting when their party didn’t even deign to stand candidates. What a sick joke compulsory voting continues to be.)

Maybe the government had some private polling showing the LNP and the Libs doing well in Longman in Queensland and Braddon in Tasmania, but no government had won a by-election from the opposition in nearly 100 years.

So, instead of adopting a laissez-faire attitude, and then gloating if things unexpectedly did go their way and they picked up a seat, PM Turnbull got a burst of testosterone and cast Longman and Braddon as federal election precursors. Along with ScoMo, and Finance Minister Cormann, Malcolm Turnbull started to paint Super Saturday (especially in Longman) as a referendum on his thwarted company tax cut for banks. And then, to up the ante, he actually did TV pressers in Longman where he said the by-election was a contest between him and Bill Shorten. Part of their new ‘Kill Bill’ strategy, which they should have used in 2016 but chickened out on.

When the gold turned to dross—when history showed it was always by-election dross for an incumbent government— Turnbull looked like a loser. Before election night, Shorten was understandably nervous because of his real stalking horse, Anthony Albanese, poised to pounce if his leader lost the unlosable election: ‘No government has won a by-election in 100 years etc. … and they just did. You unelectable loser.’ Because of the politically stupid high bar that Turnbull set for himself on Super Saturday, Shorten looked like a relieved winner the following day. And the punters bought it.



I mentioned Super Saturday being turned into a referendum on the company tax cut. A Turnbull ‘ploy’. It backfired terribly. But post-election, Finance Minister Mathias Cormann was still relentlessly pushing cuts for multinationals and the banks in a way that one commentator called ‘evangelical’.

I know. I have copped screeds of hectoring, lecturing texts, sometimes daily, from the government flag-waver.

To back up. Last year, as Donald Trump slashed company tax in the United States, and countries in the EU, including the United Kingdom, and Singapore dramatically lowered theirs, Australia was left stranded with some of the highest, most uncompetitive company tax rates in the world. And I agreed with Cormann that we had to do something to be competitive.

But. We were launching a royal commission into venal behaviour by the robber banks and I could not conceive of rewarding them in that climate.

At the same time, as I said earlier, Labor and the Greens wanted to keep any company tax cuts to businesses with a turnover of up to $2 million. In discussions with Senator Jacqui Lambie I got that lifted to $10 million and then—in a rare discourse with One Nation’s Pauline Hanson—we got it up to $50 million. That’s turnover, not profit. And the government agreed and it got signed into law.

As the government started to lobby for the whole hog (including the robber banks, who had screwed so many farmers in drought time), I went on SKY News and offered a compromise.

I again reminded Senator Cormann and Scott Morrison of the words of advice they had given me as a newbie: ‘Seventy per cent of something is better than 100 per cent of nothing.’ I said I would vote for their company tax cuts for companies with turnovers up to $500 million—more than 4000 more companies with more than 1.2 million employees. I pointed out that Malcolm Turnbull had stressed their policy was so good they would take it to the next election. I said: ‘I’ll go to $500 million. I think you’re mad, but take the rest to the next election.’

That was in March 2018. After the July Super Saturday downer, Cormann was still pushing hard for the full monty in screeds of texts and phone calls. But I was already getting signals that the horses were getting restless. Not just the disruptive, disingenuous Tony Abbott, but some senior ministers who were desperately looking for a way to cut and run. Especially those in marginal seats. Especially in Queensland. A compromise had to be on. SKY even started calling the $500 million compromise ‘the Hinch Solution’.

And I did pass on to Mathias Cormann, with some relish, a comment made on ABC News Breakfast by Michael Rowland. He said: ‘Remember, Derryn Hinch has a strong history of picking the public’s mood on things.’

I think I do. Having just done a senatorial meet-and-greet in regional Victoria—from Echuca to Shepparton to Wangaratta, Warrnambool and Colac—I think I’m reading the mood pretty bloody well.

BILLY BIG EARS

9 August 2018

When Billy Big Ears (aka William McMahon) was prime minister, he slid into public derision that underscored a political adage: When they stop laughing with you in pubs, and start laughing at you, then you are in deep shit.

Billy McMahon epitomised that. He’d survived all the jokes about his size and his ears. (Somebody once described him as looking like ‘a Volkswagen with the doors open’. I described Malcolm Fraser’s stony features as looking like ‘a po-faced souvenir from the Easter Islands’.) But the public turned on McMahon and he was doomed.

You could ask: Will the same yardstick apply to Bill Shorten? His party has consistently thrashed the Libs in the opinion polls but he consistently trails as preferred prime minister. And, in our increasingly presidential style of elections, that seems to matter.

His popularity rating with women is weak. Shallow as it sounds, I have a female friend (a staunch Labor supporter) who said, with a straight face: ‘He shouldn’t jog. I could never vote for a leader with man boobs.’

So, with that in mind, I want to lead this diary entry with an email joke that reached me from my brother Des, via Christchurch, New Zealand.

Supposedly, during a dull Parliament House dinner, Chloe Shorten, wife of the leader of the opposition, leaned over to chat with the governor-general, Peter Cosgrove.

‘I bought Bill a parrot for his birthday. That bird is so smart, Bill has already taught him to say over 200 words!’

‘Very impressive,’ said Cosgrove, ‘but you do realise he just speaks the words. He doesn’t really understand what they all mean.’

‘Oh, I know,’ replied Chloe, ‘but neither does the parrot.’

Shades of Billy Big Ears?



During the ‘long winter break’—as most people seem to call the shutdown of federal parliament for all of July and some of August—I did sneak off to one of my favourite places in the world. A little town called Hanalei on the northern tip of Kaua’i, the most northern island in the Hawaii necklace. Reportedly the wettest place on earth, with huge waterfalls cascading down the mountains behind the Na Pali coast.

(We used to kid the few tourists that Hanalei was the town where Puff the Magic Dragon ‘lived by the sea and frolicked in the autumn mist …’ Peter, Paul and Mary’s monster actually frolicked in the mist ‘in a town called Honahlee’. But near Hanalei is a huge, dark and scary cave, which gave our myth some cred.)

Hanalei is also a favourite of Senate president Scott Ryan, and it was favoured too by Thomas Starzl—the man who is the reason I am still alive. The late American surgeon invented liver transplants more than fifty years ago. Should have won a Nobel Prize. But I digress.

When I got home, I spent much of the last three weeks of the parliamentary hiatus visiting regional and rural Victoria to talk about The Drought. Went to Echuca, Wangaratta, Shepparton (for a farmers’ rally with Big Sam Kekovich), Sale, Moe, Churchill, Terang, Bairnsdale, Warrnambool and even Morwell.

That last stop was a weird one. The last time I was there, it was in a paddy wagon, not an SUV, on the way to Morwell River Prison. So the return was a strange trip down memory lane.

Thirty-one years ago next month, I spent one night in Pentridge before being driven in the paddy wagon, with one other prisoner, to jail in Gippsland to serve time for naming paedophile priest Michael Glennon, who was still sexually abusing kids at a camp in Lancefield. Now, there are virtually no signs Morwell River Prison ever existed. All the old migrant huts have gone since the prison closed in 1997. It’s just farmland.

And speaking of farmland and The Drought, I was surprised that people scoffed at the $12 000 cash the federal government announced for farmers hurting up and down the eastern states. The desperate farmers I talked to said it would at least put some food on their family table. Relieve the pressure a bit.

I did spend a lot of time talking about the NSW government’s offer of seven-year interest-free loans for afflicted farmers, a genuine move because good/bad weather on farms is dramatic and cyclical—seems to run about seven years.

To be honest, several farming wives told me they didn’t want any more debt, but others said that interest-free loans would at least buy them some time to decide what they wanted to do in the future, without crippling pressure.

JUMPING THE SHARK

17 August 2018

Two years ago this month, I lined up in the burgundy-leather chamber, not with a family Bible, but a card with an oath of affirmation, to be sworn in as a federal senator from the state of Victoria. Representing 6 300 000 people. Daunting and humbling. Even if I did blot the first-day copybook by falling asleep during the Queen’s Speech by G-G Peter Cosgrove.

Who could blame me. Like Lizzie’s, the speech isn’t his. It was written, I presume, by a speechwriter in the PM’s office, and then he has to drone through it for 30 to 40 minutes, without inflection, so it doesn’t sound like our royal master’s representative either approves or disapproves of what he is saying.

So there I sat. Officially sworn in. I had officially ‘jumped the shark’. The sole senator from the fledgling Derryn Hinch’s Justice Party. We had only been accepted as a legitimate federal party a few weeks before the 2 July 2016 election. It was so rushed that our distinctive HINCH-justice logo for the ballot paper was never accepted. The AEC ruled that a version acceptable to them had been lodged too late.

(Actually, I pulled no. 1 position on the large ballot paper, and the absence of our logo made my name stand out like a barren island. Like the proverbial dog’s balls.)

Clive Palmer suffered the same fate, lodging the Palmer United Party logo too late for acceptance. He called me in the Justice Bus while I was on the campaign trail—our first ever personal contact— to suggest that we hold a joint press conference to announce a High Court challenge over the logo exclusion. I was heading to Queensland anyway for a campaign appearance, and Palmer offered to send a limo to the airport. I’ll admit, I considered it, but then thought about what it would look like to the poor bastards fired from Queensland Nickel—and still battling for their entitlements— if a ‘justice’ party candidate was swanning around in a Palmer limo.

And on the subject of that first campaign in 2016, there is a quaint story about the eponymous party name. At my first coffee meeting with the about-to-be-contracted Preference Whisperer, Glenn Druery, in a St Kilda Road café, I proudly told him that I had just officially registered the party name: the Justice Party.

His curt, cynical response jolted me: ‘You’ll never win.’

My response: ‘But it’s the Justice Party. It’s what I’ve been about for years. Justice.’

Druery’s dry response was along the lines of: ‘Justice, yeah, right. There’s Animal Justice and other justice causes … you’ll get lost. You are, you must be, the Derryn Hinch Party.’

I quickly assured him that, despite my much-publicised ego, I did not want a political party named after me. Names like Clive Palmer and Pauline Hanson sprung too easily to mind.

But. He was/is the expert. I went home that night and called my young goddaughter, Ellie Sullivan, with whom I have a great, close relationship. (When she used to stay over at my apartment, because acting school was nearby, I’d cook her a stir-fry dinner and we’d watch The Voice together. Generational experience for an old TV fogey.) I said: ‘Ellie, this should be none of my business, but you voted for the first time in the last federal election. I need to know who you voted for in the Senate.’

Her reply: ‘It was my first time. I had no idea. There must have been fifty names on the paper. I didn’t know. I looked down and then I saw the Animal Justice Party and I thought, “I like animals”, and so I voted for them.’

I went back to Druery in the coffee shop the next day and Derryn Hinch’s Justice Party was born.

The Whisperer said: ‘Mate, it had to be. You are the brand. It was like trying to call your product Cornflakes when your name is Kellogg’s.’

He was right. If people found my name on the ballot paper, they knew, instantly, it epitomised protecting kids (which I’d gone to jail over) and fighting for tougher jail, bail and parole systems in Victoria.

People believed. And two years ago this month, they elected me to the Senate.



The election sting. On my senatorial office wall in Canberra is a framed letter from the Australian Electoral Commission. It says:


Results of the Victorian section 282 recount.

Pursuant to section 282 of the Commonwealth Electoral Act 1918, I have conducted a recount of Senate votes for the state of Victoria. The order of the election of candidates in that recount election is as follows:

1 Mitch FIFIELD

2 Kim CARR

3 Richard DI NATALE

4 Bridget MCKENZIE

5 Stephen Michael CONROY

6 Derryn HINCH



The six top-voted senators who, under the Bob Hawke fairness system, get a six-year term. So why the hell am I facing a re-election campaign next year?

Because, when there has been a double dissolution, the formation and time frame of the Senate is not constitutional—it is a decision of the Senate. So this time, the Libs and Labor got together and screwed two minor party senators: me in Victoria and Lee Rhiannon in NSW, both elected by the people to six-year terms. They conspired to give my six years to the Liberals’ Scott Ryan (who is now Senate president). Rhiannon actually resigned and left the Senate this week after being shafted too by her own vindictive party—her six-year term went to Labor’s Deborah O’Neill.

I considered taking it to the High Court, but it would be a waste of time and money (yours and mine). I decided instead to stand again in 2019 and try to turn about 220 000 votes into 400 000. (After preferences we got 310 000. Not enough.)

THAT ARSEHOLE ANNING—AGAIN

24 August 2018

A video has been doing the rounds of the closing minutes of Senator Fraser Anning’s vile ‘final solution’ First Speech. I’ve watched it a number of times. Mainly because it focuses on who shook the ‘bring back the White Australia policy’ proponent’s hand when he finished.

It shows government senators lining up to congratulate the former One Nation representative. A lot of smiles. Senator Mathias Cormann, not only shaking hands but patting Anning on the arm.

And if you look closely, in the top right-hand corner you will see Senator Hinch, studiously shuffling papers for about a minute. Will I or won’t I? Finally, good manners outweighed good sense and I joined the tail end of the queue. It was a peremptory hand clasp but a handshake nonetheless. And I regretted it almost immediately.

I went home and wrote an apology, which I planned to deliver straight after prayers the next morning after seeking ‘leave to make a personal statement’. As the expression goes. But I was gazumped by the Senate opposition leader, Penny Wong, whose fellow ALP senators had mostly boycotted the Anning tirade the night before.

Senator Wong moved a motion stating that the Senate:


1 acknowledges the historic action of the Holt government, with bipartisan support from the Australian Labor Party, in initiating the dismantling of the White Australia Policy;

2 recognises that since 1973, successive Labor and Liberal/ National Party governments have, with bipartisan support, pursued a racially non-discriminatory immigration policy to the overwhelming national, and international, benefit of Australia; and

3 gives its unambiguous and unqualified commitment to the principle that, whatever criteria are applied by Australian governments in exercising their sovereign right to determine the composition of the immigration intake, race, faith or ethnic origin shall never, explicitly or implicitly, be among them.



Senator Wong then said: ‘Yesterday in this chamber we saw a speech that was not worthy of this parliament. We saw a speech that did not reflect the heart of this country. We saw a speech that did not reflect the strong, independent, multicultural, tolerant, accepting nation that we are. We saw a speech that did not reflect a nation which has been built by people from every country, every part of this world—a strong independent multicultural nation. Instead, we saw a speech that sought to divide us. We saw a speech that sought to fan prejudice. We saw a speech that sought to fan racism.’

When I got my turn, after Anning’s ‘final solution’ comments had also been rebutted by senators Cormann and Di Natale, I said: ‘I just want to place on record an action I took last night in this august chamber that I sincerely regret. Out of respect for this establishment, I sat through the whole 30-minute diatribe, categorised as a First Speech, from Senator Fraser Anning. I did not walk out, as one senator did during my First Speech. At the time, I criticised the Greens for ostentatiously walking out on camera during Senator Hanson’s First Speech. I believe in free speech, especially in these houses of parliament, but there are limits. That is why I voted in favour of the censure motion yesterday of Senator Leyonhjelm, who made disgusting personal comments about Senator Sarah Hanson-Young.

‘I listened to Senator Anning’s speech in full. It was one of the most disgraceful, racist, homophobic, divisive, misogynistic, spiteful and hateful speeches I have ever heard anywhere in fifty years in journalism. It was Pauline Hanson on steroids. As I said on the ABC today, I felt like I was trapped at a Ku Klux Klan rally. I want to apologise to the Senate and the Australian people that, after that vomitous poison last night, I then stupidly, recklessly and unthinkingly—no, I did think about it—followed Senate protocol and dutifully lined up here and shook this unworthy man’s hand. I want to go on record and say I then went home and I washed my own.’

I had clashed with Senator Anning on the floor of the Senate earlier when he tried to introduce a motion attacking the exclusion zones outside abortion clinics in NSW, disguising the issue as freedom of speech.

I’d responded: ‘Mr President, this motion is an obscenity. It has nothing to do with freedom of speech. We’ve seen these cruel, insensitive antics by Senator Anning before. And I said the last time that I was ashamed as a male to even discuss today’s agenda with female members of my staff.

‘Exclusion zones are there to protect women from ratbags, religious zealots, proselytisers, Right-to-Lifers, and others who target vulnerable women going through probably the most traumatic time of their lives.

‘I suggest the new Katter Party senator google the name Peter James Knight. Knight was a rabid anti-abortionist who shot and killed security guard Steven Rogers when challenged as he tried to enter an abortion clinic in Wellington Parade, East Melbourne. His goal was to massacre every person in there. He had guns and 16 litres of petrol.

‘And last month an anti-abortion protestor attacked the partner of a woman inside a termination clinic in Surry Hills, Sydney.

‘Look it up senator and consider withdrawing your foul motion.’

We also clashed on the issue of voluntary euthanasia. On that one I said: ‘I am starting to think that Senator Anning lies awake at night trying to think up new ways and words to offend decent, rational, compassionate Australians. There was yesterday’s attack on vulnerable women who were terminating a pregnancy. On that issue I applaud the government for giving senators a conscience vote—but was then disappointed when most Liberal and National senators, male and female, fled the chamber rather than be seen casting a vote.

‘Today, Senator Anning is attacking other people’s right to die with dignity. How dare you?

‘I attended the Victorian parliament’s debate on dying with dignity. Heard a Catholic priest, straight out of Central Casting, piously saying that “with palliative care we can all die a happy and holy death”. Senator Anning would agree with that malarky.

‘I’d rather rely on personal experience. My own mother, dying of cancer. No dignity. Incontinent, with a pillow between her legs. About as heavy as a Biafran refugee. If she were a dog and an RSPCA inspector had turned up, I would have been arrested for cruelty to animals. Senator, stay out of other people’s lives.’

A PM FROM CENTRAL CASTING

31 August 2018

When Malcolm Turnbull rolled Tony ‘Dead Man Walking’ Abbott to take the top job in 2015—after the February spill when Abbott got twenty-seven NO votes for an empty chair—there was a genuine frisson of excitement throughout Australia. Not only amongst political tragics.

The man was a prime minister from Central Casting. He looked like a leader. He sounded like a leader. He could complete a sentence without every second word being a lip-licking ‘aaargh’. He was a self-made millionaire. He didn’t walk like he’d just got off a horse or was suffering from haemorrhoids.

And he had strong, popular policies. Turnbull believed in climate change—unlike his predecessor, who famously (or infamously) called it ‘crap’. He believed in an Australian republic. Hell, he’d prodigiously led the campaign for a YES vote in the 1999 referendum and, when it failed, said that it would be remembered as the day PM John Howard ‘broke Australia’s heart’.

And yet, three years after having won The Lodge, he was forced to fall on his sword, call a spill, and—in one of the looniest, most disgraceful weeks in Australian political history—was suddenly an ex–prime minister.

As Four Corners described the week (quoting the fatally wounded PM), it was ‘A Form of Madness’. As I said on that program, as it was still unfolding, the PM had rolled over and rolled over to appease the zealots of his right wing.

[image: image]

Striding through the Senate to oversee the vote which saw my six-year term cut to three years. The Greens only decided to vote with me in the minority when they knew the Aye vote was safe.

[image: image]

Celebrating the Same Sex Marriage YES vote with Senator Penny Wong. I saw a rainbow f lag on the table later and draped it around her neck.
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Chewing the fat with fellow crossbencher Jacqui Lambie before her s44 sudden exit.
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A kind gesture from former PM Tony Abbott at the rain-soaked Villers-Brettoneux Anzac Day Dawn Service. Far cry from his ‘shut the fuck up’ tirade. Ella Pellegrini/Newspix
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The photo which I think cost me my Senate seat. The Kerryn and Derryn show over the controversial Medevac legislation in which I had the casting Senate vote. Morally right, politically wrong.
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Bruce and Denise Morcombe. Proud to dub our campaign for a national public register of sex offenders, Daniel’s Law, after their murdered son.
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With Chloe Shorten. I told Opposition Leader Bill he was fighting above his weight.
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My fourth meeting with the Dalai Lama as leader of a delegation to India and his Government-in-Exile.

[image: image]

Hinch staff in my Senate office watching the fall of the Turnbull party vote. Notice one staffer beaming.
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This piece of paper hung on my office wall. The AEC proof that Derryn Hinch was elected No. 6 in Victoria in 2016 and entitled to a six-year term.
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Campaign manager Ruth Strathfield and Lucas O’Farrell hammering in some Hinch competition on the road.
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Before the Senate campaign. Supporting the #Enough is Enough campaign with Carol Roadknight and Tania Maxwell. Tania is now a Justice Party member of the Victorian Legislative Council.
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My 2019 running mate, Simone O’Brien, who has been a victim of nearly fatal domestic violence. One of the bravest, most stoic women I have ever met.

[image: image]

With former Australian Democrats leader, Natasha Stott Despoja, at the launch of her MUP book, On Violence.
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I loved visiting nursing homes and aged-care centres on the campaign trail. These visits spurred my campaign for aged-care ratios.

[image: image]

Kissing a sea turtle in Townsville as part of a continuing campaign to stop their slaughter, along with dugongs.

I had this cartoonish mental image of him trying to keep ‘one step ahead of the shoeshine’ (as Simon & Garfunkel would say) and throwing chunks of policy meat over his shoulder to feed the beast. Here’s a leg of the Paris agreement. The NEG, what NEG? Immigration levels? How low?

As I said publicly at the time, in the end, people were asking what did Malcolm Turnbull believe in, or stand for anymore. And as he cut his cloth to fit the Abbott and Peter Dutton ultra-conservative coat, he lost a bit of his cred and a lot of his soul.

Ironically, as the amateurish Peter Dutton challenge unfolded, I made the most prescient prediction of my fledgling political career in Canberra. I tweeted mid-week, when Morrison’s name was only a corridor whisper: Hinch’s Hunch, and I’m often wrong. To use the American presidential convention analogy. Tomorrow, PM Turnbull will ‘release his delegates’ and ScoMo will be elected the new Prime Minister.

Then, of course, Malcolm Turnbull, belatedly, showed the most rat-cunning political nous of his career. He gambled that Peter Dutton did not have the numbers, vacated his position and called for a snap spill. It backfired because, although his challenger did not have a majority, he did get thirty-five votes: about 40 per cent of the party room. It made question time pretty embarrassing, and Bill Shorten, Tanya Plibersek and Tony Burke milked it.

The final vote was Turnbull forty-eight to Dutton’s thirty-five. We all knew, including Malcolm Turnbull, that it was the proverbial lull before another political storm. This was worse than Abbott’s ‘empty chair’. We all pontificated on SKY along those lines and confidently predicted Dutton would be up again on 10 September when parliament resumed.

The Duttonites, being orchestrated by the profoundly bitter and twisted Tony Abbott (egged on by those conservative harridans on radio, Alan Jones and Ray Hadley), got a rush of blood and decided a new spill should be forced next day.

It was an extraordinary night in the so-called corridors of power—it’s a bit of a stretch (and I put it down to my Watergate years in the USA), but it reminded me of the Saturday Night Massacre when Richard ‘I am not a crook’ Nixon sacked the Watergate special prosecutor, Archibald Cox. The rumours tumbled over each other. I was talking in the corridor to the education minister, Simon Birmingham, and the government Senate whip, David Bushby. It was obvious they had no idea what was going on.

Next day, in the prime ministerial courtyard, Turnbull pulled the rabbit out of his hat that would make ScoMo the thirtieth prime minister of Australia. He solemnly promised to call a party meeting at noon the next day—even though, he pointed out, he had just swatted away a Dutton challenge 48–35—if two conditions could be met.

Dutton was under a cloud under section 44 because of the clause that you could not be a legitimate member of the House of Reps or the Senate if you received direct, or indirect, payments from the Crown. (The Dutton family owned childcare centres that had received more than $5 million in childcare subsidies from the federal government and Peter Dutton was a beneficiary of the company through a family trust.) Buying time, Turnbull said he’d ask the solicitor-general for advice by the following morning. He also insisted that, before he called another party meeting for another spill, his assassins produce written proof—forty-three signatures— that they had the required majority to demand a spill. (Somebody pointed out later that the request for a spill against Abbott only had two signatures on it, but Turnbull was adamant. He needed time to get ScoMo over the line.)

Then, strategically, the perennial bridesmaid, Julie Bishop, entered the field. And that scuppered Dutton. In the end, the foreign affairs minister only got eleven votes, and, cruelly, not one vote from her own state of WA—apart from her own. But the strategy was ABD—Anyone But Dutton. If he couldn’t get a majority on the first ballot, he was dead meat. If ScoMo came second and Bishop was knocked out, all her votes would go to him on the second vote and vice versa.

