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Much of this book goes beyond my expertise but there is a theme and the chapters leave a significant question for all Australians. What does it mean to be Australian?

I do not believe for one minute that the Government understands or knows what many Australians feel in their minds and hearts about this country. We are too close to the United States. We do not have to be that close to maintain the alliance and to be a good friend. We do not wish to be submerged by an all-pervasive, all-powerful United States or by global forces from outside the world.

There is a sense of independence, of pride in Australia, shared, I believe, by people from every different background. 

This book seeks to expose what the authors believe is the undermining of that Australia, the erosion of self, the erosion of independence and of self-esteem. Different parts of the book will impact differently on different people but the questions and issues exposed in the book should be studied carefully.

Rt Hon. Malcolm Fraser, 
former Prime Minister of Australia 
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1
THE AUSTRALIAN ANOMALY 

The Howard Government has for the past decade loudly proclaimed itself the champion of national security—its leader adopting the ‘tin hat’ as his crown.1 John Howard has lost no opportunity to declare himself a ‘nationalist’; and together with his ministerial team, makes much ado about governing ‘in the national interest’. Indeed, under Howard, the Coalition government has sought to make ‘security’ and the national interest its defining feature—taking the country to war in Iraq to defend against terrorism; keeping illegal immigrants aggressively at bay; and softening the rule of law to observe and apprehend persons suspected of subversive activities. More than any postwar Prime Minister before him, John Howard has placed national security at the centre of his claim to leadership.

In National Insecurity we expose the myth of the Howard Government’s security-enhancing credentials. Our argument is that while Howard’s team has been working assiduously to maintain the symbolism of security—the ceremonial flag-waving, the naval sweeps to the north, the farewelling of the troops—in its actual policy choices it has been pursuing a remarkably different course with quite different outcomes. In the five sectors we examine— energy, rural industry, culture, defence, blood—the preferences, decisions and commitments made by Howard and his team do much to disadvantage Australia’s interests and diminish our security.

In short, in National Insecurity we uncover a central paradox at the heart of the Howard Government: a government that vigorously promotes itself as the guardian of national security, but whose actions, choices and commitments in critical policy domains effectively undermine that security and trample the national interest.

In a highly interconnected world, it is widely agreed that national security embraces much more than conventional defence against physical attack. It also means having self-sufficiency in blood and blood products; choosing defence equipment based on its superior performance and strategic relevance; securing sustainable energy supplies; and maintaining uncompromising standards for animal and plant health. And while admittedly not a ‘security’ issue so much as a ‘national interest’ one, we can add to this list maintaining a vibrant and viable domestic cultural sector since it goes to the heart of a country’s values, independence and sense of its own achievements.

In each of these sectors critical to Australia’s interests we find a government-led counter-force at work: a self-sufficient blood  sector, which postwar governments have worked hard to achieve, now directly threatened by Howard’s commitment to open the national blood market to US commercial interests; defence equipment that is routinely purchased because it is American rather than because it is the best, most reliable or most suited to the nation’s strategic needs; energy plans that block the growth of sustainable options and carve out a high-risk future as a nuclear waste disposal site; a decisive shift in quarantine rules from disease prevention to disease management in catering to US commercial interests in the rural sector; and a cultural sector, once nurtured by bipartisan support, shrunk to the point of oblivion after a decade of desertion and derision, replaced with American stories, voices and values.

Our examination of key decisions taken in these five sectors draws attention to the anomalous nature of the Australian experience. Under Prime Minister Howard, the Australian government has shown itself to be a uniquely willing ‘ally’ of the United States in the battle to destroy our nation’s unique advantage in agricultural export markets; fight our industries’ right to defend themselves against disease-compromised US imports; risk our nation’s safe and secure supply of blood products so that a US firm can tender for Australian contracts; override competitive processes and marginalise domestic defence suppliers to favour American contractors (even when superior or more suitable local alternatives may be available); refuse to support a United Nations agreement to promote our own cultural industries; reject an independent energy security policy in favour of following the Carbon Club’s addiction to fossil fuel and most recently the Bush administration’s search for a nuclear fuel waste dump. On a scale of 1 to Z10, if 5 is security-neutral, our findings lead us to rank Howard’s pattern of policy choices at 0 to 2.

Since these are sectors critical to a country’s security, economic prosperity, and values—that is its national interests—it stands to reason that national governments normally strive to avoid measures that threaten these sectors’ viability. That a government might not just fail to avoid but actively countenance measures disadvantageous to its own country—in so many critical policy areas—is arguably without precedent in the modern world. By most normal standards of governing in developed democracies, Australia appears to be a conspicuously deviant case demanding analysis and explanation.

A PATTERN OF BETRAYAL 

In National Insecurity we trace these deviant decisions at the political level, and marshal the evidence to demonstrate that they constitute a ‘pattern of betrayal’ by the Howard Government of its own country.

‘Betrayal’ is not a term to be used lightly. And we do not use it thus. We do not use it to describe an isolated event or one-off action, or a series of innocent mistakes, or actions pursued under duress. We reserve this description for a very special application— for a whole cluster of actions that are consistent in one respect above all: they are neither supportive of, nor neutral towards, Australia’s interests. On the contrary, these actions work to the great disadvantage of our security, our long-term prosperity and our values. When all the evidence is laid before us, ‘betrayal’ is the one term that closely fits the pattern we trace.

We have been researching this evidence since 2004—a fateful year for Australia. It was the year our government signed a trade agreement with the United States, much to the intense dismay of its own negotiators who advised the government to walk away from the deal, and much to the disquiet of expert advisors—just about every non-aligned expert in the land willing to use their wits and speak freely.2 For a government that marketed itself on the claim to superior security and economic credentials, here was robust evidence of a stupendous contradiction—a deal that not only failed to deliver substantial benefits to Australia, but which was actually damaging to its national interests, both economic and social.3 In view of what was being done in Australia’s name in the trade arena, it seemed important to expand our research into other areas.