When the vote for the spill was announced, it had succeeded, but only by forty-five to forty. It dawned on us that Mathias Cormann, Michaelia Cash and Mitch Fifield, the trio of rats who left the sinking ship, had deserted a ship that would not have sunk if they hadn’t abandoned it. The spill motion would have been denied 43–42 and Malcolm Turnbull would have remained prime minister. With 40 per cent of his MPs against him and a swarm of ministers resigning—even though they had pledged their support publicly during question time in the House of Reps earlier in the week—Turnbull would still have been a dead man walking. But the betrayal, especially by Cormann, must have cut deeply.

And so, on the second ballot, Scott Morrison thwarted Dutton (and Abbott) and was elected party leader and PM.

And I could tweet: The spill. For once, Hinch’s Hunch was right. My timing was out because of the delayed vote. I tweeted that ScoMo would be Prime Minister by last night.

The night before the vote that changed prime ministers, there was a telling photo on Twitter. Somebody snapped a shot of the finance minister, and Turnbull Praetorian Guard leader, Mathias Cormann, sipping red wine at the famed Chinese restaurant Portia’s Place. His dinner companion: Peter Dutton. They must have thought they had the numbers all locked in. While they were sampling the classic shredded lamb and the best seafood dumplings in town, Scott Morrison (and members of the PM’s staff) were in their parliamentary offices making phone calls until 11 p.m. Even Fifield switched sides.

The insurgents, the pretenders, lost.

A feet of clay footnote. I wrote earlier that one of my great disappointments in my first couple of years in Canberra was the self-implosion of Senate president Stephen Parry. As a newcomer, I respected him, his position and his advice. But as other senators announced their ineligibility under the dual citizenship provisions of section 44—and as he physically handed up their papers for referral to the High Court—Parry remained silent about his own ineligibility for months. He kept drawing his big salary and Senate presidential perks, with his own dining room and garden terrace. To make it worse, he confided in some of his senatorial colleagues, including Senator Mitch Fifield, and they didn’t tell the PM that the Senate president was presiding illegally.

Silly, but I felt personally betrayed.

I felt the same way when I saw the behaviour of Senator Cormann. I liked working with him, even when we fought over company tax. He seemed the most principled, most honourable person on the government side. A man of his word, as we used to say. It turns out he told the PM he did not have majority support even before he went out to that media conference with Turnbull and Morrison and pledged eternal love. Less than twenty-four hours later, Cormann was facing the TV cameras alongside Cash and Fifield, with suitably sad expressions to do an ‘Et tu, Brute?’ on the PM.

If I feel I can’t really trust him again, how can Morrison? Guess time will tell.

ON THE ROAD AGAIN

12 September 2018

On the road again. And we are. Again.

At an aged care centre in Horsham, in country Victoria, I interrupted an afternoon bingo game between eight elderly women. One quiet one, at the end of the table, suddenly said: ‘Is there anything you haven’t done, Derryn Hinch?’

(I did tell the bingo squad that I was old enough to remember when the game was called ‘housie, housie’, and was also politically smart enough to exit quickly and not delay the caller’s first shouted number.)

Back in 2016, in the months before (and during) the Turnbull marathon federal election, I took the Jayco Justice Bus all over Victoria and parts of NSW. We covered 11 250 kilometres. I know every DFO in those states and every Beechworth Bakery in Victoria—there are now seven. I’d promised (myself) that, if elected, I would visit a country town every month. I’d talk to the mayor, councillors, the police chief, and go to the local RSL before 6 p.m. for the Ode. It’s been fantastic. I was even invited to recite the Ode over the loudspeaker at Horsham.

Recently, we went to Bendigo, Swan Hill and Mildura. The mayor of Swan Hill is also the police chief. He told me he’d been mayor for eight years and I was the first senator to ever walk into his office. (It’s been funny on these meet-and-greets because mayors and senior coppers seem to expect me to walk in with a cameraman over my shoulder. Old habits die hard.)

When I visited the Ballarat RSL, about fifty veterans were there to ask me questions about the Department of Veterans’ Affairs. I told them bluntly that they had to treat the department like the enemy, because ‘they treat you like the enemy’. Cruel but true. The DVA spends millions of dollars hiring outside lawyers to fight cases brought by returned servicemen and women. Outside lawyers who are hired to win. That’s what lawyers do. Therefore, they are earning taxpayers’ dollars to drag cases out and, ultimately, to destroy diggers.

We had a case that we ultimately won by humiliating the department and the defence minister in the Senate chamber, because I flushed out that the DVA had spent $603 000 on outside lawyers (as well as doctoring documents to hurt this vet’s case) fighting a paratrooper who had broken his back in a jump six years into his service to our country.

But back to country campaigning. On my first foray into a country market (I suspect it was Berwick), I went with my volunteer campaign manager, Ruth Stanfield, who used to work for Carmen Lawrence, federal Labor MP and former premier of WA. It was a local Sunday market and I bought a lot of candles and some marmalade from the stalls. When we got home, Ruth copped a call from my former HINCH producer and volunteer media adviser, Dermot O’Brien, asking how our first foray had gone.

‘Dreadful,’ she said. ‘He wouldn’t speak to anybody. He avoided eye contact.’

O’Brien pointed out that I had spent the past thirty years of my life avoiding eye contact at airports, so I wouldn’t miss my plane.

Now, I love it. I genuinely enjoy the engagement. Especially when we make those unannounced drop-in visits on nursing homes. The issue of increased ratios of registered nurses and carers is one of my three targets this year. It burns me that the average daily spend on a pensioner’s food is $6.08. The last time I was in jail I was paid $10 a day for food. Plus all the free milk I wanted. I ate better in prison than most law-abiding pensioners.

It burns me that when I put up an amendment to a government bill on aged care spending—an amendment that would have forced mandatory nurse and carer ratios in aged care facilities—the government voted it down. And so did the opposition. And the Greens.

As I tweeted at the time: I applaud the govt’s $90 mill commitment to aged care but don’t be fooled. The Libs, Nats, ALP and One Nation all voted yesterday against my call for desperately needed ratios in aged care centres. Ask the nurses.

I was at a nurses’ rally in Maribyrnong recently (Bill Shorten’s electorate) and I told a story that I’ve told a zillion times on radio and television. I used to say that ‘the only difference between politicians and old people is that the old people got there first’. It never crossed my mind that one day I would be a politician and an old person. But the sentiment still applies. It’s like litter and pollution. We treat the planet like it belongs to somebody else.



On my last country trip, we were in a restaurant in Shepparton. We didn’t know it, but about forty special needs people were in the same restaurant, on an excursion with their carers. One of the Down syndrome women, probably in her early thirties, apparently heard my voice and got quite agitated. She attracted the attention of a Justice Party candidate I was dining with, Tania Maxwell from Wangaratta, and started urgently demanding ‘Hinch? Hinch? Hinch?’ Obviously she had a radio voice memory from the past.

We met her, met them all, had group photos. It was, truly, the highlight of the week. Awesome.



An RN in her forties came up to me in tears in Shepparton. She had just quit her job because, she said, she would get home at night and start to cry because she knew she had not done a great job as a nurse that day. She had neglected patients because she just didn’t have the time to properly do her job.

That is shameful in Australia in 2018. Things must improve and only we can force this to happen. I’m old enough to remember the kerosene bath scandal in Melbourne. We’re not back there, but some of the practices in under-staffed facilities in this country are Dickensian.

At the Ararat Hotel I met six former registered nurses celebrating a get-together. They all agreed with me when I started talking about ratios for RNs and carers in nursing homes and aged care centres. Some places are fantastic. Many are not.



Our shopping centre excursions are fantastic. The double takes are something to behold. The ‘What are you doing here?’ stuff. My stock reply: ‘To see you.’ At least this time around, people know that I am now a senator in Canberra.

The distaste for, and distrust of, politicians is palpable. Indicatively, at the recent NSW by-election in Wagga Wagga, to replace a disgraced Liberal, the combined major party vote did not reach 50 per cent. Independents and minor parties outpolled them. It’s why I do believe the vote for small parties and independents at the next general election will breach 30 per cent.

My Justice Party has just decided on a new slogan for the Wentworth by-election to replace Malcolm Turnbull, and for the Victorian state election in November 2018: ‘Sick of them? Vote for us!’

I think it is spot-on.

THE WENTWORTH WIPE-OUT

19 September 2018

Malcolm Turnbull is in Manhattan for seven weeks, ScoMo is now prime minister, they’ve announced a by-election in supposedly unassailable Turnbull territory in Wentworth—and the goss is that the Libs could lose a seat they’ve held for an eternity. A seat that the ousted PM held by the length of a football field.

Jeez. This IS The Muppet Show, as Scott Morrison described his own party’s performance in recent weeks.

Also, welcome to the Kerryn & Derryn Show. Former AMA president, staunch same-sex marriage advocate and social issues stalwart Dr Kerryn Phelps announced she would be standing as an independent in Wentworth, a few days after I held a presser to announce the Justice Party would be standing a candidate.

I sent out a release saying I’d be holding a media event in the Senate courtyard with the modest addendum that ‘Senator Hinch thinks he has something of interest to announce’. About ten cameras and thirty journos turned up.

On Twitter I said: Sick of them? Vote for us! Proud to announce the DH Justice Party will be standing a candidate in the Wentworth by-election. He is Ben Forsyth, a real estate agent. Vote 1 JP, then preference whom you like.

That was my first boo-boo of the campaign. Critics latched on to three words out of the thirty-eight: ‘real estate agent’. How could we choose one of them? Even though our candidate, Ben Forsyth, had grown up in Clovelly and attended Marist Brothers College in Randwick.

It was that experience that, sadly, made him such a stellar candidate. Ben was an advocate for victims of child sexual abuse during the royal commission, with the commissioner, Andrew Murray, referring to him as ‘one of the bravest and most strong-willed survivors to take on the Catholic Church’.

Even considering all that, in further media releases we called him a ‘local small businessman’.

The entry of Kerryn Phelps into what was shaping up as a Melbourne Cup field of candidates, gained added import after the original favoured Liberal candidate, Andrew Bragg, pulled the pin on himself. The honourable and dignified excuse given for his withdrawal was that he had heeded the headlines swirling around the Libs about the lack of female MPs and the debate over quotas. (There was also reportedly a poll commissioned by Bragg that showed Turnbull’s massive vote had slumped to about 39 per cent and a female candidate could increase that result by 4 per cent. In other words, Bragg was in danger of losing the seat and threatening the government’s incumbency in Canberra.)

The newly sworn-in PM, Scott Morrison, announced he too favoured a woman candidate and backed Katherine O’Regan— who was knocked out with only about 10 per cent support in the first ballot.

The ultimate winner, former ambassador Dave Sharma, had the support of two former prime ministers: Turnbull and John Howard.

The Phelps shadow grew longer, and her chance of being elected on preferences grew stronger, after it was revealed that former prime minister Julia Gillard’s media adviser, Darrin Barnett, a real Labor warrior, had joined the Phelps bandwagon as campaign manager.

The message there? Labor wasn’t really expecting to pull off the 17 per cent swing needed to take Wentworth, but if they couldn’t have it, neither should the Libs. Pretty obvious where Labor preferences were heading.

As for the Justice Party: our ‘Sick of them? Vote for us!’ slogan struck a nerve. We also pushed ‘send Canberra a message’, and at the media conference I urged disgusted and disillusioned Turnbull supporters to vent their anger by voting for us and the independents and putting the major parties last.



The new PM has reminded me of an old slogan we used to adhere to when things were going wrong on the HINCH current affairs program: ‘If you are being run out of town, pretend it is a parade and you are leading it.’

Out of the blue, ScoMo announced a royal commission into the treatment of older Australians in aged care facilities. The pre-announcement drop to the Sunday papers came on the weekend that the ABC’s Four Corners started promos for a two-part series on the scandals in our nursing homes and aged care centres.

I tweeted: The predicted announcement of a Royal Commission into aged care is fantastic. It must cover physical and sexual abuse, financial chicanery. I’m surprised it comes only days after the Govt and Labor voted against my Senate motion for mandatory staff ratios.

It was actually worse than that. Last year, I introduced a bill calling for registered nurse and carer ratios in aged care centres. The major parties voted against me. Labor surprised me because I had the support of so many nursing and midwifery unions.

And only a week before the royal commission was announced, I tried to amend a government bill so it would provide mandatory ratios in aged care facilities. The government and Labor voted me down. Again. (Even though people like Ged Kearney, the new member for Batman, had been vociferous voices at a Moonee Ponds rally we held in Bill Shorten’s electorate earlier this year.)

I guess I shouldn’t be surprised anymore. After all, I’ve now been here for two years.



I was watching Insiders (now compulsory viewing each Sunday morning) and saw Bill Shorten talking about the need for a ‘national anti-corruption commission’. Sitting there, solo in my Melbourne lounge room, I actually shouted at the TV screen: ‘But your guys voted against my call for exactly that in the Senate last week.’

To be fair, Labor does want a national independent commission against corruption but, for some reason, they are hung up on the name. It’s like refusing to build a new police station because you can’t agree on the colour.

Labor wants it to be called the National Integrity Commission. I was on the Senate committee that held public and private hearings into this issue last year. Right from the start, I insisted it be an anti-crime and corruption commission. The public—especially in Sydney, Brisbane and Melbourne—know what ICAC means.

The word ‘integrity’, I believe, makes it sound like a moral issue. It’s not. It’s about bribery and theft and other forms of corruption.

PS: Speaking of what’s in a name, or more accurately, what’s in an acronym? When the Victorian government was setting up a new VicPol anti-corruption unit, the name agreed on was the Police Integrity Group. Until somebody, belatedly, checked the acronym. PIG. Not a good look for a police force. They hastily agreed on OPI—Office of Police Integrity.

CORMANN PROMISED ME $2.4 BILLION

26 September 2018

The August–September turmoil in the federal Liberal Party in 2018—the sniping, the backstabbing, the betrayals, the false promises of fealty to the leader (both inside and outside the House of Reps), the overthrow of yet another elected PM—got me thinking. And that can be dangerous in Canberra.

As Malcolm Turnbull tried desperately to appease the hard right—and lost any semblance of the man many moderates thought him to be—he jettisoned key policies like a man tossing ballast over the side of a leaking boat.

And it got me thinking as a crossbencher in the Senate. How many hours had I spent, had other crossbenchers spent, and how many thousands of taxpayers’ dollars had been wasted, as Turnbull’s ministers preached and cajoled (and promised millions, even billions, of dollars for our pet projects) to get us to vote for the government’s own pet projects?

Josh Frydenberg, the environment and energy minister, worked hard and passionately to sell the NEG—the national energy guarantee. He and Turnbull even held a triumphant press conference in the PM’s courtyard after garnering ‘enthusiastic’ party room support. (They’d supposedly buried the sceptics, Tony Abbott and Peter Dutton. Buried Dutton so deeply that, within weeks, Dutton would challenge Turnbull for his job). And within days of that pyrrhic victory over energy policy, the NEG was dead. All negotiations wasted.

A bit like Gonski 2 after September 2018 with the $4.6 billion capitulation to the Catholic schools. What were those lengthy talks with Simon Birmingham all about?

The other dying horse was company tax for the big companies and the robber banks who, at the time, were being eviscerated in the banking royal commission. The government leader in the Senate, and finance minister, Mathias Cormann, was almost messianic in his support for company tax cuts for the so-called Big End of Town. He took me to a classy-restaurant ‘off the record’ dinner to sell it.

In the lead-up to Super Saturday, the five by-elections triggered mostly by the section 44 dual citizenship fiasco, the Liberal backroom boys must have got a sniff of something in private polls because, suddenly, inexplicably, Turnbull got a rush of blood to the head. As I described earlier, even though a sitting government had not won a by-election from the opposition in about 100 years, the Libs started talking about two wins—Longman in Queensland and Braddon in Tasmania. (They didn’t even stand candidates in two by-elections in WA.)

Malcolm went mad. He went on TV and said the Longman by-election, for the seat held narrowly by Labor’s dual-citizen Susan Lamb, was not only a litmus test of the government’s troubled company tax policy, but a leadership test between him and Bill Shorten.

They lost Longman and Braddon. It would hardly have made headlines if Turnbull hadn’t set their own bar so high and raised expectations.

And then they dumped the company tax cuts which the government had promised were so important and so necessary and so popular (?) that they would take them to the next federal election. Come hell or high water.

In fairness, the government did bring on company tax cuts in the Senate, even knowing they would fail and could then be buried. All the posturing of ‘taking it to the people’ at the next election was long gone.

I tried, one more time, to get my amendment up to increase the tax cuts for companies with a turnover of up to $500 million. That would have helped more than 4000 Australian companies. But it would have still excluded the disgraced banks and then the government could take the rest to the polls and let the voters decide who was right.

The government, through Cormann, had compromised the previous year. Labor had wanted the company tax cuts to only go to small businesses with turnovers of up to $2 million. Then-senator Jacqui Lambie and I got the crossbench to go to $10 million and then, surprise, surprise, (in a rare head-to-head) Pauline Hanson and I got it up to $50 million. And the government agreed.

There were some funny headlines as negotiations continued through 2017–18. Before she backflipped and opposed the big business cuts, Pauline Hanson announced she was backing the government and had got $70 million out of them for apprentice projects.

In September 2018, there was a ‘Shock! Horror!’ story that the government (through Senator Cormann) had offered crossbenchers $600 million in deals to get the tax cuts through. A story he did not deny. I know why. I can tell you now that the government had on my own table 2.4 billion—that’s billion—dollars’ worth of deals if I voted for them on the big company tax cuts. And we were still negotiating.

I’d be lying if I didn’t confess it was tempting. Especially when it involved policy that would help pensioners. And especially when, personally, I agreed with Cormann that Australia needed cuts to help business when the United States and the United Kingdom and other EU countries were slashing company tax cuts to around 20 per cent—and places like voracious Singapore were even lower.

There were two reasons why I baulked. The Trump company tax slash in the United States did not immediately result in higher wages. Much of the saved cash went into share buybacks and higher dividends. Not much trickled down, and House Speaker Nancy Pelosi rammed that home pretty effectively.

And then there was, I believe (no matter what I thought), the electorally suicidal image of giving tax breaks to crooked banks. While their top execs were getting massive bonuses that working schmucks couldn’t even dream of, the royal commission was hearing horror stories about banks, and companies like AMP, charging estates for up to ten years after a person died for financial services never provided. Conning a Down syndrome man to sign a life insurance policy.

In the Senate, I quoted that Labor stalwart Mick Young, who once accused National Party leader Ian Sinclair of ‘stealing pennies off dead men’s eyes’. (That was when Sinclair had been accused of forging his father George’s signature after he died. Sinclair Sr had owned a funeral parlour business. In question time, Young would needle Sinclair by shouting: ‘Give us your autograph, George.’)

In the Young/Keating days, the insults reached a new level.

MY DAD’S DUFFEL BAG

4 October 2018

I remember it distinctly. A faded, dark-blue duffel bag. I’m pretty sure it had belonged to my dad in the Pacific in World War II. He told me it did.

And now, it contained my meagre worldly possessions as I stood on a wharf in Wellington, New Zealand—one surprisingly cold February night in 1963—saying goodbye to my parents before clambering aboard an old rust-bucket called the MV Wanganella, a ‘cruise ship’ (actually a Pacific merchant trader with a few small shared cabins), for the notoriously vomit-inducing lurch across the Tasman to Sydney.

The horrendous, seasick-guaranteeing three-day maritime adventure ‘across the ditch’ lived up to its reputation on that voyage.

A woman fell down the steep, lurching deck stairs in front of me and split her skull open. I helped her to the ship’s infirmary, where the ship’s doctor, who reeked of booze, ordered the woman’s husband out of the rolling cabin and insisted I help push some grey matter back into her skull. I then took over from his shaky hands to stitch the stuff back in. Calypso Cruises it wasn’t.

A teenage journo, with only three years’ experience at three NZ newspapers under the belt, ready to take on the big boys in Sydney. How bumptious. How self-confident. I guess, to thine own self be true.

This week, I returned to the Wellington docks for a scrumptious whitebait fritter lunch as an Australian senator representing 6 300 000 Victorians—more than the total population of my country of birth. Returned ‘home’ as a member of a foreign parliamentary delegation.

It was a fascinating experience. In Canberra, in the Senate chamber during question time, the president often interrupts proceedings to acknowledge a delegation visiting from some other exotic parliament around the globe. This time, in the unicameral New Zealand parliament—they had two houses until 1953—it was an honour bestowed on a former Kiwi high school drop-out, the Greens’ Rachel Siewert from WA, and Labor senator Deborah O’Neill from NSW.

The thing that struck all of us was how genteel their question time is compared to ours. Especially in ‘the other place’. Plus, a subsidiary question system which can produce a genuine grilling of ministers.

Prime Minister Ardern was in New York for a powerful, headline-grabbing speech to the UN General Assembly about gender equality and how ‘Me Too’ had to become ‘We Too’. Talk about the mouse that roared.

In her absence, Acting Prime Minister Winston Peters revelled in the role—especially when other MPs dropped the word ‘Acting’ and called him ‘Prime Minister’. In answering questions from the PM’s traditional Seat No. 4, he was his typical rambunctious, flamboyant self.

Increasingly, I believe that the formal coalition between Labour and New Zealand First only got across the line after stalled negotiations with PM Bill English’s Nationals and the Greens at the last election because Ardern whispered to Winston that she was expecting a baby, would be taking three months’ maternity leave, and it would be ‘Prime Minister Peters’ for a while on the international stage! Just a Hinch’s Hunch.

With a one-house system, and no state governments, the Kiwi politicians do seem more collegiate and less adversarial than on our side of the ditch. And the public service in New Zealand seems to be less of an arm of government and more there to provide service to representatives of all persuasions. The absence of state governments in New Zealand streamlines the governing system, cuts red tape and is a boon to better government. It reaffirms my long-held belief that Australia should be like the UK and have one central federal government and beefed-up local councils for collecting rubbish and filling potholes.

This visit gave me a broader understanding of the MMP voting system here (the mixed member proportional electoral system). Some politicians are elected by the voters. Others are on their party’s ‘lists’ and get into parliament that way as anointed apparatchiks.

I’ll concede that it is a system which could help solve the Liberal Party’s sparse female numbers crisis in Oz. And it has diversified the New Zealand parliament, with far more ethnic groups and age groups represented. But I still couldn’t resist raising what I see as a weakness—apart from the obvious ‘Who elected you?’ criticism for list-appointed pollies.

It is the Winston Peters question. The New Zealand First leader stood in the North Island seat of Northland and got beaten. But he was also on his party’s non-elected list. So he not only snuck into parliament against his electorate’s wishes, he also became deputy prime minister and minister for foreign affairs. The big kahuna.

A postscript involving the NZ First leader. After heaps of meetings in the Beehive in Wellington, we flew to Auckland to meet a group of experts at the University of Auckland, including the principal of the School of Population Health. I was intrigued. ‘Population Health.’ I thought I was going to get a lengthy lecture, Winston Peters/Pauline Hanson style, on reducing immigration numbers. Not so. They’ve just changed the old name of Public Health to Population Health. Meant to be ‘more embracing’. Go figure.

HINCH—AN UNDESIRABLE VISITOR

11 October 2018

It was a small airless, windowless room that smelt of smoke, like nearly all rooms in New Zealand did in days of yore. And, as a 15-year-old cadet journalist in New Plymouth, I spent a dreaded hour or more locked in there every couple of days.

It was the proofreading room for the afternoon daily The Taranaki Herald. The two new cadets, Hinch and a young man named Alan Farquhar—who would soon quit newspapers for a better-paying job in advertising copywriting—would alternate as ‘copyholders’ for a couple of humourless middle-aged women. We’d scour the warm page proofs for typographical errors committed by the linotype operators, whose nearby clunky, loud machines would turn buckets of hot lead into slugs of metal type as the laborious process inched towards the printing press. Their lead slugs, with the words printed backwards, would be slotted into heavy page-sized forms, to be transformed into oval page-sized lead crescents, to be bolted to the printing presses. They would then be inked and rolled out as warm newsprint once the presses lumbered noisily to life. That’s where ‘hot off the presses’ comes from. They were. Well … at least warm.

One of the skills learned by callow journos was the knack of reading type upside-down and back-to-front. Years later, as an investigative reporter, it became a vital skill: reading letters upside down on people’s desks.

And it came in handy again this week—fifty-eight years later— when I was part of a senatorial delegation to visit New Zealand and Canada to garner insights into how those allied countries were handling issues like aged care, palliative care and mental illness. Our long-planned twelve-day trip came, coincidentally, within days of the new PM, Scott Morrison, announcing a royal commission into aged care in Australia. ScoMo did so in a weekend blaze of media the night before an explosive two-part series on the aged care crisis was aired on Four Corners.

So, where do the upside-down journalistic reading skills fit into all this?

A week before the delegation left Australia, I was advised that my application for a Canadian visa had been rejected because of my criminal history. Forget the fact that I was legally representing millions of Victorians in our federal parliament and was travelling on an official (green) passport. In the Canadians’ eyes, I was an undesirable.

And ignore the fact that, as an Australian senator, I had already visited the United States (not the most visa-friendly place on the globe), Jordan, Lebanon, India, the Solomon Islands and New Zealand. I had been judged an undesirable to visit Ottawa—as part of an official parliamentary delegation—because of my jail time and house arrest for convictions over contempt of court and breaching suppression orders by naming convicted serial sex offenders. (They also overlooked the fact that, although I had incurred criminal court jail and house arrest penalties, I had been tried under civil court jurisdictions and not criminal court ones. A not-so-subtle difference.)

This all happened in the middle of the Peter Dutton au pair scandal, so I quickly gave my staff a stern directive: Under no circumstances should any staff member contact the Department of Home Affairs and ask for a favour.

In the end, the Canadian high commissioner and the Prime Minister’s Office did get involved, and while I was in Wellington I got a Canadian green light. They still wouldn’t grant me a visitor’s visa, but (for $200) I was deemed a ‘temporary resident citizen’. The official, and officious, letter I had to sign warned me that I was on a watchlist and all sorts of shit could hit the proverbial if I transgressed in their country.

To add to the Monty Python aspect of it all, halfway through meetings with Kiwi ministers and the speaker, Trevor Mallard, I had to sign another form that was headed: ‘Application for Criminal Rehabilitation’. By this time, I was close to telling the Canucks to take their trip and shove it.

To make things more tense, the person who had authorised our itinerary was either a sadist or had never flown before. For some weird reason, I had to fly from Melbourne to Sydney to get to Wellington. Then, our original itinerary, to fly from Wellington to Auckland and on to Vancouver, vanished and our new flight plan involved getting up at 4 a.m. to fly Auckland– Sydney–Vancouver–Toronto–Ottawa. All in one day.

We made it to Sydney and were settling down in the lounge when I was requested to go to ‘Air Canada Gate 61’. That’s where I read, upside-down, on a passenger list on the counter, ‘DERRYN HINCH … DON’T BOARD’.

I produced my visa but that made things worse. The official form said I would be provided with my temporary resident status once I landed in Toronto, but ‘this form cannot be used as a travel document’. A frustrated Air Canada staffer named Kathy spent half an hour on the phone, moving further and further up the airline hierarchy after initially being told Hinch had been grounded and could not fly.

I started to argue that I wasn’t using the visa as a travel document. That I was travelling on my official Australian passport and my boarding pass. The plane was boarding in fifteen minutes and, ominously, I was told my luggage had been found and off-loaded. I was tempted to use the f-word, avoid several marathon flights, check into the Primus Hotel in Sydney and watch the grand finals on the telly.

In the end, I’m told, the Prime Minister’s Office intervened along with the Canadian high commissioner’s office. Air Canada’s Kathy gave me the thumbs up with about two minutes to spare.

I loved her attitude. She said she was thrilled to see my name on the passenger list. Then she spotted the boarding ban: ‘I thought, “If it’s the last thing I do today, I am going to get Mr Hinch on that plane”.’ I’m glad she succeeded.

It was a strange feeling going back to New Zealand, the land of my birth, as an Australian senator. It feels weird going back to Canada for different reasons.

In the mid-1960s, after working on papers in New Zealand and Australia, I went to Canada—I thought, mistakenly, on a working visa. As it turned out (and is made funnier by this week’s machinations), I ended up in Montreal as a ‘landed resident’. Or some such term. I’d migrated by mistake. In my ignorance, as a novice world traveller, I thought it was normal to have chest X-rays and TB clearances to go to North America.

Going back in 2018 makes one feel a tad old. They’ve got a prime minister named Trudeau. I remember writing about his father, Pierre Elliott Trudeau, who caused that political phenomenon, in staid Canada, called ‘Trudeaumania’. And writing from New York when his mother, Margaret, created scandalous headlines when she ran off to the Big Apple chasing Mick Jagger from The Rolling Stones.

OH, CANADA

18 October 2018

My strongest memory of living in Canada, as a callow reporter more than fifty years ago, was the intense cold and how you struggled to cope with it. I learned a new word for windcheater: anorak. And a thing called ‘the wind chill factor’ which, as Jacki Weaver used to say, would ‘freeze the walls of a bark humpy’. Battling through a snowstorm on a dark December Saturday night in Montreal—and then patiently waiting in line in the movie theatre foyer as the usher first slapped you down with a straw broom to get the snow off. (That, and their slightly skewed English accent, where ‘out and about’ becomes ‘oot and aboot’.)

And, in French-speaking Quebec, any attempts to use your schoolboy language skills were thwarted by a Canadian patois that even some Parisians find hard to understand.

I do, clumsily, try to speak French. In France for Anzac Day this year, I was quite chuffed to order breakfast of orange juice, black coffee with cold milk on the side, and a croissant with butter. In French. And got it all. Pretty good in Paris, where they think putting butter on croissants is akin to putting tomato sauce on an omelette.

It was a bit different to a trip to St Tropez years ago, researching my second novel Death in Paradise. I think for breakfast the first morning I inadvertently ordered ice cream and a bicycle.

I spent eighteen months in Montreal, Toronto and Ottawa for the New York–headquartered news agency (wire service) United Press International. UPI. The upstart opposition to Reuters and AP (Associated Press). They were exhilarating times for a young journo from Down Under, now on the other (up) side of the world. Not long after I joined the agency in Montreal, they sent me to Kingston, Jamaica, to cover the 1966 Commonwealth Games— where I had my first, and only, experience with curried goat. As an international wire service, on global time, we filed for the world, from Aussie runners to Canadian discus throwers, and I spent many hours snatching sleep on a Malaysian wrestler’s stained mat.

On my return to Canada I was promoted to Toronto bureau chief. I was twenty-two. I also went to Ottawa to cover things like the federal budget in the days of legendary Canadian politicians like John Diefenbaker and Lester Pearson—this was even before Trudeaumania 1.0 which swept Pierre Elliot Trudeau to power. I remember covering a lame assassination attempt on Pearson in 1966, never dreaming that, a couple of years later, I’d be reporting on the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr in Memphis and Bobby Kennedy in Los Angeles, as a New York–based foreign correspondent for Fairfax.

Also in Toronto—as this ‘seasoned’ journo—I was a stringer for Time magazine, and my first assignment was a profile on philosopher Marshall ‘the medium is the message’ McLuhan, who was visiting the city. Looking back all these decades later, with the internet and social media, that message sounds so prescient. As was his world-shrinking description of this planet as a ‘global village’.

The Time experience gave me a valuable insight into accuracy. After I filed my feature, I received a call from one of the magazine’s legendary (and feared) fact-checkers. I had described McLuhan, who had a similar build to the actor James Stewart, as ‘lanky’. Back came the query: ‘How tall? What does he weigh?’

(I was reminded of it, six years later, when I was promoted to New York bureau chief for Fairfax with a staff of eleven—including seven journos. Those were the days! Fred Peterson, the editor of their Sunday paper, the Sun-Herald, sent me a typically terse and inane telex message: ‘How tall Paul Newman?’ Cocky as hell with my new promotion, I telexed back: ‘Tall Paul Newman fine. How short Freddy Peterson?’ He was not amused.

Coming back to Canada (which in Huron-Iroquois means ‘village’ or ‘gathering place’) was a nostalgic gem. Especially coming back to the federal and Ontario provincial houses of parliament as an Australian senator in an official delegation. Their Ottawa House of Commons was named after the House of Commons and has something else sadly in common with its UK namesake: age and decay. Like the London version, the Canadian seat of power needs drastic, lengthy repairs. The week we visited, the scaffolding was already up and the elected Lower House MPs and their government-appointed senators were about to move out for ten years.

Over five days, in Ottawa and Toronto, we met, probably, sixty politicians, public servants and experts in the fields of long-term aged care, mental health, homelessness, youth suicide and Indigenous affairs. Here, the issues concerning First Nations people, including the Inuit, are hauntingly similar to regional and remote problems facing Indigenous people in Australia. And in Canada, many First Nations people now insist on being called ‘Aboriginal’.

One thing I did discover, from all those meetings with federal and provincial representatives, was that I’ll never again complain about federal–state rivalries and bickering in Australia. Under the Canadian Constitution, the provincial governments and the federal government were created equal. And the federal–provincial divide is zealously and jealously protected by the provinces.

Add to that the ‘special’ status of French-speaking Quebec, and the treaty between the First Nations and the federal government. And the fact that many Canadian Indigenous people still live on protected, designated reserves. And that the sparsely populated, bleak northern territories got virtual self-government not that long ago, plus that internecine warfare between xenophobic provinces. With all of that, you get some idea of how hard running this place can get.

One trade official in Ontario, the most populous state in a country of thirty-five million people, told me: ‘It’s much easier doing business with EU countries than just across the border in Quebec.’ That ‘them vs us’ attitude seems to permeate virtually all federal–provincial discussions. The frustrations that has created were sometimes palpable in our meetings. There was much shoulder-shrugging.

The biggest issue facing Canada right now, it seemed to me—apart from a dramatically Aussie-like aged care crisis, with 74 per cent of people in that predicament born overseas—was a virtual epidemic of opioid abuse spreading east from British Columbia. At a time when, coincidentally, they are legalising recreational marijuana—a major Trudeau election promise in 2015. Not that I am making any connection.

For a country so similar to ours in so many ways, with so many similar problems, it is going to be an interesting decade.

Footnote: Visiting Canada again, after an absence of five decades, prompted a visit to the site of my old UPI office in Toronto. It triggered a Facebook post:

They say you can never go home again. And some proof again today that the adage is pretty true. I took a photo showing two massive skyscrapers on the corner of University and King Streets in the Toronto CBD. The last time I saw that corner was 52 years ago … Back then, our dilapidated news agency office on the corner was two storeys and across the street was a single-storey bar and grill where a popular beef dish called a ‘London Broil’ was $1.99.



SUCH WRETCHED CHILD ABUSE STORIES

25 October 2018

They are stark, impersonal, even incongruous places to flush out details of human cruelty and sadism towards children. Hotel convention rooms in Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane with bad coffee and, often, colourful bowls of mints on the official cloth-covered tables, in front of rows of uncomfortable fold-out chairs.

I’ve experienced them, at public hearings, as chairman of the joint parliamentary National Redress Committee, set up to implement the recommendations from the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse. It is a committee that I was honoured to put my hand up for—and I was grateful to former prime minister Malcolm Turnbull and opposition leader Bill Shorten for agreeing to the unusual request for a crossbencher to chair a joint House of Reps–Senate parliamentary committee.

I was honoured, but I did predict, on the Senate floor, that the one person who could emerge from the redress scheme in tatters would be yours truly. That’s because, from the day my committee was formed—and from the day I said we would be a diligent watchdog to make sure victims got their dues—the federal and state governments started playing silly buggers.

The stark proof was provided on the day the government announced that NSW had signed up and approved federal oversight, quickly followed by Victoria. The ACT and the NT were forced on board by the federal government because, as territories, they had no say in it. So we had half the population covered. We instantly discovered, as I described earlier, that the maximum recommended payout of $200 000 had somehow, without committee consultation, been lowered to $150 000—which ‘coincidentally’ was the maximum figure the Catholic Church had come up with. And months earlier, their Truth, Justice and Healing CEO, Francis Sullivan, had mentioned that exact figure on The Project on Channel Ten.

There were other problems with the redress scheme—apart from a struggle to get government members to come to meetings and complete a quorum. The royal commission estimated there were about 60 000 wronged victims who would be eligible for some redress. In the early months, the number coming forward was under 2000—partly because of the complicated, intrusive forty-odd-page application form. And the payouts in the first months were in the dozens.

There was another problem that I’ve also touched on before: the Clannies. CLAN—Care Leavers Australasia Network—was the forgotten abused army. Young Australians in church and government orphanages and other institutions who were physically and mentally abused and used as child slave labour, but not ‘sexually abused’ under the terms of the royal commission. (It is debatable whether a Marist Brother enjoying beating the buttocks of a naked 12-year-old boy constitutes a sexual, as well as a physical, assault.) They also deserved financial compensation and counselling.

I saw pictures of a physically advanced 7-year-old girl who was the size of a 9-year-old but was ordered to wear smaller shoes because ‘that’s the way it is, you’re seven’. Her feet, in middle age, looked like she had been a foot-bound concubine in China in an earlier life.

And the two teenage sisters (at a Catholic institution) who were forbidden to go to high school because their job was to look after disabled older girls. Even ordered to change their tampons when they didn’t even know what a period was.

This is why I took to the Senate floor and pledged to push for another inquiry, hopefully a royal commission, into the treatment of an estimated 500 000 Clannies.

It is worth quoting again some words from one of those victims, Frank Golding, a CLAN vice-president who appeared at our hearings in a private capacity.

Golding said: ‘I think it is not just the fact that the royal commission has focused for the last five years on sexual abuse only and has ruled out hundreds of people who want to talk to them about other forms of abuse. It is also that the media has been fixated on this. Headline after headline after headline, radio reports, television reports, hammered home the message of sexual abuse and I think …’

I interjected: ‘Because those stories are so shocking, that’s why.’

Golding replied: ‘They absolutely are. Please don’t get me wrong, they are the worst of all possible crimes against children. Nevertheless, there are lots of people who’ve suffered other forms of abuse of the sort that we’ve talked about. They’ve had to sit in the background and hope that when the National Redress Scheme came out, that the parliament would have the wit to say, “We had a royal commission, which looked at sexual abuse, but we’ve had these other Senate reports and so on that looked at other forms of abuse. We can roll this national scheme into a comprehensive redress scheme”.’

I can well remember that powerful testimony from the heart. It hit me, and as I have said before, I told Golding he was right. I was one of the guilty ones in the media, so swept up by the breakthrough that the Gillard government’s royal commission promised, that we didn’t see the other victims cruelly shut out by the carefully crafted terms of reference.

THOSE OLD MEN’S EYES . . .

1 November 2018

It was the old men’s eyes, and the tears lurking behind those eyes, that I remembered most as I walked away from the huge parliamentary lawn after lingering with survivors of institutional sexual abuse on National Apology Day in Canberra. Men, gnarled and old before their time, who had (many of them) kept silent for decades about the horrors they had suffered, the innocence that had been stolen, when they were kids in church and state orphanages, homes and other institutions. And there were those who had not stayed silent. Those who had told adults of what was happening and had not been believed. Even by their own parents.

Another haunting memory was the number of ageing Indigenous women who, tragically, were also entitled to the apology heard in the House of Reps in recent years. One pointed to the lawn fringing Old Parliament House and, in a trembling voice, told me how she had been raped in the Aboriginal Tent Embassy in the mid-1970s.

The afternoon lunch on the lawn came after Prime Minister Scott Morrison and opposition leader Bill Shorten had made powerful public apologies in the House of Reps and then people had stood and held hands in the Great Hall as the PM read aloud the wording of the apology. I was honoured to have a seat on the floor of the House as a member of the National Apology Committee and as chair of the Joint Select Committee watchdog for compensation and counselling for the thousands of victims. It was also great to see the reception (in the House and the Great Hall) for former prime minister Julia Gillard, who had set up the royal commission that set in train the act of contrition from our current leaders.

I was thrilled with the way it played out because the original idea was to have Morrison and Shorten make their speeches in the Great Hall so more people could physically be there. I argued against it because I believed the apology had to have the imprimatur of being delivered in our chamber of government, to make it even more official—the way the Sorry Day apology was so dramatically delivered to commemorate the mistreatment of Indigenous people. It was then decided to follow my suggestion, with giant screens in the Great Hall and on the parliamentary lawn, which was covered in chairs and marquees.

It prompted this genuine tweet: Today was one of the most humbling days of my life. Walking around the Parliament House lawns after the National Apology from Morrison and Shorten was amazing. The pain in grown men’s eyes said it all. We are so sorry.

It was also important that we acknowledged the thousands of orphans, foster kids and care leavers—the Clannies—who, by the very terms of the royal commission, were excluded from consideration. I have written about them a lot. They were abused mentally and physically, but not sexually. They were used as child labour, treated as slaves. Some young girls were deprived of a secondary education because the nuns ordered them to stay at the orphanage and take care of disabled residents.

That is why I tweeted: I hope all Australia today embraces the national apology, from PM Morrison and Opposition Leader Shorten, to the victims of institutional sexual abuse as exposed by the Royal Commission. A tough emotional day for thousands. But also think about the care leavers— the Clannies—mentally and physically abused who need their own day of justice.

Their time will come. I hope it is very soon, and I have called for another royal commission into the wrongs, the cruelty, inflicted on hundreds of thousands of Clannies who were there in the hundreds this week.

Looking back on the National Apology Day. It worked. It was genuinely bipartisan—a rare thing in this town. It wasn’t ‘just words’ as some people feared. And it was refreshing that both the government and the opposition agreed that this was not the end, but the start. If the redress scheme doesn’t turn words into action and fast, if the royal commission’s recommendations are not adopted, then the ‘just words’ critique grows legs.

I say ‘and fast’ because we have victims in their eighties and nineties. They are frail, some are terminally ill, and many have died. And let me tell you, it is harrowing when you talk to a fragile survivor in her eighties—a woman whose paperwork is long lost and she isn’t even sure how old she really is. And that woman says: ‘It’s not about the money. What makes me really angry is the feeling that this is what the Church wants. This is what they wanted all along … Just delay, delay, delay until we die.’

THANK YOU, RACHEL GRIFFITHS

8 November 2018

I know I have told this story before. But, on 2 December 2017, I received a phone call in my Melbourne city apartment. And the voice said: ‘Derryn, this is Malcolm.’ It was the then–prime minister, Malcolm Turnbull. He said: ‘I want you to be the first person to know. They turned the first one back at Sydney Airport this morning.’ And I stood, alone, in my apartment lounge room and I cried.

It was confirmation that my campaign to stop Australian paedophiles from going on ‘child rape holidays’ in Asia was working.

It started in July 2016, within days of my being elected a senator from Victoria. My first public appearance as a senator-elect was, ironically, as guest speaker at a Melbourne Press Club event at a restaurant at Crown. A number of my confrères had trouble uttering the word ‘senator’.

One of them was the MC, the ABC’s morning anchor Michael Rowland. As we walked to the stage, he raised a conversation he had had that morning with Australian actress Rachel Griffiths. She’d said we knew each other and had thrust a piece of paper into Michael’s hand. He did the same to me. It was a hastily scrawled epistle of such passion and compelling logic that it launched me on the campaign that culminated in the federal government’s announcement of new laws to stop convicted criminals, on child sex offender registers across Australia, from travelling overseas on what I brutally, deliberately, called ‘child rape holidays’.

The note said:


Dear Derryn. Firstly Congrats!!! So proud of you being alive and making a difference!!!! I want to reach out to you regarding a child trafficking & human rights issue.

I have talked to Julie Bishop who is setting me up with Brandis [George, then attorney-general and senator] to discuss, but you would be our key advocate.

We want to take passports permanently from convicted sex offenders. Child sex tourism is on the rise as local opportunities (schools etc.) are shrinking.

We are constantly dealing with victims of AUSTRALIAN offenders. If we can take a passport off a BANKRUPT, why can’t we stop our paedophiles travelling to Myanmar?!

I’d love to discuss with you how we can get this done.

Rachel.



I had, coincidentally, recently been to Cambodia, and I was aware of the child sex trade in other countries like Vietnam, Malaysia, Indonesia and the Philippines. I had seen middle-aged Caucasian men suspiciously with young local kids in places like Phnom Penh and especially in Siem Reap. You just knew what these adult tourists were there for. The same way you look askance at pot-bellied German and Australian ‘tourists’ in Bali.

But, until I got to Canberra and talked to the federal police, I had no idea how huge this putrid industry had become. I discovered that, in 2016, more than 800 sex criminals on state and territory sex offender registers had travelled overseas, and nearly 400 of them went on child-exploiting vacations in South-East Asia.

I garnered the support of then–foreign affairs minister Julie Bishop and justice minister Michael Keenan, and the prime minister. I had also been well-briefed by South-East Asian specialists in the AFP.

When we announced the planned changes to the passport laws, Malcolm Turnbull described the sex tourists as ‘some of the worst grubs you can imagine’ and ‘a disgrace to Australia’. He said: ‘We don’t want Australians travelling to South-East Asia for these sexually criminal activities.’

A law removing passports from men (and some women) on the child sex offenders register was introduced into parliament. It was the most satisfying day of my short time in Canberra. Especially as it had been achieved within seven months of my lobbying for it. I’m told that’s an unusually speedy result.

I sat in the chamber in the Lower House, in ‘the other place’, as Julie Bishop introduced the amendment, and felt really chuffed. It is hard to describe the feeling of achieving something tangible to help protect children. I’m not deluding myself. This was just a start, involving kids overseas.

The challenge at home is still huge. It’s been about thirty years since I first went to jail for naming paedophile priest Michael Glennon. We still haven’t got Daniel’s Law—the national public register of convicted sex offenders. That was the issue that triggered the formation of the Justice Party in 2016.

I believe we will get there, but getting state and territory attorneys-general together to agree on a project is like herding cats. In fact, since I arrived in Canberra I’ve started to wonder how we ever got a standard-gauge railway system across this country.

And on the subject of registers: It came as a shock to me that there are 20 000 names on the child sex offenders register. More than 3000 are on it for life. Their passport bans will apply for life.

The good news is that the ban is mandatory and not appealable to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal, which has brought down some shocking reversals of deportation orders by Home Affairs Minister Dutton. I was told by Julie Bishop that what I had triggered had brought about the ‘biggest cancellation of passports since Federation’.

There will be exemptions for teenagers caught sexting, and a provision for offenders to apply for a passport on compassionate grounds, say to visit a dying mother in London.

And to those civil libertarians who will, inevitably, complain, I say: ‘When you rape a child, you forfeit some of your civil rights.’

After my questions at Senate estimates in October 2018, I could tweet: Great news. DFAT at Senate estimates just confirmed that since my Passport ban—on convicted paedophiles travelling overseas on child rape holiday—was brought in [in] Dec 2 last year they have cancelled 857 passports. Compare that to 800 offenders who went OS in 2016.

And after my passport ban was made law, both PM Turnbull and the deputy opposition leader, Tanya Plibersek, separately raised surprised concerns with me that it had not already been law. I said something clumsy like, ‘Well, you guys have been here for years.’ But, in fairness to the PM, he then did say: ‘Sometimes it takes a fresh pair of eyes.’

THE STORY OF FATIMA

21 November 2018

It was on a late-morning visit to a vast shopping centre maze, one of those gigantic ones where you can easily get lost in the public toilets. (I have been. I think it was in Broadmeadows.) I was approached by a young woman, a mother, in full, super-modest Muslim dress. Not an unusual sight in the burbs. Her name was Fatima. She told me that, traditionally, she could not shake my hand. ‘But I feel so strongly about what you have done for children, I must.’ And she did. And then asked for a selfie.

I did gently suggest that, maybe, if her tradition-conscious husband was going to see the photo, we should disengage the hands.

It was a truly touching moment, though. A genuine blending of two vastly different cultures. And that’s what, encouragingly, I have discovered doing these meet-and-greets around the country, especially in the outer-Melbourne suburbs and country towns. I love intruding on the small groups of elderly Greek and Italian men, hunched over their espressos and cigarettes at the same table several days a week.

Recently, we were at a shopping centre—where, if I leased a space, it would be a fast-food joint in the giant food courts—and I met four middle-aged Chinese women, who were having some tea after going to church that morning. And they were happy to chew the fat with a Caucasian atheist.

It is why we defend our wonderful multiculturalism in this country. Why we embraced Nino Culotta and They’re a Weird Mob sixty years ago. Why we discovered an amazing, authentic Thai restaurant in Horsham. Why we are repulsed by the Hanson hatreds and divisions.

I’ve discovered this even more while crisscrossing Victoria during this 2018 state election. (I have also discovered how angry the punters are with the major parties. My slogan ‘Sick of them? Vote for us!’ is ringing more true every day.)

The other phenomenon I have discovered since returning to Melbourne, after a turbulent Senate sitting week, is the dramatic effect that pre-polling is having—will have—on the Victorian state election this month. In the first week since the pre-polls opened, more than 230 000 people voted. I was in one Victorian Electoral Commission pre-poll pop-up shop where they expected 2000 voters that day.

The volume is double that of the last state election. I presume it is because the VEC now says that anybody can vote early. In the past you had to give an excuse as to why you couldn’t cast your vote on the official polling day. Most of the excuses were facile and pretty pathetic, so now they don’t even ask.

Personally, I think there are risks in voting early. A final-week scandal could blow up and you have already cast your vote. In several cases, parties have disowned their candidates for perceived malfeasance—à la the Liberals and Pauline Hanson in 1996. She was disendorsed by the Liberals, at the eleventh hour, but stayed on their ‘How to Vote’ card and was elected. But she was already an independent.



Some lovely stories from being on the road again—as Willie Nelson would say.

Outside the pre-poll booth in Chelsea, I was approached by a middle-aged woman who told me she had just voted: ‘I saw the words “Hinch” and “justice” and I thought, “That’ll do me”.’

And at the monthly farmers’ market in Sandringham, I was talking to a copper, alongside his police car—as part of their community awareness campaign, they take squad cars to public events. (At Sandringham there were some stallholder concerns, I was told, because these dastardly coppers let delinquent kids set off the siren. Shocking!!)

In that climate, our Upper House candidate for that region, Nikki Nicholls, asked the senior police officer if he would like one of our Justice Party ‘How to Vote’ cards. His response was quick and blunt. A reminder that we were talking to a man in uniform. ‘No thank you. Certainly not.’ And, after a dramatic pause: ‘I don’t need one. I voted for you last week … and so did the wife.’

One other funny experience, outside the pre-poll booths, with the street festooned with posters, and people of all ages and experience in their campaign T-shirts vying for would-be voters’ attention. You should have seen the looks on some of the candidates’ faces when their own volunteers in party T-shirts broke ranks and asked for a selfie with me.

PS: Having written restaurant reviews for decades under the moniker ‘The Hungry Hinch’, I’m not exactly a slouch when people put the nosebag on. So, I was at the Melton Italian festival and I was offered some arancini. Now, I’m a worldly fellow. I can even pronounce ‘arancini’. And knew they were the little, dry, rice balls with cheese, the size of golf balls, that you get at every cocktail party. How wrong was I! At Melton, thanks to the Sicilian Street Food Company, I discovered that real arancini are the size of cricket balls. And they actually have delicious moist stuffing: like chicken and mushrooms. See, this campaigning ain’t all bad.

‘HE’S A PIG’

29 November 2018

And we all thought that week in August was crazy—when Peter Dutton and his inept clowns made that half-baked challenge for the PM’s job, Malcolm Turnbull fell on his sword, Julie Bishop donned her Dorothy red shoes to walk the yellow brick road away from the foreign minister’s job, and the Libs elected ScoMo as our thirtieth prime minister.

But one November Canberra day in 2018 almost equalled that time for nuttiness.

In the House of Reps (‘the other place’), disgruntled Victorian Liberal MP Julia Banks jumped ship and joined the crossbench with a bitter spray at her alleged ‘bully boy’ male colleagues. To rub salt in, it came out that she had briefed several female crossbenchers before dropping the bombshell but had not warned the PM. And, it turns out, she had also alerted former PM Turnbull.

That Lower House desertion put the new PM’s government into a dangerous minority position and it overshadowed a hand grenade tossed the same day by Julie Bishop. At the weekend, Bill Shorten announced a new energy policy which included resurrecting the NEG—the much-vaunted National Energy Guarantee, the policy embraced and then killed off by Malcolm Turnbull just before he got the flick. The Shorten version of the NEG had a hidden difference: a short-term target of 45 per cent renewables by 2030, not the Libs’ 26 per cent. Even so, Bishop urged her own government to take a bipartisan position with the ALP and support the NEG.

That sacrilege hardly rated a mention on the news because, upstairs in the Senate, the Greens leader, Richard Di Natale, was becoming the first senator in fifteen years to be suspended by his peers for refusing to withdraw an insulting comment about Nationals senator Barry O’Sullivan. He called him ‘a pig’.

The latest eviction started with a crude double entendre from O’Sullivan aimed at Greens senator Sarah Hanson-Young—it wasn’t much better than Senator David Leyonhjelm’s chamber insult to her to ‘stop shagging men’. In O’Sullivan’s case, I was in the chamber during notices of motions and Hanson-Young was trying to get access to some documents about water volume drawn from the Menindee Lakes. O’Sullivan was trying to paint the Greens senator as lazy or sloppy and claimed that if she had attended committee meetings, she’d have all the info she needed. It didn’t come out that way.

‘There’s a bit of [former senator] Nick Xenophon in her. I don’t mean that to be a double reference, but there’s a bit of Xenophon in her,’ O’Sullivan said. Xenophon notoriously missed meetings. But it was the crude inference, and the mention of ‘a double reference’, that turned the Greens feral. (The word is ‘entendre’, Senator O’Sullivan).

Richard Di Natale was almost apoplectic and crimson with rage. The embattled Senate president, Scott Ryan, struggled for chamber control as the Greens leader four times refused to withdraw his ‘pig’ comment, expressed as: ‘We have endured, on this side, days of sexist filth coming from that man. He is a pig and he should consider and reflect on the standards he is adopting in this chamber.’

Senator Hanson-Young then thanked her leader for supporting her and not backing down: ‘That is what real men do. Real men don’t insult and threaten women, and they don’t slut-shame them and they don’t attack them and make them feel bullied in their workplace. I have sat in this chamber for weeks and weeks— months—and heard the disgusting slurs and attacks coming from a particular group in this place, and I for one am sick of it.’

She then named conservative independents, senators Fraser Anning, Cory Bernardi and David Leyonhjelm, calling them ‘cowards’ whom, she said, had spent months levelling slurs at her. (In fairness to O’Sullivan, he not only withdrew his offensive comment, but eventually did so ‘unreservedly’.)

The Greens got very bolshie a few minutes later when they realised Labor senators were going to join the government (and most crossbenchers) in a rare motion to expel Di Natale from the Senate for the rest of the day. The first eviction of a senator since John Howard was prime minister. (For the record, and Trivial Pursuit buffs, the last evictee was another Greens leader, Bob Brown, in 2003, when he accused then–prime minister Howard of blackmail over the controversial East Timor gas and oil maritime boundary dispute.)

I spoke to Penny Wong about why Labor was not backing the Greens and she later articulated her reasons in the chamber. The opposition Senate leader eloquently made the point that if we didn’t back the Senate president’s authority—when defied so publicly by a senator—it would cause mayhem.

I agreed. Respect for the position is vital. Every sitting day, before prayers (during which I stare at the ceiling), the president’s arrival is announced by the Usher of the Black Rod. He nods at us, and we nod respectfully back at him. Just like you nod your head when you enter a courtroom to acknowledge the authority.

One more thing. Many people don’t realise that the powers of the speaker in the House of Reps include the right to evict unruly MPs. And they often do. The Senate president does not have that authority. It takes a majority floor vote by all senators to enforce that disciplinary measure. That’s why it doesn’t happen very often.

The enormity of what had just happened to Senator Di Natale was reflected in the ashen faces and silence as senators filed out of the chamber. The next morning, just after prayers, Scott Ryan issued a personal statement:


Senators, when parliament resumed in August this year, we discussed certain events in June and committed to reflecting our better selves in this place, and the aspirations of those we represent, rather than sliding into abuse. One of the things I said at the time was: ‘It is far better that positive attention is attracted by our words and contributions to debate.’

On several occasions in recent times, this has not been the case. As a chamber, we did not meet this standard yesterday. I state again, unparliamentary offensive epithets and abuse have no place in this chamber. This is rightly a place of vigorous debate, but personal abuse has no place, particularly if it targets personal attributes, such as race or gender—nor does the use of abusive epithets or labels. I will use every authority granted to me by the Senate when I personally hear such abuse, or when it is brought to my attention. But this is not just a matter of rules. This is a matter of respect. Of each other, of the institution and of those who elected us, and in whose interests and names we act.



THEY ALL MISSED IT

6 December 2018

It was something all the media missed. And so did Labor. And all of Scott Morrison’s army of Liberal Party enemies—including three former party leaders: John Hewson, Tony Abbott and Malcolm Turnbull.

It was triggered by an urgent, unexpected last-minute party crisis room meeting—on the first night of our last week back in Canberra for 2018. Liberals scrambled back from Canberra restaurants and Parliament House Xmas parties.

The assembled MPs were cognisant of the massive damage done to the party by the prime ministerial merry-go-round and the ‘baseball bat’ voter punishment in the Wentworth by-election, followed by the brutal rout in the Victorian state election. They realised that some checks and balances had to be put in place to end what journos had dubbed the ‘coup culture’.

They were aware, or I hope they were, that if they didn’t do something, then Bill Shorten would take another powerful weapon into the federal election in May. Despite the Rudd–Gillard–Rudd turmoil, he could point to his stable five years in the leader’s job and say to voters: ‘If you vote for Bill Shorten, you’ll get Bill Shorten. If you vote for Scott Morrison, who knows who you’ll get three months or six months down the track?’

So, on the Monday of the last week of a turbulent sitting year—where their change-PM decisions took the Libs from a 51–49 deficit poll down to a 55–45 result—they gathered to make the first change to their party election process in more than seventy years. And Scott Morrison got his way. They voted that the only way an elected Liberal prime minister can be removed during his (or her) three-year term is by a two-thirds majority. Not just a majority vote. Under the new rules, Tony Abbott would not have been rolled by Malcolm Turnbull. Likewise, Turnbull could not have been rolled by Scott Morrison (or Peter Dutton if his challenge hadn’t been derailed). The new rule doesn’t apply to an opposition leader.

So what did the media miss? The night after the vote to shore up and guarantee his job, Prime Minister Morrison admitted to me: ‘They could have rolled me last night.’ Accepting that risk—that the party room could trash his authority by voting him down and tempting people like Peter Dutton to have another go—he decided on the ‘nothing ventured, nothing gained’ philosophy.

In his office, for Xmas drinks, I thought it appropriate to quote another prime minister, Gough Whitlam: ‘Crash through or crash.’

In the same session, he pricked the balloon that the ‘urgent’ nocturnal party-room meeting was a panic reaction to the Victorian election or to the latest virulent onslaught from his predecessor, Malcolm Turnbull. The former PM, who said he was finished with politics and wouldn’t become one of those ‘miserable, miserable ghosts’ like Kevin Rudd or Tony Abbott, then not only tried to intervene in the controversial NSW preselection process of bulldog Craig Kelly but suggested that PM Morrison should go to a federal election in March to somehow protect the embattled Liberal government in NSW, which was also facing a telling election that month.

Morrison told me: ‘I worked on that for ten days to make that happen. Ten days. Wasn’t easy.’

He then gave me some interesting backfill about what happened in that crazy period in August when, remember, things got so bizarre that the government shut down the House of Reps. Morrison said when he drove to Canberra on the Sunday, he expected to be here for the usual five or six days. He arrived as Malcolm’s treasurer and left (much later) as prime minister. He said he had no inkling that he would get anointed for the top job.

After it happened, after he was voted in, Morrison said he sat down and drew up a list of what he wanted to achieve by Christmas. The change to the challenge rules was high on that list. Maybe a touch of self-preservation there. But, to be fair, as he told a late-night media conference—where he thought half the hastily assembled press corps had been imbibing (hence his observation that they were unusually ‘high-spirited’)—the Australian people would now know that if they elected Scott Morrison, they would get Scott Morrison. Full term. If they voted for Bill Shorten, they’d get Bill Shorten. He used the line often in the federal election.

On a tangent, we discoursed on political ambitions. Did ambitious people really grow up thinking, ‘One day, I’ll be prime minister?’ Reportedly, Bob Hawke always did. I’m sure Donald Trump didn’t, or he would have covered his tracks better.

Morrison said he didn’t. He said, as a politician, you react to how things unfold. I presume that means take advantages when they come your way. He got interested in politics because his father, a career police officer, was the first policeman elected to Waverley council in Sydney after a ban was lifted on police officers getting involved in local politics. His dad served for sixteen years, including, I think, several terms as mayor.

Often, this ‘born to be PM’ stuff is the parents’ fault. I didn’t tell ScoMo, but in Liberal circles in Victoria, his newly elected deputy, Josh Frydenberg, had the derogatory nickname ‘The Manchurian Candidate’ because he, supposedly, had been programmed by his mother to one day live in The Lodge. Maybe he will. Maybe he will. But not because of a spill—thanks to the new rules he supported.

THE ART OF COMPROMISE

13 December 2018

I know I have mentioned this before, I suspect in my last book, but I want to repeat a story that was first preached to me by the then-treasurer, Scott Morrison, and Finance Minister Mathias Cormann. It was 2016 and I was a freshman senator. We were negotiating on cuts to company tax and both men, a tad condescendingly, told me that I would soon learn that the secret of political life in Canberra was the art of compromise.

Didn’t see much of it when the government was trying to give huge company tax cuts to the major internationals and the disgraced banks. I offered to reduce company tax to 25 per cent for companies with a turnover of up to $500 million—up from the existing $50 million—and take the banks issue to the 2019 federal election. They put the bigger figure up, it got voted down, and they dumped it.

But I have learned not only to compromise but to admit I was wrong—especially in my 3AW radio days. To admit you are wrong is not a crime, or a sign of weakness. It’s a sign of strength, a sign that you listen and absorb and maybe change your mind when overwhelming evidence is in.

In the midst of the recent safe injecting room debate and discussion of pill-testing at music festivals, I took aim at NSW Premier Gladys Berejiklian when she rejected pill-testing, saying: ‘You don’t have to take illegal drugs to have fun.’ But young people do. And some of them die.

I tweeted: Gladys. I was opposed to the drug testing rooms in King’s Cross and Richmond for years. And against festival pill-testing. I was wrong. They have saved lives. Open your ears and eyes. I beg you. And I’ve never even taken an ecstasy pill.

I also did a public row-back on a cruel, insensitive comment I made on 3AW years ago. I tweeted: I once said on 3AW that I didn’t give a shit about heroin addicts. I now regret that callous intolerance of another human being.

It received a heap of support along the lines of: ‘It’s pleasantly surprising to see you, as a politician, understand an issue more broadly, and are openly willing to accept being wrong in the past, and most importantly altering your stance on it for the better. Would like to see more of this rational thinking from our pollies.’

It wasn’t my only opinion swerve or policy change in the 2018 Senate sittings. Getting kids off Nauru was a big shift. As I, admittedly belatedly, moved to the Greens, Labor Left and some crossbench compassion, I tweeted: I’m copping some criticism for supporting the Greens, the opposition and crossbenchers (in both houses) for supporting legislation to get refugee children off Nauru. I have supported, and still support, Labor and Liberal governments on offshore processing. And border protection. But I was elected on a policy of protecting kids. That’s what I’m doing here.

On another occasion, the Greens all wore huge lapel buttons into the chamber with $75 plastered on them. It was in support of an increase to Newstart. They were challenged by the irascible Senator Ian Macdonald, who, days later, would appear wearing a huge Adani coal mine support earring. The Senate president, Scott Ryan, had earlier ruled that cause ribbons and small buttons could be worn, but not T-shirts with slogans nor graphic photo props. His advice was that earrings, like ‘Stop Adani’, were borderline. Hence the Macdonald stunt.

Newstart was a familiar position. The Greens were adamant about the $75 increase. There hadn’t been a real increase since the 1990s. I was aware of the government’s position—according to the Department of Social Services:


Very few Newstart Allowance recipients receive Newstart only. Most also receive some other payment or combination of payments, which include Rent Assistance (RA), Family Tax Benefit (FTB), and ‘Other Supplements’. Only 0.7% of Newstart recipients receive Newstart only.

More than 50% of Newstart recipients receive Newstart and other supplements. Other supplements include payments paid on a fortnightly basis such as the Approved Program of Work supplement, Carer Allowance, Energy Supplement, Language Literacy and Numeracy Supplement, Mobility Allowance, Pensioner Education Supplement, Pharmaceutical Allowance and the Remote Area Allowance.



But the Greens, led by Senator Rachel Siewert’s questions at Senate estimates, cast doubts in my mind. Even though I am acutely aware of some welfare benefit rorting, and some entrenched generational belief that ‘the government owes me’, I hate the Liberal mantra that ‘the best form of welfare is a job’. One minister who shall remain nameless—Anne Ruston—recently even spouted the ‘best form of welfare’ etc. in response to the wrong motion.

And so, I now support the Greens on this issue. Little wonder that somebody on Facebook asked me if it were true that I was about to challenge Senator Di Natale for the leadership. I did point out that on the last sitting day for 2018, I voted against every Greens amendment to the encryption legislation, and supported Labor in getting the anti-terrorist bill passed amendment-free, with the guarantee from Mathias Cormann that Labor’s protection guarantees would come up early in a brief, bill-packed, pre-election session.

OH, THAT JOHN KEY!

20 December 2018

Last week in Sydney, I had a fascinating, historical lunch with a bloke named Malcolm Turnbull. He mentioned, en passant, as we sat down at the stylish Hotel Centennial on Oxford Street (in his neighbourhood), that he had invited John Key to join us. When the former New Zealand prime minister turned up, I blurted out: ‘Oh, that John Key.’

Sitting there with two former antipodean PMs, I couldn’t resist pointing out that I was the only current politician at the lunch table. Who would have thunk it?

It reminded me of an impromptu lunch put on at Crown in Melbourne by the late Ron Walker. He called to invite me along because Andrew Peacock was in town on a flying visit from his Texan home. Over the perfect, briny Coffin Bay oysters, I mentioned to the former Liberal leader that his name had, coincidentally, been mentioned in dispatches that very morning. A Facebook mischief-maker had said: ‘Congratulations, Hinchy. You’ve managed to achieve what Andrew Peacock never could.’ At lunch, Peacock looked perplexed. Then the kicker: ‘You’ve led your party to victory in Canberra.’ Low blow, but, technically, true.

Ironically, in that marathon 1984 federal election, Peacock came so close to knocking off Bob Hawke. I anchored the Seven Network coverage out of Canberra that Saturday night. My first, and only, election night as anchor. It was gruelling. I remember, I sat in that chair from 6.30 p.m.—straight out of the news—until 1 a.m. because the election was still too close to call. From memory, Peacock conceded the following Thursday. And a lot of pundits actually called Peacock the surprise winner of the leaders’ one televised debate six nights before the election—when Hawkey was expected to wipe the floor with the Colt from Kooyong.

I did regale Key with my favourite Piggy Muldoon story. The pugnacious former Kiwi PM disliked me intensely. He once hinted to a New Zealand newspaper that ‘with a name like Derryn’ I had to be gay. And he warned people: ‘Never trust a dog that barks behind a hedge.’ I wear a beard. Get it?

(Trivial Pursuit topic. There is a nifty NZ sauv blanc called Barking Hedge. Surely there is a link there.)

It was on my 3AW program that Muldoon came up with that famous quote when I asked him if he was at all concerned about the flood of Kiwis crossing the ditch to work in Australia, where opportunities and wages were greater. Robert Muldoon’s answer: ‘It will improve the IQ of both countries.’

After I described my country of birth as ‘the place where Baby Austins go to die’ and a truly well-balanced place because ‘Kiwis have chips on both shoulders’, the relationship soured even more.

Somebody defended Aotearoa on the grounds that it was ‘the Norway of the South Pacific’. My smart-arse response: ‘I don’t want to live in fucking Norway either.’ An ignorant call, which forced me to eat crow daily, when years later I took a Jayco campervan week on the stunningly picturesque South Island. It is a postcard.

Muldoon, despite his bluster and bravado, was vain and sensitive. The NZ Broadcasting Corporation actually banned a British song called ‘Spotty Muldoon’ because they thought it was offensive to Piggy.

On one occasion, Muldoon came to Australia for CHOGM in Melbourne. That was when the first, extremely controversial, CCTV cameras were installed in the CBD. Seems trivial now, when you look at the sickening footage of Adrian Bayley stalking and accosting Jill Meagher outside a bridal shop before raping and killing her.

That led to the yarn I regaled John Key with at lunch. Somehow, through a media adviser mix-up, PM Muldoon agreed to do one radio interview and I was it. A few minutes into the phone interview from his hotel, Muldoon interrupted a question and said: ‘Hold on, are you Hinch?’ When I confirmed my identity, he said: ‘I don’t talk to you.’ And hung up. Live. On air.

I’ve mentioned Trivial Pursuit. For buffs, here’s a good one: Name four things that Robert Muldoon and Derryn Hinch had in common?


1 Both were born in New Zealand.

2 Both had nicknames: ‘Piggy’ and ‘The Human Headline’.

3 Both became politicians.

4 Both played The Narrator in The Rocky Horror Show.



After Jim Key left, Malcolm and I chatted a lot about the bruising, and still extremely painful, events of August 2018 which saw him ousted from office, then to retire and force a disastrous by-election in Wentworth where the Libs brought out their baseball bats and the party lost the seat for the first time ever. (A bit like the Victorian state election, a month later, where they lost blue-ribbon Hawthorn and came within a whisker of losing strongholds like Caulfield and even Brighton, for Chrissake.)

At that lunch, I thought Turnbull had aged a lot. The Cormann, Fifield, Cash Judas betrayals had taken a physical, as well as a mental, toll. None of them had spoken to him since. A sojourn in Manhattan can only assuage so much.

As a fledgling senator in 2016, I got on well with Turnbull. We negotiated sincerely and honestly on some contentious legislation. I trusted him. He honoured commitments. Unusual in Canberra, as I discovered on the Senate crossbench.

Turnbull and I both started out in life as journos, and during the (ultimately crushing) republic campaign, Malcolm, Lucy, Jacki Weaver and I had a pleasant dinner and conversation. Can’t say ‘robust conversation’ because we were all republicans and I fervently believed that we should have done it for the bicentennial in 1988.

I wanted to become a delegate and go to the convention in Canberra—the one that a clever, conniving John Howard hijacked—but that was when I was going through a ‘financially stretched’ period and could not afford the $500 registration fee or the airfare to Canberra. I was going through my ‘Grizzly Adams’ gumboots phase on my farm at Mt Macedon. Living on 2-minute noodles and facing a balance of $6.49 at my Commonwealth Bank ATM in Woodend. The ‘nadir’ I wrote about in The Fall and Rise of Derryn Hinch.

Who could have thought then—certainly not me—that a couple of decades later, I would be dining with two former PMs in a swanky Sydney restaurant? But that’s life, as somebody once said.

HAPPY NEW YEAR

3 January 2019

Happy New Year. A brand new year, a great chance to wipe the slate clean. And, for our new prime minister, Scott Morrison, a time to clean the blackboard and start campaigning for a do-or-die May election. But hold your horses.

As ScoMo laced his new year’s message with inappropriate political jargon, would-be PM Peter Dutton (the man who couldn’t count) showed very publicly that he has not given up on his leadership ambitions. Home Affairs Minister Dutton used the so-called silly season of non-news to pose for a News Ltd photographer—on a beach with his wife and kids—and to use Brisbane’s The Sunday Mail to unload a spray on Malcolm Turnbull. ‘Worse than Rudd’ was the headline picked up by most media outlets as Dutton bucketed his former leader:


We went from three-word slogans under Tony [Abbott] to 3000 under Malcolm and our achievements weren’t effectively communicated as a result. Countless opportunities to strengthen the government or nail Shorten passed us by because Malcolm couldn’t make a decision. Malcolm is charming and affable but he doesn’t have a political bone in his body, and it’s not a criticism, but without political judgement you can’t survive in politics and he didn’t.



As Labor PR maven Dee Madigan sardonically tweeted: At least Malcolm could count.

Poor ScoMo. The self-serving Dutton outburst started rumours that he was positioning himself to take over the Liberal leadership after they lose the federal election or (real Crazy Brave stuff) it was the first shot for another leadership challenge in February. If successful, he could at least say he was prime minister of Australia for a few weeks. They couldn’t be that suicidal. Could they?

Hinch’s Hunch: This election is going to be a rout. (How wrong was I? As were most commentators.) You would have thought that the Turnbull performance, which saw them reduced to a one-seat majority in 2016, could not get any worse. That all the ‘fat’ had gone. The Victorian state election, where they lost Hawthorn and nearly lost Caulfield and Brighton, showed the baseball bats were still out there. I talked to one very senior Liberal the other day who feared the Libs may only retain one seat in Victoria. The so-called ‘jewel in the crown’ state. Birthplace of umpteen blue-blood prime ministers.

Maybe not as far-fetched as it sounds. The Liberals’ deputy leader and treasurer, Josh Frydenberg, the chosen one, the man other Libs have dubbed ‘The Manchurian Candidate’, was subjected to a poll recently which showed a 14.9 per cent swing against him. He could lose his seat. Likewise Kelly O’Dwyer, another minister. Elsewhere: And Dutton. And Abbott.



Sarah Henderson, whose country seat of Corangamite is under dire threat, bravely went out this week—with a big splash in The Australian—proclaiming how Liberals treated women far better than Labor ever did. That they may have fewer female MPs but the government’s pro-women policies put Labor in the shade. She then went on shows like The Project and laid it on with a trowel.

I like Sarah. Have known her a long time, pre-politics, as a TV journo and when she was a lawyer for Rupert Murdoch, based in New York. But I had to call her out when she boasted about her government’s dropping of the GST on tampons as proof of how female-friendly the Libs were.

I tweeted: Sorry Sarah, you can’t claim the tampon tax. I was in the chamber when Senator Stoker, on behalf of your government, opposed abolition. Opposition and crossbench forced it on you.

It was yet another disappointment from Henderson. She and Sussan Ley bravely bucked the party line to support our ban on live sheep exports with headlines and much talk about Ley’s private member’s bill and crossing the floor. Then, for a ‘few pieces of silver’, as a critic savagely put it, they were offered minor positions in Scott Morrison’s outer ministry, which cleverly neutered their position and had them voting against their very public stance to stop the issue coming on for debate in the Lower House.

Sarah’s tortured phone call to me explaining the situation sounded like somebody dancing on barbed wire.



Adding to ScoMo’s New Year troubles, and those of his deputy PM, Michael McCormack, was the continuing saga of the disgraced Sugar Daddy/Sugar Baby, self-proclaimed Aussie James Bond and former assistant minister to the deputy prime minister, Andrew Broad. With his new version of what happened that night in Hong Kong with ‘Sweet Sophia Rose’, I reckon he could give those phony American evangelists Jimmy Bakker and Jimmy Swaggart a run for their money.

Broad’s latest pitch was that his ‘dumb mistake’ was that he had dinner with a woman who wasn’t his wife. A touch of American Vice President Mike Pence, who has gone public to pledge he would never have dinner with a woman if his wife were not present. I’m not sure what that says about him. Can’t he trust himself around women if his wife isn’t there to play ‘no feely’ cop? Is he an American Robert Doyle?

But back to the Aussie James Bond, he of the big hands down your back and then a ‘G’day mate’ whispered in your ear. Broad stressed how he had only spent about ten weeks last year at home, but ‘that’s no excuse for meeting someone who wasn’t my wife and having dinner with her. I’m not saying it is [but] the job does have huge effects on family life.’

Not saying it, but I just did.

Having dinner with a woman he wasn’t married to wasn’t the issue here. It was the month of raunchy text messages telling ‘Sweet Sophia Rose’ how he had booked a ‘flashy room to seduce you back to’ (‘G’day mate’) and that his intentions were not honourable. Check the New Idea texts if you think I’m exaggerating. What a start to the year.

MORE ANNING ‘MOMENTS’

10 January 2019

I have had several ‘moments’ with Queensland senator Fraser Anning since he slithered into parliament on the back of all his nineteen primary votes from the 2016 election and after he replaced One Nation’s Malcolm Roberts—who was forced out over his dual citizenship under section 44.

Anning didn’t even get sworn in as a One Nation senator. He quit hours before, or was fired by Pauline Hanson, and was sworn in as an independent. Months later he joined Bob Katter’s ‘Mad Katter’ party but was expelled from that. Even Katter found some of his comments too outrageous. And that’s saying something.

I clashed with the Queensland extremist after his vomitous ‘final solution’ speech—having followed protocol and regrettably shaken this unworthy man’s hand, I then put it on the record that ‘I then went home and washed my own’. I also clashed with him when he tried (not the only time he did) to introduce a motion describing legal abortions as ‘state-sanctioned murder’, all under the guise of freedom of speech. And we clashed again over voluntary euthanasia, with Anning totally opposed to it. But the biggest Anning bust-up came at the start of this new year with a Neo-Nazi rally at St Kilda Beach.

It was dressed up as a freedom of speech issue, but Anning turned up and stood alongside convicted hate stirrer Blair Cottrell, founder of the United Patriots Front. And while supporters did Nazi salutes, the senator said the revolution was just beginning and that Africans (Sudanese gangs) should be sent back to where they came from.

It didn’t help his cause when it was exposed that the taxpayers had funded Anning’s business class trip to Melbourne. His justification was that he was there representing his Queensland constituents because African gangs were a growing problem up north. The Queensland coppers immediately denied that, but Anning stuck to his story.

And the inevitable sequel. Because the Morrison government seems to be going out of its way to stuff up, ScoMo dropped the ball. Again. First, by a tardy reaction to the Neo-Nazi rally, and second, by the wording of his belated statement.

The prime minister said:


I thank Victoria Police for their efforts dealing with the ugly racial protests we saw in St Kilda yesterday. Intolerance does not make Australia stronger. Australia is the most successful migrant country in the world. This has been achieved by showing respect for each other, our laws and values, and maintaining sensible immigration policies. Let’s keep it that way, it makes Australia stronger.



‘Racial protests.’ Plural? On one side were the bigots and racists with swastikas. Then there were hundreds of police. And on the other side were anti-racists. Maybe Morrison was just being clumsy, rather than cautious, but it smelt like President Trump when he blamed ‘both sides’ after the white supremacist Unite the Right rally, in which one woman died, in Charlottesville, Virginia in 2017.

And from the PM, there was no criticism, not even a mention, of Fraser Anning. The PM did try to regain some ground after Deputy Prime Minister Michael McCormack chastised the Queensland right-winger. A Morrison follow-up statement said: ‘I support entirely the views expressed yesterday by Acting PM Michael McCormack, condemning Senator Anning for attending the racist rally in St Kilda and associating himself with extreme and offensive racist views.’ A touch of too little, too late.

$$$ Footnote: Anning’s $2800 St Kilda junket turned the media magnifying glass onto his other lavish taxpayer expenditure. In one three-month period in 2018, he spent $19 000 on airfares (presumably servicing the needs of his nineteen voters), which was the highest spend of any senator. And when he goes to one Queensland country town he always stays in the same pub and bills the taxpayer. The pub is owned by his brother.

THE STEVEN BRADBURY OF POLITICS

24 January 2019

A couple of Canberra years ago, Malcolm Turnbull’s political torpor relentlessly continued, and, indisputably, in the public opinion polls, Bill Shorten was being depicted as the Steven Bradbury of federal politics. Just stay on your feet and you’ll skate to a gold medal. Being a little more jaundiced and sceptical than some, I thought to myself, as I wrote earlier in this book, that it was a trif le premature for Bill and his wife Chloe to be measuring curtains for The Lodge.

By this month, though—after the government’s scandal-ridden end to 2018 and starting the new year with a million dead fish in the Murray–Darling—I was ready for Chloe to call in the interior decorators and get out the tape measure.

That belief was fed by disastrous polls showing the deputy leader and treasurer, Josh Frydenberg, at risk with a 14.9 per cent swing against him. And other royal blue-ribbon seats were in deep doo-doo. Like Kelly O’Dwyer’s—in Peter Costello’s Higgins—and Kevin Andrews’, the man I used to call the ‘Brylcreem Bible-basher’. Sarah Henderson, who sold her soul to ScoMo over live sheep exports, also seemed doomed in Corangamite.

To make it worse, O’Dwyer abruptly pulled the pin in Higgins. Maybe for family reasons, and a yearning for another child. Maybe she read the tea leaves. Her parting contribution to the political debate, which I was sure Labor would milk, was her in-house criticism about what was wrong with her party and why they were hammered in Victoria. She said that ‘out there’ the Libs were seen as ‘homophobic, anti-women, climate-changing deniers’. And that was just as her departure signalled the loss of yet another woman.

The speculation as to who would replace her brought more savage indictments of the Libs. Her predecessor in Higgins, former treasurer, deputy leader and one-time PM aspirant Peter Costello, was supposedly to be resurrected to his old seat—before, presumably, being slotted in as leader in opposition. Talk about ‘everything old is new again’. Some Twitter wag asked why weren’t they bringing back Bob Menzies.

In trying to quell the fires, Costello actually stoked them. He was sort of joking when he said he wasn’t sure he could win preselection even if he wanted to get back in: ‘I don’t know if I’ve got the right views anymore.’ Meaning he wasn’t right-wing enough to satisfy the unforgiving, ultra-conservative beast that had devoured Turnbull and still, poisonously, claimed it was the true Liberal ‘base’.

I talked to a senior Liberal at year’s end and he, gloomily, forecast his party might only hold one Lower House federal seat in Victoria. The birthplace of Liberal prime ministers. The so-called ‘jewel in the crown’.

Steven Bradbury was looking better by the minute. Start measuring the curtains, Chloe.



Even though he scoffed at ScoMo’s Queensland bus last year, Shorten opted for the same mode of January transport on a pre-election swing through the Sunshine State. Confirming that the federal poll—virtually locked in for May—would be fought hardest in Queensland. But after the Libs’ horrendous performance in Victoria in November, that state will have more Labor money poured into it. Plus GetUp! attention.

I once interviewed former media baron Ranald Macdonald, the last member of the Syme dynasty to run The Age, and the Aussie Rules fanatic who donated a million dollars to save Collingwood. Brutally, on 3AW, I said, ‘Ranald, there are people out there who say you couldn’t get lucky in a brothel with a handful of fifty-dollar notes.’ In Canberra, I started to think that same cruel analogy could apply to the hapless Liberals.

Even though the term ‘captain’s pick’ was forever tainted by Tony Abbott’s Looney Tunes knighthood of Prince Philip, ScoMo decided to make one and ordered that Warren Mundine be ‘parachuted’, as they say, into the NSW federal seat of Gilmore. The seat was abruptly vacated by Ann Sudmalis when her preselection was in danger amidst claims of bullying and male chauvinism. To make her exit cleaner, the Morrison government sent her off on that UN junket that Cory Bernardi exploited so well after the 2016 election.

Local real-estate agent Grant Schultz, who had announced he would challenge Sudmalis if she sought re-election, was preselected in December 2018, but that was before the Celebrity Jungle parachute drop by Mundine. The fact that he did not live in the electorate, the fact that he wasn’t a member of the Liberal Party, the fact that he wasn’t a woman, the fact that he was a former federal president of the Labor Party, the fact that he was very recently a member of the Liberal Democrats didn’t seem to faze the Australian prime minister—whom Mundine said personally convinced him to ‘have a go’.

Within days of Mundine’s anointment, the proverbial hit the proverbial. Sure, they fast-tracked everything to make him a legit Lib, but they also, apparently, fast-tracked his eligibility check. It suddenly emerged that Mundine could be ineligible under that tar baby section 44.

To make you understand the complexities and vagaries of what, I believe, was government wanton madness, I have to digress. Bear with me. There is a point to this diversion.

Just before parliament sat for the last time last year, I arrived in Canberra from Melbourne, as usual, on a Sunday afternoon and checked into the Burbury Hotel. I arranged to meet a staffer, Clinton O’Farrell, across the road at Ostani café and bar in the Hotel Realm, for a briefing.

I was five minutes late because, after checking in and unpacking, I had (automatically) flicked on SKY News. As one does in Canberra, whose stalwarts probably make up 95 per cent of the audience. Mainly watching themselves. I’m sure Craig Kelly sleeps under a SKY newsroom desk. As I said on Sunrise one morning: ‘I’m sure Kelly appears more times on SKY than I did when I had my own show.’

That Sunday, when I hit the remote, I saw Warren Mundine, and the redoubtable Janine Perrett, talking about small business. Especially Indigenous enterprises. It was as boring as batshit. The main entertainment was watching Mundine struggling with, and mangling, the autocue script. I turned it off after about four minutes.

When I caught up with O’Farrell and explained what I’d been doing, he said he’d been doing the same, with the same off-switch result. I remember saying: ‘Who would watch that shit any day, let alone a Sunday? Why would they put that on?’

Later, I googled the program called Mundine Means Business. The blurb said: ‘Hosted by Indigenous leader Warren Mundine AO, Mundine Means Business will highlight the success and entrepreneurship of Australia’s Indigenous society and examine where the potential for improvement lies.’ No mention of a substantial personal leg-up for Mundine’s company from the taxpayer. And, I was sure, his cleanskin co-host, Ms Perrett, would have had no idea. I’ve since checked. Nobody told her.

So, what has that got to do with ScoMo and the captain’s pick? Well, it became public, within days of the Mundine parachute job, that the Turnbull and Morrison governments had paid for much of that SKY program. Some people at SKY had thought there must be Westpac money in there because, if it wasn’t sponsored, why was it on air? The federal government, through some ‘worthy’ money stash, spent around $300 000 one year and $220 000 the next to fund the Mundine rubbish. Half a million for one weekly program!! For probably a dozen viewers.

But therein lies the rub. Or, hoisted by your own petard. The expiry date for the SKY contract was August 2019. Months after the planned federal election. Warren Mundine, on the record, taking ‘coin from the Crown’, would be High Court cactus under section 44. What a start to the year.

What was that about not getting lucky in a brothel with a handful of $50 notes?

AUSTRALIA DAY OR INVASION DAY?

26 January 2019

In my first year as a federal senator, representing more than six million Victorians, I was invited to an Australia Day ceremony at the Coburg Town Hall. On 26 January 2017. I rocked up in a ComCar and told the assembled guests how different it was to the last time I had visited Coburg. The town hall is only a few metres from the old Pentridge Prison. Thirty years earlier, my mode of transport was a paddy wagon as I started a jail sentence for naming a paedophile priest on Melbourne radio station 3AW.

The Australia Day ceremony was dignified and wonderful. Before we started, I had a selfie taken with an Aboriginal elder. We were backed by the Aboriginal flag and the pic went out on Facebook.

That’s one small reason why I believe the ‘Invasion Day’ campaign to try to make Australia Day racist and diversionary is a disgrace. Why I believe the Greens are wrong. Especially when they use such emotive language as ‘rape, murder and pillage’ to demonise ‘Invasion Day’.

I have no complaint about a separate day to pay tribute to Indigenous Australians. Like Martin Luther King Jr Day in the USA. It would be great. But leave Australia Day alone.

I also don’t go along at all with the ocker suggestion that we should celebrate Australia Day on May 8—‘Maate’. Get it? Groan.

Prime Minister Morrison bought into it early this year. He signalled to rebellious councils (mostly Labor or Green ones) that 26 January was, and would remain, Australia Day and—to lock it in—he ordered local councils to hold citizenship ceremonies on 26 January. Or they would be stripped of the right at other times.

‘We believe all councils who are granted the privilege of conducting citizenship ceremonies should be required to conduct a ceremony on Australia Day,’ he said. The Greens claimed they could step in and officiate on other days without government approval, but the Home Affairs Department refuted that.

Then, ScoMo being ScoMo, he went off on a silly tangent about dress codes on the day and a tortured explanation about how thongs and shorts would be great for the BBQ afterwards but you have to dress to respect the ceremony. I’ve covered a few citizenship ceremonies over the years and have never seen people in thongs and shorts—but then I’ve never experienced a 40-degree Australia Day in Darwin. I became an Oz citizen at a chilly Melbourne Town Hall ceremony in July 1980.

In the lead-up to the 2019 celebrations, or recriminations, Channel Nine’s revamped Today show, minus Karl Stefanovic, got into the brouhaha when their new entertainment commentator, radio’s Brooke Boney, an Aboriginal woman, tossed in her personal opinion. She did preface it by saying that ‘Australia is the best country in the world’. Then she said: ‘I’m a Gamilaroi woman, my family is from northern NSW, been there for about 60 000 years or so. For me, it’s a difficult day and I don’t want to celebrate it. Any other day of the year I will tie an Australian flag around my neck and run through the streets with anyone else. But I can’t separate the 26th of January from the fact that my brothers are more likely to go to jail than school, or that my little sisters and my mum are more likely to be beaten and raped than anyone else’s sisters or mum.’

With Indigenous incest and outback domestic violence an epidemic in this country, I am not sure what message she was trying to portray there. But on the issue of her brothers being more likely to go to jail than to go to school, I tweeted: Eloquently put, but maybe if you help get them to school it will reduce the chances of them going to jail.

What made the debate more contentious—and uncomfortable for many Australians—was that, in the same week, a 20-year-old Aboriginal man, Codey Herrmann, was arrested and charged over the rape and murder of Israeli exchange student Aiia Maasarwe in Bundoora, Melbourne.

The Change the Date campaign then, inevitably, spilled into the contentious issue of Indigenous recognition in the Constitution—a flow-on from the Uluru Statement with persistent calls for more Aboriginal input into federal legislation.

Opponents deride it as a ‘third arm’ of government. That is simplistic (and I know that later this year, I’ll cop some flak on this delicate issue), but I do not believe there should be some outside Indigenous review panel on what laws are proposed, or passed, in Canberra. We are a nation. We should honour all our antecedents. But if you want to affect laws, amend laws, create laws, then join a political party and try to get yourself elected. Then, be a noise on the Hill like Ken Wyatt and Pat Dodson and Malarndirri McCarthy.

I know people argue that 26 January has only been official for a few years and that other dates were observed in the past. Probably true, but keep in mind: The current Australian flag that some people are fanatical about keeping was chosen in a competition run by The Bulletin magazine and a cigarette company. Oy vey.

RATS AND SINKING SHIPS

2 February 2019

ScoMo’s captain’s call for Warren Mundine to be parachuted into the seat of Gilmore sparked a lot of media. The defection of the former Labor Party president (and very recent Liberal Democrat) got everybody from Albo to News Ltd’s Malcolm Farr to tweet or comment that it was the first time we had seen somebody swimming towards a sinking ship.

There had certainly been a heap of them swimming away. Minister Kelly O’Dwyer and then Michael Keenan (not a great loss I feel) and then the surprise abdication of Nigel Scullion. I always felt he was a genuine, decent man. I felt that he had real passion and concern for his portfolio of Indigenous affairs. When I heard he was jumping ship, I sent him a text message: Truly sorry to hear that. Really enjoyed our relationship from our first coffee at Lindt Café in 2016.

As a senator-elect (or whatever the term is), I used the Lindt Café as a Sydney branch office. Deliberately. I wanted to give the place business after the carnage of Man Monis. Scullion was the first minister I caught up with. I was genuinely impressed by his passion as we agreed to go outback together, which, sadly, did not happen.

I must admit it has been a crazy marathon Christmas–New Year hiatus. Both ScoMo and Bill Shorten have been mining Queensland for votes in an election campaign which, supposedly, hasn’t started yet. To add to the madness, we have former Liberal Julia Banks standing against her former colleague Greg (Yorick) Hunt in Flinders, having abandoned her own marginal seat of Chisholm. And former Liberal Oliver Yates challenging the treasurer and deputy Liberal leader, Josh Frydenberg, in Kooyong, where Josh has had some ghastly polls recently.

Personally, right now, I feel frustrated and a bit of a fraud. It’s February tomorrow. The Senate last sat in Canberra on 7 December last year. I know Australia shuts down over Xmas–New Year, but this feels wrong. Especially because we are back, briefly, next month, won’t sit at all in March, back briefly in April for the early budget, and then we shut down for the federal election campaign, with an election (yet to be called) in May.



It’s probably a good time to update you on what has happened since I was elected to the Senate. I have tried to honour the promises I made in the campaign that got me there. The raison d’être for the Justice Party, the very reason for our being, was a promise of a national public register of convicted sex offenders. Last month, the Morrison government announced its support for my project. It will apply to all people over eighteen convicted of child sex offences. Their names, ages, photos, postcodes. It is not all I wanted, not all many of you wanted, but it is a huge breakthrough. I urge you to contact state politicians to garner their support.

The other huge win was a campaign which took only seven months: to ban passports for convicted sex offenders travelling to Asia on ‘child rape holidays’. It makes me so proud. It proves minor parties can achieve things. More than 850 sex offenders have been stopped from travelling. Passports have been cancelled. How many didn’t even apply? My re-election slogan will be ‘Unfinished Business …’ because there is a lot more to do. Redress, aged care, the Family Court disgrace and transvaginal mesh. Phew.



Back to the federal election. Can the Libs win it? I have been saying, and writing, for months (while deriding the idea of a March election) that all Scott Morrison has going for him is a four-letter word called ‘time’. Just hang in there and hope Labor does something reckless. The shadow treasurer, Chris Bowen, came close this week when he told pensioner critics of Labor’s share franking cutback to vote for someone else if they didn’t like it. (They did!)

This is what I mean about the beleaguered government trying to buy time. Praying for a Labor blunder. Bowen was being questioned on ABC Radio about the opposition’s seemingly intransigent position on franking (something confirmed by Bill Shorten on the first Insiders of 2019 when he invoked Maggie Thatcher’s famous line and said his party was ‘not for turning’ on the issue). Bowen said: ‘I say to your listener: If they feel very strongly about this, if they feel that this is something which should impact on their vote, they are of course perfectly entitled to vote against us.’

It came across as smug and arrogant. The comment was grist for the mill in the media. ‘ALP goads seniors: Vote against us’, The Australian headlined a lead story.

The Bowen comment did confirm to me that Labor had done their private polling and, even though it showed the franking issue was hurting them, it was only in electorates which wouldn’t vote for them anyway.

None of the above is to overlook the reality that the government had another bad few days, despite Newspoll giving it a small summer lift—from trailing 45–55 per cent before Christmas to 47–53 per cent now. And that was before the release of the presumably savage Hayne report on the banking royal commission.

An interesting point, as we head into the 100-day countdown to the federal election, is the increasing use by commentators of the un-Australian expression of a ‘Hail Mary pass’. Maybe it was because we were heading into the 2019 Super Bowl battle between the Los Angeles Rams and the perennial winners, the New England Patriots—under the best quarterback ever, Tom Brady.

A ‘Hail Mary’ is when you are doomed to lose, the clock is ticking down, the opposition is mopping the floor with you. (Sounds like Canberra, right now?) In desperation, the losing quarterback prays to the heavens and tosses a mammoth field-length torpedo pass, just hoping like Hades that somebody will catch it, cross for a touchdown, and snatch an unthinkable victory from the jaws of certain defeat. Hail Mary.

Sounds like praying for victory is all the government has going for it right now. Well, ScoMo is a happy clapper. And Donald Trump’s spokesperson, Sarah Huckabee Sanders, told White House journos this week that God wanted The Donald elected. She said, straight-faced, ‘and I think He wanted Donald Trump to become president and that’s why he is there’. Jesus wept.

A BUNCH OF . . .

9 February 2019

One telling, very old quote sprung to mind as the banking royal commission’s final report unveiled the rapacious behaviour of our ‘respectable, upstanding, principled, trustworthy’ major banks—whose reps actually pillaged farms, ripped off battlers and charged nonexistent service fees to deceased estates for up to ten years. The quote, which I gave earlier in this book, was from Mick Young about another scandal, but boy was it still apt: ‘Stealing pennies from dead men’s eyes.’ How unprincipled and immoral and avaricious can you get?

For youngsters who wouldn’t even know what a penny was, let me explain that this large, copper, paltry-denomination coin used to be placed on the closed eyelids of dead people in funeral parlours to guarantee they would stay shut for appearance’s sake.

But back to the banking royal commission. You can almost sum up Commissioner Kenneth Hayne’s final report in one word: ‘Greed’. The bankers, the wankers and some mortgage brokers, they didn’t see people as customers. They saw them purely as dollar signs. They were just mugs to be picked off, ripped off and discarded. Commission anyone?

The Hayne report was at first seen by some as a ‘slap on the wrist’ for the banks. Not so. Hayne made nearly eighty recommendations. More than twenty cases were to be referred to ASIC and APRA for possible criminal prosecution. And the two watchdogs would get a watchdog of their own. Of course, if they’d done their job over the years, it wouldn’t be needed. But ASIC treated the banks like clients, not probable defendants. I mean, how do you justify spending more than $50 000 of taxpayers’ money to wine and dine the people you are supposed to be monitoring?

The release prompted a scandal reminiscent of the stock market grubbiness when somebody leaked news of the bank tax that was to be in the 2017 budget and big bank shares went down. This time it was the opposite.

The government had possession of the Hayne report from the Friday night (after the stock market had closed) and over the weekend. They declined to release it on the Saturday or Sunday and assured the public (through the media) that there would be no leaks. There were. At the opening bell on Monday, major bank shares started to climb and climb and by the end of the Monday trading had added about $25 million in value. Obviously, punters believed the ‘slap on the wrist’ scenario.

Labor made much of the fact that the government had been dragged kicking and screaming to the RC after ‘voting twenty-six times against it’. But as they and the crossbench (and, even more legitimately, the Greens) took credit, a big salute had to go to the media—mainly Fairfax and the ABC—for relentlessly exposing the rorts. And to Nationals senator Wacka Williams who pushed doggedly for an RC.

Sadly, stupidly, Josh Frydenberg learned nothing from Kelly O’Dwyer’s train wreck interview of denial on Insiders last year. He couldn’t admit that the government had been wrong to oppose the inquiry for so long. He doggedly refused to apologise to victims who lost homes and farms and businesses. Even as Malcolm Turnbull admitted at an airport doorstop that his government had called the royal commission a year, or eighteen months, too late.

The treasurer went on Leigh Sales’ 7.30 program and had this exchange:


LS: Was the Coalition wrong to strenuously oppose the banking royal commission for as long as it did?

JF: Oh, we can debate for hours what Labor failed to do …

LS: No, I’m asking about you …

JF: I’m looking for the future …



Just dumb in an election year.

One of the lasting images from the release of the report was prompted by Frydenberg’s brazen attempt to get a photo-op with the commissioner. The Liberal Party deputy leader conveniently ignored the protocol that a royal commission report should go straight to the governor-general and not to him, and he staged a media event. The fat final report sat there on the table. Frydenberg beamed. It reminded me of the Esquire magazine photo of US President Johnson during the Vietnam War. LBJ’s image would appear regularly over the caption: ‘Why is this man laughing?’

The physical space between Hayne (the Bill Gates doppelganger) and the treasurer set the scene. A camera clicker called out: ‘C’mon, can we have a handshake or something?’ Before Josh could shoot out his hand, Hayne cruelled it in one stony-faced word: ‘Nope.’

It was a classic.

NEVER UNDERESTIMATE ESTIMATES

23 February 2019

‘Estimates.’ It is almost whispered reverentially in the so-called hallowed halls. It even gets a special circled designation on the parliamentary calendar. Senate estimates hearings, where public servants, from all major departments, are summonsed to answer questions from sceptical opposition senators. Government ministers (senators only) are forced to front the inquisition with government senators assigned to chair marathon sessions that last from 9 a.m. until 11 p.m. for a week at a time.

The brutal talkfests have made (and broken) reputations. Labor’s heavily bespectacled John Faulkner was spectacularly forensic at estimates. And, on the other side, so was Bronwyn Bishop—before she went to ‘the other place’ as speaker and then became obsessed, on SKY News, with supposed socialists supposedly stalking every corridor every day in Canberra.

In recent sessions, the stars have been Queensland terrier Murray Watt, the rogue with a brogue Doug Cameron, and the ice queen Penny Wong. With some genuine comic relief thrown in by the queen of stupid, Pauline Hanson, who once asked a garbled query about whether cattle are alive or dead when their throats are cut.

Governments dread estimates weeks. And nobody dreaded recent ones more than the Morrison government after it lost Wentworth (Malcolm’s old safe seat) to Kerryn Phelps, and then Julia Banks screamed ‘bully boys’ and went to the crossbench, and ScoMo suddenly had a minority government. The government knows that opposition, and crossbench, senators grab their scissors and cut out and save shock–horror tabloid newspaper revelations about the wanton waste of taxpayers’ money. They save it for estimates.

I can give you a classic, personal example. I had discovered through diligent research (thanks to a Herald Sun story) that the public service had spent more than a million dollars on coaching sessions to teach public servants how to answer (stall, block, obfuscate)questions from nosy senators at estimates hearings. I raised this issue at a hearing—I don’t even remember which department was on the grill at the time—and the department secretary confirmed that, yes, her department had had such expensive training. I guess the old TV journo came to the fore. I addressed the packed gallery, where umpteen public servants were diligently waiting to testify: ‘How many of you have had this estimates training? Please put your hand up.’ About twenty of them did. Including the department secretary, sitting right there at the head table. You had to admire her honesty.

It’s a bit of a worry when taxpayers are forking out a fortune to teach their public servants how to tell the truth at a Senate hearing. You need to be coached about telling the truth?

But why should I be surprised? Senator Michaelia Cash lied to (whoops, misled) a Senate estimates grilling about that raid on the AWU office which journos knew about hours before the AFP went to kick the door in. Roll cameras. That Cash, and then–justice minister Michael Keenan, declined to give witness statements to police is well documented elsewhere, but estimates did give me the opportunity to ask the minister how come the taxpayers had shelled out $280 000 in her legal fees when she had declined to cooperate with the federal police. And could we expect another $280 000 payout?

Earlier I said that governments, Liberal or Labor, hate estimates. It’s because it gives the opposition and the crossbench open slather when you are vulnerable.

For example, the agriculture minister, David Littleproud (who has very little to be proud of over live sheep exports), urged shoppers to ‘boycott the big German’ (Aldi) and also Coles and shop at Woolworths, where he shops online. Littleproud later admitted that he had omitted the tiny point that, he forgot, he owns shares in Woolworths. And they were only worth a few hundred dollars, anyway.

And then the Helloworld scandal broke. It swallowed Finance Minister Mathias Cormann, already muddied by his support of Peter Dutton in the botched ‘dump Malcolm for Peter’ coup. Cormann took his family on a holiday to Singapore. The Helloworld travel agency listed them as ‘family or staff’ and charged them only $2800. In fact, they didn’t charge them at all. Hello? World?

When queried by journalists several years later, Cormann promptly paid the money back and explained it as a ‘credit card error’. He had called his old mate Andrew Burnes, a former Liberal Party treasurer and fundraiser, to book the flights, had given him his credit card number, but it obviously hadn’t been processed and he hadn’t noticed it missing from his account. As one does.

Australia’s ambassador to Washington, former treasurer Joe Hockey, then got ensnared when it turned out he was a major shareholder in Helloworld and had helped organise a meeting between the travel agency’s execs and his own staff when the government’s lucrative foreign travel account was up for grabs. Helloworld won the contract. It all went arse-up when the quietly deadly (I won’t say inscrutable) Penny Wong revealed at Senate estimates that a travel agency executive had asked Andrew Burnes how come he could arrange the embassy meeting so fast. Burnes reportedly replied: ‘Hockey owed me.’

PS: The thing I look forward to most about estimates is that they turn on a delightful morning coffee break, including Tim Tams and shortbread, which I ignore. But I always snaffle some packets of Victoria Gardens Fruit & Nut Mix. (I found a pile of them in my office cupboard when I was packing up months later.)

PELL GUILTY—THEN POLITICS

2 March 2019

First came the verdict … then came the politics.

A twelve-strong jury found Cardinal George Pell, third-highest-ranking Catholic prelate in the world, guilty on five charges of sex offences against two choirboys after mass at St Patrick’s Cathedral in Melbourne in 1996, when he was the newly appointed archbishop of Melbourne. The verdict had been suppressed since December 2018 because Pell was facing more child sex offences for alleged crimes against other kids in a Ballarat swimming pool in the 1970s. I was urged to use parliamentary privilege in the Senate to reveal Pell’s guilt but, like most editors and journalists, I was aware of the other pending charges and did not want to do anything that could impede or pollute that trial.

It turned out to be a moot point. The judge threw out a lot of the Ballarat evidence on the grounds that it was circumstantial and the DPP elected not to go to trial. Hence, the lifting of the suppression order. I wrote at the time:


And now it can be told. Finally, the good news is that George Pell’s decades of predatory behaviour are out there for all to see. The sheer effrontery that he could abuse choirboys in a place of worship as the new Archbishop of Melbourne. The bloody hypocrite. Other good news is that Pell will do jail time. The bad news is that more historical charges will not proceed, leaving other alleged victims without justice. Without their day in court. Pell’s multiple convictions were not publicised last year because he was facing those other charges next month. Hence the suppression order. Pell must now be stripped of his Companion of the Order of Australia à la Rolf Harris.



(Prime Minister Morrison announced a couple of days later that the withdrawal of Pell’s Order of Australia gong was in progress.)

Pell’s conviction did not surprise me. I had had a file on him, from my radio and television days, for nearly thirty years but could never get an accusation across the line. It was similar to the brazen behaviour of the Catholic celebrity priest Vincent Kiss, who was courted by the Pratts and Lillian Frank as he travelled abroad embezzling ANZ Bank charity funds to abuse children in New Caledonia and the Philippines.

What did surprise me was the hysterical and reckless defence of George Pell by arch-conservative columnists and commentators like Andrew Bolt, Miranda Devine and Janet Albrechtsen (she, at least, admitted a personal friendship with Pell going back about fifty years). Those shrill, irresponsible attacks on the jury—and, even worse, virtually calling Pell’s young victims liars—were a travesty. And it kept going on, even though Chief Justice Peter Kidd rebuked Pell’s expensive QC, Robert Richter, during the pre-sentencing plea by saying: ‘He did it. He engaged in some shocking conduct against two boys. I’m not making guesses about what else he might have done as King of the Castle.’

Judge Kidd also said: ‘I want to make it plain I see this as a serious example of this level of offending. I see this as callous, brazen offending. Blatant. I think it did involve breach of trust. He did have in his mind some sense of impunity. How else did he think he was going to get away with this exploiting of two vulnerable boys? And there was an element of force here.’

Then came the politics. I found it almost incomprehensible that two wily old stagers like John Howard and Tony Abbott would insensitively blunder into this. Especially Howard. I tweeted: That two former prime ministers, John Howard and Tony Abbott, defend George Pell, a convicted predatory paedophile, and trash his victims, is a national disgrace. Do not forgive them.

Abbott went on 2GB and said the guilty verdict was ‘devastating’ for Pell and his friends. No mention of this predator’s victims. We should remember that Abbott once wrote a character reference for another paedophile priest whom he had known in a seminary. And on radio he said he had talked to Pell, presumably in jail, after his lawyers withdrew Pell’s bail application.

But it was Howard who most shocked people. Especially fellow Liberals. He wrote, in his glowing testimonial for a man just convicted of putting his penis in a choir boy’s mouth, that ‘he has frequently displayed much courage and held to his values and beliefs, irrespective of the prevailing wisdom of the time’.

The most damning words from Howard’s pen—apart from insisting that a convicted child sex offender was of ‘exemplary character’—was his admission that, despite the sordid testimony and the convictions, ‘none of these matters alter my opinion of the Cardinal’. A jury finds that a man orally raped a choirboy and that doesn’t put even a dent in your opinion of that man? Jesus wept.

I was not alone when I speculated on Twitter about the imminent NSW state election and the federal election looming in May. Howard had been touted as the Libs’ ‘secret weapon’ (some secret) to help a struggling Gladys Berejiklian. Forget the appellate process— that’s a red herring. The third-most-senior Catholic in the world is behind bars for child sex offences. How can you go out as your party’s ‘secret weapon’ when you have publicly derided a jury, virtually called a victim a liar, and supported a convicted paedophile?

It’s even worse for Abbott, who has already been hitting Manly Wharf and Mosman bus stops as the polls show him lagging way behind independent Zali Steggall in his seat of Warringah. She should hit him hard on family values and traditional conservative issues like respect for our courts and institutions.



On a personal level, the Pell headlines took another possible political sex scandal off the front pages—although it did, briefly, make page one before the Pell verdict broke. It involved what has been shorthanded into the Sharon Stone Incident.

House of Reps Labor MP Emma Husar made unsavoury headlines last year when a story leaked that she had had a massive turnover of staff and more than twenty former staffers had made various complaints about her. And there was a video of a taxpayer-funded staffer picking up her dog poo. Husar, elected in 2016, lost 2019 preselection for the NSW seat of Lindsay, and the media reports led to her launching a defamation action against BuzzFeed, including a Sharon Stone knickerless Basic Instinct leg-uncrossing allegation.

Somehow my name got dragged into it. I received a Friday night phone message from Ms Husar requesting a chat. Over that weekend she explained how there was a court case and my name had been mentioned over sexual harassment and, sincere apologies, but it might get into the media. Her phone message made an unflattering mention of her ex-husband and I knew she was involved in a bitter, marathon Family Court battle which had cost her a fortune. I assumed this was a Family Court issue that couldn’t make the media. Wrong.

This is a sworn statement from a former Husar staffer to the court hearing the defo case:


1 On or about 26 May 2017, the Applicant and Cook had a conversation in the Electorate Office, during which:

a The Applicant said, in substance, that she had been sexually harassed by Senator Derryn Hinch in that he had come right up close to the Applicant, and touched her all over her body; and

b without Cook’s consent, the Applicant then touched Cook’s body all over to demonstrate what Senator Hinch had done to allegedly sexually harass her …

2 In the circumstances, the Applicant’s sexualised behaviour toward the staff was inappropriate.



To me, a totally innocent bystander and somehow collateral damage, this was Noddyland.

Emma Husar sent me a weekend email outlining her planned media release. The most important lines for me were these:


It is regrettable that other parties have been dragged into this; while I can’t comment on many of the particulars, it is important for me to say that Senator Hinch has never acted inappropriately towards me.

Emma Husar MP

Federal Member for Lindsay



I was gobsmacked by it all. Talk about the tar baby syndrome. I then put out my own statement:


There is absolutely no truth to it. Not a skerrick. I first learned about this over the weekend and have an email from Ms Husar saying ‘it is important for me to say that Senator Hinch has never acted inappropriately towards me’. This is like throwing a dart at a dartboard and seeing whose face it hits. This is bizarre. I shouldn’t deign to even answer this, but—I have met Ms Husar two, maybe three, times over the past two and a half years. Always in the company of staff, to discuss domestic violence and the need for a Family Court Royal Commission.



The story flared briefly, then was overtaken by the Pell saga. What a week.

WHAT’S A PADDINGTON BEAR?

9 March 2019

Paddington Bear. Two words from decades ago when politicians’ personal behaviour and pecuniary probity were taken very seriously indeed. And pollies—on both sides of the House—copped savage punitive action when they crossed the line. Forget about the ‘pub test’. There was a code which saw ministers banished to the backbench for what would be seen these days as minor infractions.

That fat, stuffed London toy bear stuffed the career of Mick Young, a Hawke government frontbencher and Whitlam devotee. He and his wife made the heinous error of packing a toy bear in their suitcase after a trip to London. They didn’t declare it to the Customs Nazis, somebody leaked the story, and Mick lost his frontbench position.

Around the same time, from memory, Liberal frontbencher Michael MacKellar, a minister in Malcolm Fraser’s government, brought a colour TV set into Australia. A staffer signed the entry papers but claimed it was a black and white set, which made Customs passage easier and cheaper. Somebody blew the whistle. MacKellar was no longer a minister. Then–customs minister John Moore handled the cover-up badly and was also dumped from cabinet.

The most notorious case around that time was the ‘Sheridan sheets’ affair. It involved the Liberals’ glamour boy, the Colt from Kooyong, the Suntan Kid, the lad destined to be prime minister. To the manor born. He came close, but that is another story. And this would be a good time to disclose that, decades later, Andrew Peacock was best man at my wedding to Australian actress Jacki Weaver. On our honeymoon, we did not sleep between Sheridan sheets. But Peacock’s wife, Susan, did. Not only slept between them but did a commercial national bedroom photo shoot that appeared, bouffant hairdo et al., in the Women’s Weekly.

The proverbial hit the fan: Susan’s party girl photos were splashed in the Sun News-Pictorial—the paper she’d worked for when she met the Colt. Andrew offered to resign but PM John Gorton told him not to be ‘a bloody fool’. Peacock went on to lead his party and came within a whisker of beating Hawke in a cliff-hanger which was not decided until the Thursday after a Saturday polling day.

Back then, the issue of ministerial responsibility—and quaint things like lying to the House under the Westminster system— were taken very seriously.

As Fairfax columnist Tony Wright pointed out, John Howard tried to enforce ministerial responsibility early in his term and lost seven ministers in less than a year for various sins relating to conflicts of interest and expenses and travel rorts. Howard’s friend and adviser Grahame Morris said later: ‘The code was written by public servants and Mother Teresa couldn’t have lived with it.’

Later, a senior Howard minister, Nick Minchin, wrote in his book: ‘There was a feeling that Howard’s manic commitment to the code was putting nearly everybody at risk for the most mundane transgressions. The code produced some shocking events.’

The dying days of the 2018–19 Morrison government showed that such principles no longer applied.

The assistant treasurer, Stuart Robert, repaid the government coffers nearly $40 000 for internet bills he had been racking up at his family home in Queensland. The minister previously had been dumped by PM Turnbull after some dubious dealings in China.

Then came the union-bashing shenanigans of Michaelia Cash after her office tipped off the media about a planned AFP raid on the offices of the AWU. Cash vehemently denied (at Senate estimates) that she, or her staff, had any involvement. With two of her staff alongside, she personally denied culpability in a face to face with PM Turnbull before he sallied forth for a hostile question time. Hours after playing a straight bat at an estimates hearing, Cash admitted she had misled senators and that one of her staff, now resigned, had been telling her porkies about media tip-offs on the raid.

Over a year, as the taxpayers shelled out $280 000 on her legal fees, Michaelia Cash played a political stonewalling Geoffrey Boycott, batting away all questions inside and outside the Senate. She told the Senate she was restricted in her answers because the matter was before the police. She told the police she had said all she could before the Senate. Both she and the justice minister, Michael Keenan (then the AFP boss), refused to give formal witness statements. Neither was penalised by the PM.

Then came the John Laws scandal. Well, not really, but it involved the travel company called Helloworld which, for years, was the narcissistic broadcaster’s daily opening comment. As I explained earlier, it swallowed Finance Minister Mathias Cormann—already muddied by his support of Peter Dutton in the botched ‘get Malcolm’ campaign—and eventually Australia’s ambassador to Washington, Joe Hockey.

I’m not sure this mob can even spell Westminster, let alone adhere to it.

A CANBERRA TRAIN WRECK

16 March 2019

Just for fun, I looked up the dictionary meaning of ‘train wreck’ the other day and found this dispassionate description: ‘a collision or other accident involving a train’.

But it was the secondary, ‘informal North American’ meaning that got me: ‘a chaotic or disastrous situation that holds a ghoulish fascination for observers.’ Exactly.

And that got me thinking about Senator Linda Reynolds, ScoMo’s pick to expand the number of women in his rapidly depleting ministry, and his promise to make her defence minister to replace the departing Christopher Pyyyyyne if they won the May election. In the meantime, the PM gave her a minor ministry job.

Reynolds is no slouch. She was the first woman to earn the rank of brigadier in our armed forces. She was elected as a Liberal senator from WA in 2013 and seemed close to WA numbers man and government Senate leader Mathias Cormann. I only saw her rattled twice. Once was around the time of the coup against Malcolm Turnbull and—I don’t know if the incident was connected—she seemed close to tears when I overheard Cormann tell her: ‘Listen, sometimes you have to take one for the team.’

The second time was in the midst of the intense lobbying of crossbench senators over the Nauru/Manus Medevac legislation.

People like Peter Dutton and Richard Di Natale were just turning up at my door to pitch their case and cause. Linda Reynolds quietly pulled me aside in a Senate corridor and, almost apologetically, told me about the trauma our sailors had gone through pulling the bloated remains of drowned refugees from the waters around Christmas Island. Not only bodies but bits of shark-chewed children. It was an emotional pitch for my vote and it was genuine. So were the tears. I actually thought of her when I voted against the government to get medically threatened refugees off Manus and Nauru—as the PM and Dutton warned that the boats and drownings would be back. That was before they announced the shock reopening of Christmas Island, but that’s another, separate, cynical story.

To set up the train wreck, I have to confess it was partly my doing. The damaging headlines lasted about a week—and probably will feature heavily in the federal election campaign. A rolled gold gift for Labor.

I was watching a Laura Jayes interview with Mathias Cormann on SKY News. I wasn’t sure I heard his comment correctly and texted the velvet-gloved interrogator: Did Cormann just say low wages was a deliberate ploy?

She replied: Yah. A ‘design feature’.

That led to this damaging Human Headline tweet: Mathias Cormann just told Laura Jayes on SKY low wages was a deliberate ploy. Think he called it a ‘design feature’ of the government’s economic policy. What a great election platform.

Bill Shorten dived on it like a seagull on a hot chip.

And then came the Reynolds train wreck. Again on SKY. This time it was the master, David Speers, tossing the bomb. Actually, I don’t think he even knew he was throwing a bomb into the arena. He was interviewing Senator Reynolds, the newest member of the Morrison ministry, and it took a mere sixteen seconds for him to spear her—though to be fair, she self-destructed.

Somebody described the Reynolds wreckage thus: ‘It might have been the fastest backflip in political history.’

Speers did not name Cormann as he asked Reynolds: ‘Do you agree with the sentiment that flexibility in wages, and keeping wages at a relatively modest level, is a deliberate feature of our economic architecture to actually drive jobs growth?’

Ms Reynolds dangerously assumed the proposition was from Labor leader Bill Shorten, rather than one of her own colleagues. And she took flight: ‘No I don’t. No, absolutely not. And for Bill Shorten to even suggest that, I think, shows a fundamental lack of understanding about economics.’

Then came the bitterly cold shower from Speers: ‘Well, I’m actually quoting Mathias Cormann, the finance minister, here. Your colleague. He says that wage flexibility is “a deliberate feature of our economic architecture”.’

‘He’s absolutely right,’ Ms Reynolds replied.

All of that in sixteen seconds. Almost as bad as that infamous Shorten quote when asked about a comment from his then leader Julia Gillard: ‘I don’t know what the prime minister said but I agree with her.’

What was that train wreck definition again? ‘A chaotic or disastrous situation that holds a ghoulish fascination for observers.’

THE SUNSET ON SUNRISE

24 March 2019

It truly was a Harry Truman moment. ‘If you can’t stand the heat, get out of the kitchen.’

Less than five days after a controversial appearance on Channel Seven’s Sunrise, for our weekly stoush, Pauline Hanson quit the show. It came after veteran breakfast host David Koch and I were accused of ambushing the One Nation leader in a torrid segment three days after the Christchurch mosque massacre.

In my worst, most insulting, week of Twitter and Facebook attacks that followed, Koch and I were accused of bullying a woman. Of being brutes and macho misogynists. Our behaviour akin to domestic violence. Two male bullies, against a defenceless woman, who should be ashamed of themselves. He should be fired from Sunrise and I should resign from the Senate. Phew.

People conveniently forgot, or ignored, the fact that, in the past, Pauline Hanson has talked over people. In our own case, only two weeks earlier on the same segment, she had shouted me down, which is easier to do when you are in different cities—me in Melbourne, Hanson usually in Ipswich—and appearing via satellite feeds.

To make the Koch/Hinch supposed crime even worse, it was obviously a set-up. It wasn’t. Here’s the background.

I was in Sydney for a Senate hearing on electricity prices later that morning. As is customary when in the Sunrise HQ, I went from make-up to the third-floor newsroom to perch on a chair in front of a special backdrop, even though the main Sunrise set is right below in the main studio. I expected Senator Hanson to appear from Queensland. I told the chief of staff they’d better get somebody up there to mic me up because I was due on in five minutes. Just before air time, a producer came up and asked me to go downstairs and sit at the studio desk with Kochie (as everybody there calls him). That was unusual.

As I walked into the studio during the commercial break I saw Pauline and her guru shadow, James Ashby, walking in behind me. We exchanged brief pleasantries, which are usually awkward anyway. I mentioned to Pauline that this was a first—we had never shared a studio before, were usually separated by states and satellites.

David Koch opened the segment with a mention of the horror across the ditch in Christchurch. And then, as usual, posed the first question to Pauline Hanson. It was a tough one. He said the mass murderer’s just-published ‘manifesto’ (which the killer had sent to Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern, and others, just before the slaughter) sounded similar to One Nation’s anti-Muslim, anti-immigration policy. ‘Do you feel complicit with this atrocity?’ he asked. I’ll concede, it was a low blow.

The two of them talked, and heatedly disagreed, for what seemed to me to be three or four minutes. I thought, with the pace of breakfast TV, the segment would end without my getting a word in and I had one question in my head I needed to confront Hanson with. So I tugged at Koch’s sleeve. (Remember, this was only forty-eight hours after Fraser Anning—the One Nation pick by Hanson to replace section 44 Senate reject Malcom Roberts— had blamed the Christchurch massacre on our immigration policy because it did not discriminate against people of the Islamic faith.) I asked Senator Hanson if she had selected Anning to replace Roberts because of his white supremacist policy or despite it.

She waffled and declined to answer. In fact, her first response was: ‘That’s a dits-custing thing to say!’ She did make the legitimate point that Anning had resigned from One Nation before he was sworn in. But that didn’t answer the question about his foul policies while running for office on the One Nation ticket.

The news was already about that the government and the opposition were planning a Senate censure motion against Anning. I asked the One Nation leader if she would support it. Again she obfuscated. That was when Koch, the moderator, dived back in to support my line of questioning and talked about ‘drawing a line in the sand’ against racist rhetoric and hate-mongering. Under live TV pressure, Pauline Hanson said she would not vote to censure Anning but would abstain. That’s when I said abstaining was cowardly.

The reaction on Facebook and Twitter and in, often obscene, calls to my office was overwhelmingly in favour of Hanson. I have never experienced such hatred—even on my personal Facebook page, which is usually devoted to my latest cactus flower or lime tree success. I am sure that some people who said ‘I will never vote for you again’ never had. (But some had, and didn’t two months later.)

I did post two tweets. After our Sunrise clash and Hanson’s revelation about how she would vote on the censure motion, I tweeted: Staying in the gutter. One Nation leader Pauline Hanson just told me on #sunrise that she will not vote to censure the despicable Fraser Anning. She will abstain. Supremacist vote chasing. What a message.

Then, mid-week, as the flood of Facebook messages continued, and my exit as a one-term senator was being gleefully predicted, I wrote: If I don’t get re-elected as a senator because I voted with compassion over sick refugees on Nauru and against Anning and Hanson on racist diatribes after the Christchurch mosque massacre, I shall walk away with honour.

The irony was, as the hate and headlines continued, that I had deliberately turned down all radio and television interview requests since the mosque massacre because I thought it should be left to our leaders, Morrison and Shorten, to carry our condolences publicly and privately across the ditch. And they did it well. I only went on Sunrise because Hanson and I had a weekly commitment and both our fees went to charity. Hers to Meals on Wheels, I’m told. And mine to Wintringham, the Victorian charity providing homes for homeless people over fifty.

Several things lifted my spirits after a bruising week, during which I had been accused of advocating domestic violence, and with one troll calling me ‘Cardinal Hinch’, inferring I was a paedophile. Neil Mitchell went on 3AW and said he had known me for more than thirty years and had never seen me accused of being a bully.

Then, at week’s end, we launched the Justice Bus for the federal election with our slogan: ‘Unfinished Business … Sick of them? Vote for us!’ It was great therapy. We went to Inverloch and Wonthaggi and Leongatha and the Dandenong Market. The (significantly multicultural) reaction was warm and generous.

I asked one 19-year-old Vietnamese girl: ‘How do you even know who I am?’

A Lebanese father said: ‘Hinchy, even my kids just watched The Wog Boy.’

PS: I saved an email from a woman I only know as ‘Nita H’. She wrote:


I just saw the clip of your interview on Sunrise with the unfortunate Pauline Hanson. I say unfortunate as she clearly lacks the integrity and intellect of people of your calibre. Thank you so fucking much for saying what so many of us think. I too stand with our Muslim brothers and sisters and made sure to visit my local mosque yesterday to show that support. Literally just wanted to say I think you’re a legend and to keep up your courageous challenge of ignorant and shallow views. I appreciate you!

Nita



My brief reply sort of summed up my week:

Anita. Thanks for that. I needed it. I have never had so much hate spewed at me on Twitter and Facebook in my life. Maybe part of it was that two males were disagreeing with a woman. Few critics mentioned that Hanson is the leader of a political party and is called on to answer tough questions.

Tnx DH.



THE MCQUEEN OF GAFFES

31 March 2019

It was a Christmas party I won’t forget. Aren’t they all? And I’m not talking about the boss ending up in his underpants with a lampshade on his head. And Chris Smith wasn’t even there.

It was Paul Murray’s annual shindig (for his Paul Murray LIVE guests on SKY) at Harpoon Harry’s Art Deco pub in Sydney’s Surry Hills. The ancient chairs and formica-topped tables are still there from six o’clock closing days. Murray always chooses it because there’s an open terrace where he can indulge in his putrid cigars—I call his car ‘the ashtray with wheels’.

When I walked in, I was ambushed by the bearded host and by regular guest (and long-time friend of mine) Janine Perrett. They wanted to hear all the gossip about George Pell, who had been found guilty of sex crimes against two choirboys inside St Patrick’s Cathedral. They wanted the goss because the convictions and all evidence had been suppressed by Supreme Court Chief Justice Peter Kidd, because of further expected trials.

I told them about the file I had on Pell since my radio and television days, and that we had deliberately launched our Justice Party 2016 election campaign in Ballarat, which had been cesspool territory decades earlier for paedophiles like Gerald Ridsdale—Pell’s flatmate back then. Also, there were those new allegations alleging indecent behaviour at the Eureka Swimming Pool in Ballarat in the 1970s.

It reminded me of a conversation about Pell and swimming pools I’d had with ABC journalist Louise Milligan, the author of the recently published (but suppressed in Victoria) explosive exposé called Cardinal: The Rise and Fall of George Pell. When I mentioned the book, a blonde woman sitting near us said: ‘What a disgraceful book.’ I looked sideways and saw a person I recognised as an occasional guest on Murray’s increasingly right-wing panel. I knew she had a funny name but didn’t know what she did. (I found out later, when she made a fool of herself on Q&A, that she was Teena McQueen, federal vice-president for the Liberal Party.)

Having written a cover blurb for Milligan’s tome, calling it one of the most forensic books I’d ever read, I took exception to the McQueen trashing.

Her riposte: ‘George Pell is a friend of mine.’

I thought she’d obviously get on well with John Howard and Tony Abbott, who gave revoltingly glowing character references for Pell even after his guilty verdict was revealed.

I turned back to Murray and Perrett to recount Milligan’s swimming pool story, which is also in her book. Like most authors, Milligan had been reluctant to tell people what she was writing a book about. But on this occasion, she had just handed in her manuscript. She was at a sporting event with her young daughter when another parent commented that she hadn’t been around lately and looked tired.

‘What have you been doing?’

‘Writing a book.’

‘What about?’

‘George Pell.’

The other mother paused and then said: ‘George Pell … you know, I have a funny story about him. I was in Canada at the Catholic Youth Games in 1992. I was standing on my balcony and, being from Melbourne, I recognised George Pell. He was in the swimming pool playing with some young boys, which I thought was odd. He was throwing them up in the air and catching them.’

Milligan said she went cold. She had just finished writing about Pell doing the same thing in the 1970s at the Ballarat pool. That’s where he allegedly sexually assaulted boys during the ‘game’.

That prompted a ‘leopards and spots’ conversation between Hinch, Murray and Perrett. Queen McQueen couldn’t help herself.

‘Well,’ she sniffed. ‘What’s wrong with that? I throw my grandchildren up in the air all the time in the pool.’

‘I bet you don’t grab them by the testicles on the way down,’ I said, and our Christmas party conversation ended.

That conversation came back to me recently when McQueen was a first-time guest on the ABC’s Q&A. She was dubbed ‘the worst guest in the history of Q&A’. Former senator Jacqui Lambie tweeted: I thought the Libs were already a train wreck. Teena McQueen just sent them off the tracks.

In the wake of the Christchurch mosque massacre, McQueen was asked to comment on the gun law crackdown by internationally praised NZ Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern. Obviously, unlike Pell, Ardern is no Teena friend. ‘We did that years ago. The Liberal Party did that years ago with John Howard.’

The audience started to snigger.

McQueen said: ‘You think that’s funny? John Howard did do that. Jacinda Ardern is copying exactly. Can I also remind you, Jacinda Ardern is only there because she formed an alliance with Winston Peters? I think everyone forgets that little fact.’

At a time when much of the world was lauding the NZ leader for the way she was leading her country’s shock and grief, McQueen stood her ignorant ground.

But wait, there was more—as Tim Shaw, the Demtel man, would say. McQueen was asked by compere Tony Jones for a comment on the character of Donald Trump.

‘Tony, I’m possibly the only person here that’s actually spent time with Trump. In 2006, I was a chaperone for Miss Australia’s entrant in the Miss Universe contest when Trump was still running that. I had a great time [talking] to him about politics. He always said he intended to run for president. He was none of those things— he was not racist, not sexist, none of those things.’

Methinks I got off lightly at Paul Murray’s party.

A FISTFUL OF DOLLARS

5 April 2019

I stole from Clint Eastwood to describe Josh Frydenberg’s first budget as ‘a fistful of dollars’. Fairly appropriate when, laced with juicy income tax cuts, it was handed down only days before the forty-fifth parliament was prorogued for the 18 May federal election. I may as well go back to the spaghetti western star again to describe the dying days of the brief Morrison government: the good, the bad and the ugly.

The bad and the ugly were pretty obvious. Pauline Hanson’s One Nation and her former Senate pick Fraser Anning. She made headlines after an Al Jazeera sting caught her apparatchiks, James Ashby and Steve Dickson, trying to woo the NRA in America for $20 million in exchange for weakening Australia’s gun laws. Anning was the man who garnered nineteen Queensland votes in the 2016 election before being parachuted into the Senate after Malcolm Roberts tripped over section 44 and was expelled. Anning quit One Nation (or was sacked by Hanson) before he was even sworn in. He sat as an independent, then brief ly joined Bob Katter’s party, before his ‘final solution’ maiden speech, and was sacked by Katter.

This week, Anning was censured, in a rare Senate vote, for his callous and insensitive comments after the Christchurch mosque massacre, in which he virtually blamed the Muslim victims for their own deaths.

I supported the censure motion and talked in the Senate about Anning’s attacks on vulnerable women who were terminating a pregnancy, and his attacks on other people’s right to die with dignity. Then I said: ‘His attempt to politicise the Christchurch mosque massacre sunk to a new level and is worthy of censure in this chamber. It was straight out of the NRA handbook on how gun extremists can benefit from kids being murdered. I’m surprised he wasn’t on the sauce and on the plane with Pauline Hanson’s treasonous apparatchiks as they requested millions of dollars from the despicable gun lobby to undermine our gun laws, and this parliament, and put Aussie families at risk.

‘Senator Anning, you besmirch this place. You should be ashamed of yourself.’

And speaking of shameful behaviour. It was obvious from the Al Jazeera tapes that Hanson was right across the NRA fundraising project. She is quoted explaining why she could not attend the meetings in Washington and had to take ‘baby steps’ because of the political risks if it ever got out.

I tweeted: Pauline Hanson’s One Nation’s attempt to get $10–20 million from the despicable US National Rifle Association to help them water down our gun laws is just obscene. Also, the boast the $$$ could ‘change the voting system’ and ‘have the whole government by the balls’. Please explain.

Senator Hanson, flanked by the mute clowns Ashby and Dickson, held a ‘press conference’—at which she took not a single question—as she tried to put all the blame on a Middle Eastern country (through Al Jazeera) trying to inflict foreign influence on Australian politics. The irony was not lost on many of us that Ashby and Dickson had tried to do exactly that with NRA money from the United States. And the added irony was that the TV network’s sting (which stretched over three years) was not aimed at One Nation. It was targeting the super-secretive, and super-influential, NRA. Hanson and co. were tar baby extras.

The One Nation leader was also caught on tape seemingly supporting the Port Arthur nut-jobs’ conspiracy theory. That angered a lot of people, me included. I tweeted: Port Arthur. I sat all night with a man named Ron Neander. His wife Gwen was killed by Bryant in the gift shop. He’d stood behind him in the food queue at Broad Arrow café and wondered why his Rebel sports bag looked so heavy. Senator Hanson, your taped conspiracy comments aired tonight on ABC were despicable.

The NRA/Port Arthur furore put pressure on an election-mode ScoMo, and his campaign team, to announce they would put One Nation last on ‘How to Vote’ cards. The PM dragged his feet and finally did, but there were Nationals and rebellious Libs in FNQ (Far North Queensland, not what you think) who still wanted to put Hanson ahead of the dreaded Greens. I announced that, for the record, the Justice Party would put Fraser Anning and One Nation last and second-last everywhere.

And, finally, the good, in the good, the bad and the ugly this week. I was in the House of Reps for Josh Frydenberg’s budget speech— setting the government up for their best shot in next month’s federal election. It wasn’t until I got back to my Senate office and started going through the fine print that I discovered the great news.

Daniel’s Law—our national public register of convicted child sex offenders—is now even closer. The budget set aside $7.8 million, over four years, to the Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission for the register.

Then the bigger surprise: They also assigned $25.5 million over six years to create an independent National Centre for the Prevention of Child Sexual Abuse.

Nobody in the government had even hinted at it to me. In fact, in the Senate, the previous day, I had submitted a motion that called on ‘all state and territory governments to negotiate in good faith in the development of this public register and, when legislated federally and by states and territories, this policy should be known as Daniel’s Law, in memory of Daniel Morcombe’.

On the ABC, for a post-budget dawn analysis, broadcast from the parliament’s lawn, I pointed at the massive white building behind us and said: ‘This is why I came here.’

That is true. The public register for sex offenders was the genesis of the Justice Party. But, as our 2019 election slogan says, it’s still ‘Unfinished Business …’

THE CHRISTCHURCH MASSACRE AFTERMATH

12 April 2019

In retrospect, in a frenetic last week of the controversial forty-fifth parliament, it was weak of me to dismiss a major piece of defining legislation with this tweet: Christchurch massacre internet live streaming bill rammed through the Senate last night was probably illegal. Not circulated on apps or in the chamber before the guillotine and the vote. I voted against it. Govt and Labor rammed it through. Media criticism is fair.

(A good postscript: ScoMo had further success with this issue at the G20 in late June.)

And while I am on the mea culpa trail, it was actually ‘senator for a day’ Duncan Spender—the Lib Dems’ short-term replacement for David Leyonhjelm—who tried to blow the whistle as the Coalition, and a surprisingly compliant Labor opposition, ruthlessly used the guillotine to prevent debate on bill after bill after bill. Including this one. I was sitting behind rookie senator Spender as he dashed back to his seat to wave his phone around and protest that the bill hadn’t even been circulated on the clerk’s app, let alone been circulated in the chamber. A fact confirmed by my own staff during a ‘What the fuck happened there?’ post-mortem later that night.

Spender knew his way around. He was a Leyonhjelm staffer who was parachuted in by the Lib Dems founder when Leyonhjelm figured his Senate re-election chances next month were slim and he’d be more secure grabbing an eight-year small-pond sinecure in the NSW Upper House. (He didn’t, even though he prematurely, and embarrassingly, claimed victory.)

A few hours earlier on that crucial day, on Pat Karvelas’ ABC TV show, I had confidently predicted that the streaming legislation would not go through that session because it was complicated, needed much debate, and we would not want to vote for legislation that was clumsy or flawed. The Senate did vote that way despite such fears.

To comprehend some senators’ frustration and anger over that rammed-through legislation, I have to go back to that Friday lunch-hour horror when, on this side of the ditch, we first started hearing about the mosque massacre madness in Christchurch. I was in my Melbourne apartment. Suddenly, on my laptop screen, an unprompted image appeared that looked like an amateur video from somebody’s iPhone. It started with boring, endless and tame road video of a car camera. I hadn’t called it up, hadn’t requested it. It was just there. I then sat, mesmerised, as a real-life assassin parked his car, waved his autographed gun around, and went on a killing spree.

I suspect that millions of people around the globe saw that slaughter in real time. Saw the killer’s headgear camera recording every murder live. Saw him go back to his car for more bullets with his video picking up a young woman in Arabic dress lying dead or dying in the gutter near his getaway car. And when he did leave, heading for more carnage at the second mosque, he callously drove over her body.

The Coalition government argued fiercely from early on that Facebook and Google should have acted smarter, quicker, to get the offensive, grotesque video down. I don’t know. I’d watched it live. Unordered, unanticipated, unwanted.

But then the Coalition government (aided by the opposition) hit too hard, too fast. Attorney-General Christian Porter argued that speed was necessary because ‘the tragedy in Christchurch just over two weeks ago brought this issue to a head’. He justified the gag, and the speed of ramming it through the Senate, by claiming: ‘It was clear from our discussions last week with social media companies, particularly Facebook, that there was no recognition of the need for them to act urgently to protect their own users from the horror of the live streaming of the Christchurch massacre and other violent crimes and so the Morrison government has taken action with this legislation.’

I told Porter that I agreed in principle to some of the measures he was proposing, but it all sounded too broad, too rushed, and would have to be debated and, preferably, sent to a Senate committee for perusal and dissection. Didn’t happen. The bill passed in about one minute.

This means that social media platforms, internet providers and web hosting services are now liable for fines up to 10 per cent of their annual global revenue and employees could be jailed, in Australia, for failing to quickly remove ‘abhorrent violent material’. There are also fines of up to $168 000 for individuals or $840 000 for companies if they fail to notify the federal police that such putrid material is streaming out of Australia on their service.

DIGI is the group that represents Google, Facebook, Amazon, Twitter and other digital platforms. Its managing director, Sunita Bose, albeit with a vested interest, put it well: ‘This law, which was conceived and passed in five days without any meaningful consultation, does nothing to address hate speech, which was the fundamental motivation for the tragic Christchurch terrorist attacks … Let’s be clear: no-one wants abhorrent content on their websites, and DIGI members work to take this down as quickly as possible.’

She went on to say that the ‘vast volumes’ of content uploaded every second made it a complex problem that required discussions with legal experts, the media and the technology industry. ‘That didn’t happen this week.’

I believe, after the Christchurch horror, that the government’s heart is in the right place, but this is draconian. The incoming government must refine this hasty law because the new legislation screams censorship. The Senate failed the country on this one.

(Some of this appeared online on The Big Smoke.)

HERE WE GO AGAIN

21 April 2019

And so it is on. The 2019 federal election is officially on after the forty-fifth parliament was prorogued. A quaint, but devastating, word. For some.

A Liberal government, wracked and riven by internal conflict and leadership challenges, fell into a federal poll that ScoMo finally called for 18 May. He held off as long as he could because a four-letter word (‘time’) was the only thing he seemed to have on his side. Maybe Bill Shorten would stuff up.

Malcolm Turnbull won by one seat in 2016 and then was shafted by Peter Dutton’s inept takeover, and ScoMo did a Steven Bradbury and won the poisoned chalice. We started 2019 thinking that Bill and Chloe had, finally, won the keys to The Lodge. I’d said, in my book in 2017, ‘Don’t start measuring the curtains.’ By last Xmas they had earned the right to.

But, after the election was called, the scenario shifted a trifle.

Within a week of ScoMo delaying the election launch and then hitting the road running as ‘Mr Average’, I issued a Hinch’s Hunch—with the proviso that I am often wrong. I said that I still believed Bill Shorten would win the election but it would not be the 40–50 seat wipe-out that people were predicting after the Turnbull stabbing last August. I had an April 2019 bet with a staffer that Shorten would win with a margin of 10–14 seats. That ScoMo, in recent campaigning days, had saved some chairs on the Titanic. I forgot I had also had a reckless $250 bet with a staffer that ScoMo would win. And no odds.

My softening thoughts on a Labor landslide were exacerbated by the 5000 kilometres I had covered around Victoria on the Justice Bus before the first official week of campaigning by the majors was over. We visited Moe, Morwell, Woodend, Kyneton, Riddells Creek, Mt Macedon, Hanging Rock, Frankston, Portland, Inverloch, Cape Schanck, Geelong, Corio, Torquay and Mornington. Then Sale, Bairnsdale, Warragul and Traralgon. And another burst to Mildura, Swan Hill, Echuca and Bendigo.

In 2016 campaigning, I was not surprised that the Turnbull government majority disappeared. I had heard supposedly rusted-on Liberal voters around the country telling me they feared the Liberal government would fiddle with their superannuation like the shonky, but effective, Labor ‘Mediscare’ campaign in the final days of the 2016 election. Doesn’t matter if it is true. It is what the voters believe on the day.

On that issue: Shorten has problems here. He is certainly not adored, especially by younger women voters. I’ve said before that a media adviser should tell him to stop jogging. A walk in a John Howard tracksuit would be a better look.

On more substantial issues, I think, at this stage of the campaign, Shorten is having trouble with his arguments about his resistance to personal income tax cuts proposals, negative gearing, and franking. I’ve mentioned ‘perception’. It does not matter whether removing franking credits is right or wrong. Whether double dipping is legit. Out there, people—older people, self-retirees—feel that something they had is being taken away from them.

You’re seventy-five, you can’t go back to work. You’ve been getting, and relying on, X-thousand dollars a year and suddenly it is not yours? It may be fair, but is a hard sell for Labor.

Like the Libs in 2016, Shorten stumbled over the ogre of Labor messing with superannuation in the first full week of campaigning. Within twenty-four hours he had explained that he misheard the question and misspoke, but it was not a good look.

Both major players suspended campaigning on the major religious holidays of Good Friday and Easter Sunday, but, with those Christian connotations, there were some stirrings in Liberal circles that ScoMo just might emulate someone else and rise again from the dead. Having spent all of Easter on the campaign trail, I feel even more strongly that this federal election will feature minor parties and independents in the Upper House more than ever before.

The Don Chipp ‘keep the bastards honest’ mantra, the ‘pox on both your houses’ feeling, and our own Justice Party ‘Sick of them? Vote for us’ slogan are starting to bite. There’s even talk that Clive Palmer’s $60 million TV and newspaper blitz is being reflected in the polls, but methinks he has committed a fatal blunder. Clive’s huge face and girth are everywhere but—even though he has announced he will abandon his Lower House campaign in northern Queensland and run for the Senate—his name will not be on the ticket. He will appear as the United Australia Party (a name he hijacked from Bob Menzies) and most voters won’t make the Palmer connection. United who?

Anyway, the campaign and the buses roll on.

Important postscript: This week, I announced my running mate for the Senate in next month’s federal election. I once described her as ‘one of the bravest, most gutsy, most inspiring women I have ever had the honour to spend time with’. I was talking about domestic violence survivor Simone O’Brien.

She came within minutes of being killed when her ex attacked her with a baseball bat in front of her children. Since I last caught up with her, Simone has run in, and completed, the fabled New York marathon. She is now an ambassador for the Brisbane-based Beyond DV. She is an inspiration to other women and girls. Life has not, and will not, beat her. I’m so thrilled that she has agreed to run for the Senate with me.

It is even more meaningful because the ‘scourge’ of domestic violence must be an issue for all parties. It is a major part of the Justice Party election platform. I have also campaigned in the Senate for a royal commission into the Family Court, which is an associated issue.

WATER, WATER, NOWHERE?

28 April 2019

A quote from my dear old gran floated into my mind as we ground on with the 2019 federal election and the Justice Bus clocked up our first 5000 kilometres around Victoria. (Is there a Beechworth Bakery I can’t identify?) My nanna used to say: ‘I can feel it in me water.’ Not the most seemly of images to conjure up, but I got the gist of it.

And I got the feeling this week. Water. Murray–Darling Basin water. More than 80 million bucks’ worth of water—and Barnyard Barnaby Joyce’s grubby fingers were all over it. What is it with that hayseed these days? He surely has developed the Sadim Touch. That’s the Midas Touch in reverse. Everything (everybody) he touches doesn’t turn to gold. It turns to shit.

He went on the ABC with Patricia Karvelas and unleashed a 30-minute tirade. At one stage he shouted ‘Labor, Labor, Labor …’ Several commentators said it reminded them of the infamous performance by the ‘tippler in the top hat’, the staggering, stuttering governor-general, Sir John Kerr, at that Melbourne Cup. At one point, Joyce rambled, ‘I’m a … humble old backbencher winning the seat of New England, knocking up corflutes,’ protesting that he didn’t have an opinion on a water question: ‘It’s like saying: “Do you believe that Mrs Smith should vacuum her living room?”’

Of Barnaby’s performance, Michael Koziol wrote in the SMH:


Like a pent-up stallion waiting to burst out of the gates, Barnaby Joyce was itching to perform. Put on a show. Give ’em something to talk about. It started from his very first answer, as he scoffed about Labor buying $300 million worth of water ‘off a business based in Argentina’, as if they’d purchased it from outer space. From there, Joyce took flight into a surreal world of righteous indignation, cornflakes idioms and mixed metaphors which—if nothing else—delivered an exemplar in the power of radio.



And so the 2019 federal election staggered on. The leaders, Morrison and Shorten, fronted up in Perth for their first televised debate. Channel Seven thought it was so important and prestigious that they went with their regular soap opera program on the main channel and screened the debate on the secondary 7mate.

I tweeted: Am I alone? I thought ScoMo won last night. The format was woeful. When the experienced Mark Riley is there why swing in a disruptive amateur moderator?

To be fair, the small audience thought Shorten won. If I had been either leader I would have refused to be perched awkwardly on a stool for an hour like an errant schoolboy.

As the Canberra press gallery urges, there should be a federal election debate committee (like they have in the US for presidential elections) with, say, three national debates on domestic policy, foreign policy and the economy. But should it only be the majors? What about the Greens? And, increasingly, the egregious Clive Palmer and Pauline Hanson?

Speaking of whom. One Nation is ‘in more shit than a Werribee duck’, as the saying goes.

Pauline’s dear friend, the Liberal deserter and former minister Steve Dickson, didn’t just wound her with the Al Jazeera NRA money-raising disaster. He also took time out—while on the sauce in Washington—to visit a strip club. Shades of Kevin Rudd and his ‘tune into Tokyo’ nimble fingers while out and about with the New York Post editor Col Allan. Dickson, the sincere, devoted ‘family man’, was filmed stuffing notes into a stripper’s underwear, suggesting she come home with him for oral sex while disparaging Asian women’s sexual proclivities.

As I said on the Today show, isn’t it weird that it’s the devout ‘family’ men—like the American evangelicals—who seem to stray the most? Like the disgraced Mallee MP and self-styled ‘James Bond’ Andrew Broad and his ‘sugar daddy’ Hong Kong scandal. Or preacher Jimmy ‘I have sinned’ Swaggart, caught with a hooker in a motel.

Dickson resigned within hours of his grubby Washington shenanigans going to air on Channel Nine’s A Current Affair. I must admit that I used a decades-old line to criticise Dickson: I said he was only asking the stripper to do what he and James Ashby had wanted the NRA to do to Australia’s gun laws and government.

It was a version of a line I used in America during Watergate, when stories were finally emerging about then-president Kennedy and his affairs with Hollywood actresses like Marilyn Monroe and Angie Dickinson. I said then that at least Kennedy did it with consenting adult females. Nixon did it to a country.

WHERE AM I?

5 May 2019

I think this neatly sums up Election 2019 so far. This morning I phoned my campaign manager, Ruth Stanfield, to ask a simple question: ‘What day of the week is it? Tuesday or Wednesday?’ I had no idea. The campaign, the towns, the suburbs become a blur. We are 6000 kilometres into the campaign journey on the Justice Bus and I guess it is starting to show. Point Cook, Werribee, Hoppers Crossing and Altona Meadows. Tomorrow, it’s the markets in Berwick.

I posted a forlorn Facebook comment saying: ‘We eat in food courts and country pubs a lot. Here’s a glamorous pie. I think it was breakfast in Avoca.’

Several observant critics said I’d just lost heaps of votes because it was obvious that I ate a pie with a knife and fork. I did confess that was a fastidious habit I had in common with former prime minister Malcolm Turnbull. I also admitted that I eat pizza with a knife and fork—which gives me one thing (only) in common with Donald Trump, as he was monstered for that indiscretion in the Bronx in New York during his 2016 presidential campaign.

This is an amazing, casualty-strewn campaign. Candidates from all major parties dropping like flies for reckless, hateful, spiteful comments—mostly on social media. Anti-Muslim and homophobic crap that they deserved to be called out on.

Sidebar: I told a staff member, who has political aspirations down the track, to be very cognisant of anything he posted, or liked, on Twitter or Facebook because that damning fingerprint would be there forever. I used to shake my head at Young Liberals—in the early days of social media—posting photos of themselves, semi-clad and surrounded by empty booze bottles, on a bed in a Canberra hotel room after a conference. You just knew the photographic evidence was bound to surface down the track if they decided to run for preselection.

That premise did apply even before Facebook and emails. I remember former Liberal Party leader (and Lodge aspirant) Andrew Peacock telling me a story about John ‘pig’s arse’ Elliott when the stories started circulating that Elliott had decided he would get into politics and become prime minister. Peacock told the then–Liberal Party president to go home, open a bottle of red, and write down any, and every, dubious thing he had ever done in business. Elliott, who, as the stock exchange discovered, had done some questionable deals, blustered and fumed and said ‘How dare you insinuate’ or words to that effect. But he did not compile that list and did not ever stand for political office.

The biggest news, halfway through the election campaign, was that nominations closed and the parties (big and small) put out their official ‘How to Vote’ cards—as the AEC opened its pre-poll pop-up shops all over the country for an unprecedented three-week session which saw more than 500 000 people voting in the first week. (That was a trifle bizarre, because some people had voted for candidates disowned by their own parties. Shades of Pauline Hanson dumped by the Liberals but still elected as a racist renegade in 1996.)

Derryn Hinch’s Justice Party did better than most on the HTV cards. Better than any other party—thanks to the Preference Whisperer, Glenn Druery.

In Victoria, we came in at no. 2 on Labor, no. 4 on the Greens and no. 6 on the Liberals HTV cards. The most flattering thing I heard (when questions were being asked) was when a Labor powerbroker was quoted as saying ‘Hinch is a pragmatist. We can work with him.’ Can you ask for anything more?

Around the same time, GetUp! released it’s HTV cards, zeroing in on specific issues. One was a question over which party would handle health issues best. They put the Justice Party at no. 1. Ahead of all the majors. Maybe, because, as I said in a Facebook post:


I met a woman at Dandenong Market today. She was close to tears. She’d just quit as a nurse at an aged care centre because she could not do her job to the standard she signed up for. It really pissed me off. Last year, in the Senate, I put forward a desperate motion calling for compulsory registered nurses and carers’ ratios in aged care centres. All major parties—Liberal, National, Labor and Greens— voted against me. It was pretty lonely out there. But I was right. The Justice Party fought for the Royal Commission into aged care. It will shame this country.



Another health issue which I suspect GetUp! respected was my campaign against transvaginal mesh, which I launched in the Senate and which triggered a series of damning public hearings around the country.

When I first raised it in the Senate, I said it was the worst medical scandal for Australian women since the baby-deforming thalidomide tragedy in the early 1960s. A year into our inquiry, I was contacted by the thalidomide group in the United Kingdom to tell me I was wrong. It was much worse, they said.

SHOT DOWN IN MAY?

12 May 2019

When you are travelling more than 9000 kilometres around Victoria in the Justice Bus in an election campaign, you have plenty of time for passenger thinking—and among the things that drift through your mind are favourite songs. ‘Sylvia’s Mother’, ‘Living Next Door to Alice’ (Alice, Alice, who the fuck is Alice?), ‘MacArthur Park’ and, obviously, your own theme song: Sinatra’s ‘That’s Life’.

In an interview introduction on 3AW, Neil Mitchell cheekily played a bit of ‘That’s Life’: ‘You’re riding high in April … shot down in May’. Could be prescient. On 18 May I could get voted out to end my fledgling Senate career. As I write this, I don’t think so. And I haven’t caught a dose of that deadly disease called Candidateitis. (I was voted out.)

There is another theme song story. In May 1981, after Pope John Paul II was shot in Rome, a talkback caller on 3AW demanded I stop playing ‘That’s Life’. Why? Out of respect for the pontiff: ‘Shot down in May’.

About six days before the 2016 federal election, I climbed back into the Justice Bus, after a great reception at the South Melbourne Market, including the obligatory oysters at Aptus Seafood, and, for the first time in a marathon campaign, told my team (including my brother Des, who was visiting from New Zealand) that ‘I think I am going to win’.

This campaign, we were in Geelong, eight days out from Election Day, in the middle of a statewide swirl through pre-poll booths, and I told the team I thought we would—not could, but would—win re-election. I always thought we could, but in the final couple of weeks the stars started to align.

I am the only Senate candidate to get on all major party ‘How to Vote’ cards. We even made it to no. 3 on the Australian Democrats card and I didn’t even know they still existed. And as I mentioned earlier, GetUp! rated the Justice Party no. 1 on the issue of health policies. I know it was partly because of my early and passionate support of mandatory ratios for nurses and carers in aged care facilities. I hope GetUp!’s endorsement was also because of the public inquiry I instigated into transvaginal mesh. They also put me no. 4 on their environment HTV despite my support for the Adani coal mine.

And, although it surprised some people, I also got some favourable reactions from the ACTU after they sent out their questionnaire to all politicians as part of their Change the Rules campaign. ACTU Secretary Sally McManus acknowledged my support for the nurses on the aged care ratios with a tweet: Thank you @HumanHeadline for your support for safe staffing levels in aged care. The RC is showing what the @anmf_federal have been saying, without proper staffing levels residents [sic] health and dignity suffers.

The HTV card issue prompted a timely and favourable Herald Sun headline saying that Hinch had a great preference deal and was likely to be re-elected.

That also led me back to the musical theme. I started singing ‘clowns to the left of me, jokers to the right’—although in my version, I’d change the lyrics to ‘and I hope you are stuck in the middle with me’. It was a theme I pushed in the last-gasp days of the campaign. The ‘clowns to the left of me’ were the Greens. The ‘jokers to the right’ were the ultra-conservatives—with two weeks to go, I stopped referring to Hanson, Anning and Bernardi by name.

I knew, and know, I’m a centrist except on law and order. On the road, out there in the shopping centres, you could feel the disillusionment with the major parties. Sick of the current government and all the leadership changes but still very wary of Bill Shorten. The changes to the franking tax system, which ScoMo cleverly dubbed a ‘retirees’ tax’, were biting, hurting Labor, especially after the shadow treasurer, Chris Bowen, airily said something like: ‘If you don’t like it, vote for somebody else.’

And, continuing the music theme for a gorgeous footnote: On the Geelong waterfront to greet riders at the finish of the inspiring Mark Beretta and Sunrise Tour de Cure cancer research fundraiser (which raised another $10 million), I was approached by a pretty young mother whom I did not think I knew and certainly did not recognise. She introduced herself as Tamana Hattam. Still no recognition.

‘Remember the video for “You’re the Voice” that you and Jacki Weaver were in? Remember the little girl? Your daughter? That was me.’

I nearly burst into tears. I told her I had been trying to find her for twenty years. She lives less than 10 kilometres from me in Melbourne.

AND THE WINNER IS . . .

20 May 2019

What an election. Talk about surprise winners and surprise losers. Against all the polls, and all the pundits, ScoMo pulled it off in a relentless, presidential-style campaign. He deftly picked Bill Shorten’s pocket and the loot included the keys to The Lodge. Sadly, and I’ll admit unexpectedly, I was one of the shock losses.

Our Justice Bus covered 9000 kilometres around Victoria touting our ‘Unfinished Business …’ campaign. If the reaction in shopping centres was any judge, I figured I was a shoo-in. So, I only served three years. I shall look, sardonically, at the official framed certificate from the AEC on my Senate office wall in Canberra that proclaims on 2 July 2016, Derryn Hinch’s Justice Party was elected in the sixth spot on the Victorian poll and therefore entitled to a six-year term. As I described earlier, because that election was a double dissolution, the carve-up of who gets six years and who gets three is left to the Senate to decide. I was the only one shafted. But it was legal.

(After the shafting, I asked then-PM Malcolm Turnbull why didn’t he stick with my six years, tell Liberal Scott Ryan he’d only get three but be guaranteed a high-up spot on the next ticket so he’d be locked in for nine years. And, I’d owe them a favour. Malcolm said he hadn’t thought of that. As it turned out, Malcolm didn’t think of a lot of things.)

Other people, in other tomes, will trawl through the entrails of Labor’s unlosable election, so I’ll keep my comments brief. But I will take an indulgent moment to again go back to my last book, Hinch Vs Canberra, where, in a prescient moment, I did write about Shorten that it was a mite early for him and Chloe, his wife, to be measuring curtains for The Lodge.

In the 2016 election, in its dying days, Labor, cynically and savagely, unleashed ‘Mediscare’. The Turnbull campaign’s response was late and weak. I’m sure it cost the government seats. In 2019, Morrison’s Mob responded in kind. The franking issue was cleverly and devastatingly dubbed a ‘retirees’ tax’, plus there was the bogus threat that Labor would bring back death duties. Both hit hard among older Australians.

On the road, during the campaign, I was asked more about franking credits than any other issue except aged care ratios. And my answer was always the same. It didn’t matter if you thought Labor’s policy was legally, or morally, right. It was voting suicide. My belief: You can’t take something away from people, especially older Australians, who have budgeted for that money. Be it $1000 or $10 000. At 75–85, they can’t go back to work to make it up.

It made me think that the election was actually decided on Mother’s Day. Many people thought that would go in Bill Shorten’s favour after the Daily Telegraph’s execrable attack on him and his mum several days earlier. The headline ‘Mother of Invention’ was sooo clever. Too clever by half. It garnered sympathy for a leader who hadn’t had much of it.

It took me back to deadline pressure when I was editor of The Sun in Sydney. The editorial team would throw dozens, hundreds, of suggested page one headlines across my desk. I can just imagine: Mother of Invention? Brilliant. Yeeesss!

Mother’s Day, I believe, turned out vastly different to any semblance of a pro-Shorten rally. Au contraire. Mums and dads, their kids and grandkids—all of voting age—sat around the lunch table to hear the oldies express genuinely held fears that, under Labor, they would lose money they had allocated in the budget for car insurance or even a holiday. And that was without the death tax shadow.

For me … Why did I lose? I believe we underestimated the conservative swing. The Hanson factor. And Clive Palmer’s $50 million to $60 million advertising campaign didn’t get him, or his candidates, elected but it awakened some right-wing prejudices. The now notorious Sunrise confrontation between Hinch, Hanson and David Koch, after the Christchurch mosque massacre, did hurt me at the ballot box too.

It was the perfect storm. In normal circumstances, Pauline would have appeared via satellite from Queensland, I would have been in the Channel Seven studio in Melbourne, and Koch, the anchor man, would have been on the Sunrise set in Martin Place in Sydney. By coincidence, all three of us were in Sydney that Monday morning. It was not a set-up, not an ambush. I did not know Pauline would be there until I saw James Ashby as I walked into the studio three minutes before we went on air.

This is important. If we had been in our usual habitats, it would not have looked so bad. But here were two men in dark suits ‘picking on’ a fragile, defenceless woman. And Koch was jabbing his finger in her face.

I will never forget that TV moment—apart from the fact it helped lose me the election. It hurt even more because I had never been called a bully in my life before. In all the mud-slinging in my three years in Canberra, that hit the mark hardest and hurt the most.


STILL UNFINISHED BUSINESS


This book is called Unfinished Business. Regrettably, in my case, there is still too much of it. Partly because I got stitched up by the Turnbull government and the Shorten-led opposition after that 2016 double dissolution (or ‘dissolooshin’ as some SKY hosts insisted on calling it) and my elected six-year term was reduced to three. The Hawke ‘fairness rule’, for which senators should get the six, was ignored by the majors after voting twice for it. As I’ve mentioned before, Labor conspired with the government to give my six to the Libs’ Scott Ryan in Victoria, and the Greens’ Lee Rhiannon’s six in NSW to Labor’s Deborah O’Neill.

Even in the three-year stint, we did have some major achievements. In my first year we got the passport ban amendment into law, which meant convicted sex offenders could no longer go on ‘child rape holidays’ to Vietnam and Cambodia and Bali and Myanmar. (I’ve explained elsewhere how actress Rachel Griffiths triggered that campaign. In 2016, more than 800 perverts on the sex offenders register went overseas from Australia, with more than 400 going to Asia.)

As I was writing the final chapters of this book, News Ltd gun reporter Annika Smethurst called to point out one postscript to that law that had escaped me. It meant a certain George Pell could not travel back to Rome, even if he wanted to, nor head off to London for a steak and a glass of claret. I recalled the last thing the cardinal did in the dock, after being sentenced to jail for sex offences against two choirboys, was to sign the sex offenders register.

We also got more than a head start on the issue over which the Justice Party was founded: Daniel’s Law—a national public register of convicted sex offenders, like they’ve had in the United States since then-president Clinton signed it into law in 1996. In his 2019/20 budget, the treasurer, Josh Frydenberg, allocated $7.8 billion to the project—after Home Affairs Minister Peter Dutton announced it was government policy earlier in the year. The treasurer also allocated another $25 million towards child protection.

What Dutton announced wasn’t all I wanted, but I was thrilled that he had guided it through a reluctant cabinet after I had received a 7 a.m. phone call from him saying: ‘Derryn, I’m an ex-cop. We’ve got to get that register off the ground.’ And he did.

Not perfect, but a start. In its first form it will apply only to sex offenders whose victims were children. It will include the transgressors’ names and photographs, but postcodes instead of addresses. Parents will be able to find out if a convicted paedophile is living in their neighbourhood and can warn their vulnerable children to take care: ‘Don’t chase a ball over the fence.’ Eventually, you would hope the public register applies to all rapists. And don’t forget, just two years before I entered parliament, COAG rejected a version of Daniel’s Law.

The other major achievement was the public focus on the transvaginal mesh scandal. I forced a Senate committee inquiry, with public hearings, into what I had described in a Senate speech as ‘the worst medical scandal involving Australian women since thalidomide in the 1960s’. It led to an international spotlight being aimed at the sometimes brutal insertion of the crippling polypropylene mesh into hundreds of thousands of women, in England, Scotland, Sweden and New Zealand.

In Australia, we estimated that 15 000–20 000 women had been adversely affected—even as pompous doctors kept protesting that the mesh was successful in ‘85 per cent of cases’. I remember, drily, asking one surgeon if his patient had been advised of the 15 per cent failure rate, which had crippled many women and left them in excruciating pain. We even heard graphic testimony about shards of plastic piercing the vaginal wall and cutting into a partner’s penis during sex.

And there was a modest victory, early in my sojourn, which was seen as a huge win for Canberra photographers. After all, it was a picture ban that the Canberra press gallery had been trying to get overturned for about twenty-five years.

Unlike in the House of Reps, TV cameras and still photographers in the Senate could only take shots and footage if the senator ‘had the call’. In other words, if he or she was on their feet speaking. The recording of historical moments had been lost, year after year. I convinced then–Senate president Stephen Parry of the unfairness of this disparity. And we got it through.

One of the last holdouts had been Labor’s Stephen Conroy, who, allegedly, had been spotted from the gallery playing Candy Crush on his iPad. When he, unexpectedly, resigned, I moved quickly. I also had to make sure that Pauline Hanson and her One Nation cohorts were out of the chamber. That wasn’t hard because they were often no-shows. One Nation had been known to block a Hinch notice of motion purely on the grounds it was mine.

The motion to lift the photographic ban went through around midday one day, on the voices.

Speaking of what did and did not happen in the Senate chamber, I am indebted to a young staffer, Joe Fox, who joined us as an intern while he completed his law degree at ANU and ended up on my staff. I dug out a letter from him as I sat in the ‘Hinch branch office’ (Ostani bar and restaurant) in the Hotel Realm complex.

In fact, in my last few days in Canberra, I performed my first and only ribbon-cutting ceremony as a senator. The Ostani entrance, badly lit, was made treacherous by an uneven paving stone path with sunken dirt surrounds. I’d stumbled on the tiles (not after a night on the tiles), as had many others. To prove that ‘you can get things done in Canberra’, I complained to management and pointed out it would cost them less to replace the pathway than face a lawsuit. It worked. Hence the red ribbon cutting, new overhead lights, and the champagne and canape christening of ‘Hinch’s Way’.

I’m looking at it now at the branch office, as I write this final chapter of my book, on the last day of my life as an Australian senator. The term ends at midnight, tonight, Sunday 30 June.

At midnight, I shall take off the Senate cufflinks and the ‘access all areas’ lapel button (the only form of identification I ever had to wear around Parliament House) and, for the last time, I will take out of my pocket the gold badge that was given to me by the Usher of the Black Rod on my first day in Canberra as a senator-elect. And I’ll be ex-senator Hinch.

And that’s why the Joe Fox letter is important to me. Partly to parry the Twitter and Facebook trolls who have said: ‘Yeah, but what did you actually do, Hinch? You bludger. What did you achieve? Nothing.’

Well, I now know that I spoke 269 times in the Senate chamber. The topics were many and varied. From Daniel’s Law and redress to the plight of veterans, discrimination against gay school kids and gay teachers, same-sex marriage, abortion, aged care (especially ratios), transvaginal mesh, medical cannabis, all the way through to protecting dugongs and sea turtles.

I attended all 142 out of 142 sitting days. I voted on 1065 motions and introduced sixty-four of my own—fifty-two of mine were agreed to. And I tried to hold the government to account more than forty times through questions without notice. And I introduced three private member’s bills. All of which had public support—if not always political support.

The Animal Export Legislation Amendment (Ending Long-haul Live Sheep Exports) Bill would have phased out long-haul live sheep exports to the Middle East over five years—a significant and pragmatic measure that would end the cruelty without devastating Australian farmers. That campaign has been set back by the appointment of the Nationals deputy leader as the new minister for agriculture, Senator Bridget McKenzie. She is a live export enthusiast and has used words like ‘crazy’ to describe several colleagues who campaigned in favour of a ban.

Despite that pessimistic outlook, I still believe that live exports of sheep are doomed and, economically, will finally be deemed untenable. Especially if the northern summer ban remains.

Likewise, the Environment Legislation Amendment (Protecting Dugongs and Turtles) Bill aimed at cracking down on the illegal poaching of critically endangered marine life.

The Aged-Care Amendment (Ratio of Skilled Staff to Care Recipients Bill) 2017, which would have seen mandatory ratios of nurses to residents living in government-funded aged care residential facilities, was the first of its kind in Australia. It was a long-overdue reform for one the most critically under-resourced industries in the country, and I was really disappointed when the Libs, Nats, Labor and the Greens voted against it. But we did push for and get a royal commission into aged care, and staff ratios are finally on the table.

As chairman of the National Redress Committee, I was also heavily involved in the national apology to victims of child sexual abuse (mentioned earlier). I hope that our report, deliberately subtitled An Overdue Step towards Justice, is a blueprint for future action.

One story, recounted by Joe Fox, sums up the mess that has been the Department of Veterans’ Affairs. As described earlier in this book, I told a group of vets once: ‘You must treat the department like the enemy because that’s how they regard you.’

Fox wrote:


You saved a veteran’s life. He had lost nearly everything, including his home, in his fight for justice against DVA. Two months and three of your Senate speeches later, the government finally apologised and compensated this forgotten Australian. He wrote to me at the time: ‘Thank you so much for everything … justice would never have been achieved without Derryn.’



That was a shocker of a case. The minister finally admitted to us that the department had spent $600 000 on outside consultants to fight that vet’s legitimate claim after a parachute accident crippled him.

One last comment from the 24-year-old law student and political rookie:


I think it is important that you know the impact you had on Australia’s political landscape and carry it forward with you. Few politicians are able to carve out an individual legacy. If they’re lucky, they might be able to point to an individual bill that they managed to push through cabinet, a motion here or there, or a committee appointment as a long-service thank you, but few can say they were ever able to truly pioneer something in this place.

Lastly, I just want to say thank you … for showing me that you can really make a difference in people’s lives without having to wait around for politicians or experts to get the job started. You’ve taught me that a moral compass can, and should, take you a long way in this life.

You once told me that when future generations look back at your legacy, you simply wanted them to think, ‘He tried’. I can tell you now, you did.

Joe



That’s very sweet and very flattering. But one thing I’m not sure I have conveyed accurately (or enough) is the sheer honour of being elected as a Victorian senator representing 6 300 000 other Australians. That’s why a recent comment attributed to former PM Malcolm Turnbull perturbed me. He said: ‘The problem about politics is that it fucks people up.’ In fairness, he had been betrayed by people he thought were loyal and his bitterness and cynicism is understandable.

But I have to call it as I saw it in those amazing three years. Politics didn’t fuck me up. Even when I had to cast a deciding vote on such controversial issues as the Medevac bill, I always thought about what was the right thing to do. The honourable thing to do.

It’s one of the reasons I carried that symbolic gold medallion everywhere.

(In the old days, I’m told, male senators wore the trinket on a fob pocket gold chain, along with their pocket watch. They used to flash it to get free rides on trams and trains. I didn’t have the nerve to try it on Myki.)

I’m sure I have bored people by saying that, since Federation 120 years ago, only about 700 people have been senators. Most elected, some appointed to fill vacancies. That’s not many more than have worn the baggy green for Australia. I’m told that, at seventy-two, I am the oldest person ever elected to the Senate. My plan is to run again in 2021 or 2022, whenever ScoMo calls an election. To those scoffers who say, ‘You’ll be too old … retire’, may I point out that I am younger than Joe Biden—and I’m hoping that in 2022 he’ll be president of the United States.

As I draw the curtain on this stage of my—fairly eventful— life, I now leap back into familiar territory: hosting HINCH, a one-hour current affairs show, once a week on SKY News.

As we used to say: ‘Expect the unexpected.’ Sums up my life, I guess. Hey, I never ever expected to be called Senator Hinch.

Finis.
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