In that fateful year, we began to pay much closer attention to what the Howard Government was doing in other policy sectors vital to Australia’s interests.4 We became Howard watchers. The rationale was this: if our Prime Minister could go so far as to knowingly damage his country’s own economic prospects with the trade deal, what else might he (and his loyal team) be prepared to do? And to what purpose?

To find the answers to these questions, we have cast our research net as widely as possible to include sectors critical to the national interest, where policy shifts and controversial decisions have emerged most dramatically over the course of Howard’s tenure. Chief candidates for this analytical treatment are the nation’s supply of blood and blood products; the government’s acquisition of defence equipment; the nation’s energy security and not least its cultural and rural industries. We set out to examine the critical choices, the commitments, and the policy shifts taken in each of these sectors, posing a simple question in each case: how are Australia’s interests affected? Peering through the national interest lens we were struck by the anomalous nature of the outcomes. That is to say that none of the government’s critical undertakings in these sectors advance Australia’s interests; all of them undermine or submerge its interests; and some have been decidedly security diminishing by any measure.

Many other political commentators have noted the US-centric choices of the Howard Government in particular policy areas, suggesting how they disadvantage the national interest.5 But this book is the first to pull these disparate and often impressionistic observations together, to ground them in extensive research, to extend them into new decision-making arenas, and to identify a pattern—a strategic consistency in the government’s choices that raises serious questions about the allegiance of our political leadership and the legitimacy of its national security credentials. We close our exposition by offering a comprehensive explanation for this betrayal.

THE ARGUMENT 

But we cannot leave the analysis there. After all, incredulity is the natural response to such a finding: ‘Betrayal? Why on earth would a political leadership act so consistently against the security, prosperity, and values of its own country? It doesn’t make any sense.’Indeed, it does not—at least not if one adopts the usual national interest perspective.

Disbelief would be our own initial reaction to such a thesis. And the reason is that like most people, we assume that the premise for government action is promoting or defending the national interest. That is after all what governments are supposed to prioritise in their foreign dealings (if not always in their domestic ones). But consider for a moment a gestaltswitch—adopt a different perspective—and these actions begin to make a different kind of sense. As we shall demonstrate in subsequent chapters, the Coalition government under Howard’s leadership has been serving a different set of interests—those that align closely with the commercial and political interests of the White House, its President and the Republican Party specifically and of the United States more generally.

Ah-ha! The US alliance! It is tempting to try to link the various US-centric choices we examine in blood, energy, defence, culture and rural industry to some sort of ‘alliance building’ exercise, to explain away the choices as a way of strengthening our national security by removing all boundaries to what is ‘ours’ and by submerging what is ‘ours’ under ‘theirs’. It’s a startling idea, one that Howard’s political spin-doctors might not be too uncomfortable promoting, and superficially plausible if you do not think about it too closely. But start to peer into the substance behind the labels ‘alliance building’ and ‘national security’, as we do in the following chapters, and this proposition soon crumbles.

There is no question that Howard is a keen user of the language of alliance and national security since this offers a politically acceptable, impersonal way of justifying US-centric choices that might conflict with Australia’s interests. But we argue that Howard’s choices should not be confused with ‘alliance building’ or ‘security-enhancing’ measures; nor are they intended that way.

While virtually all leaders since WWII have been committed to the alliance, Howard’s readiness to oblige the Bush administration exceeds what most reasonable people would regard as either normal, necessary or prudent for a healthy state-to-state relationship.

Several eminent commentators from different sides of the political spectrum have offered insights into what is right or wrong with Howard’s approach to the alliance—too obsequious, too craven, too sycophantic, too servile, too inexperienced are just some of the negative characterisations to have surfaced in recent years.6 While broadly agreeing with these analyses, we take a different view about the drivers behind Howard’s pro-US policy choices. Howard has made the choices that we document in this book not because he seeks to do good for Australia’s security (the opposite outcome being the usual result), but because he seeks to do good for himself and the party that keeps him in power.

Howard’s use of the alliance is driven overwhelmingly, we conclude, by a political (read also ‘personal’) calculation, not a security one. This is admittedly a strong conclusion that at first blush may seem beyond belief. However, when one considers the evidence assembled in this book, this conclusion appears inescapable.

Fundamentally, Howard’s appeal to the idea of the alliance (as distinct from its reality) rests on a political calculation of his own devising. We propose—and shall argue at length in the concluding chapter when all the evidence is presented—that any convincing explanation for Howard’s authorship of this erosion of the Australian interest must also take into account Howard’s peculiar political trajectory which has shaped a personal quest for affirmation and recognition—the status or prestige factor. Howard’s tenure in office would appear to be framed by a long-standing search for status, manifested in his over-eagerness to serve American interests and to be liked by the American President. It has also been framed by an unremitting drive to expunge and overturn initiatives associated with his Labor predecessors. One of Howard’s greatest political achievements has been to mask this agenda in the language of alliance building, instrumentalising the idea of the alliance for chiefly personal and domestic political purposes, as distinct from geopolitical or security-enhancing motives. Of course, as we indicate in the concluding chapter, Howard and his government do not operate in a vacuum, and at any other time in history the security diminishing actions we detail in the chapters that follow may have been tempered or negated by an effective political opposition, a more independent or inquisitive media, or a different kind of American administration. Unfortunately however, indeed tragically, domestic and international circumstances have worked only to support and amplify Howard’s human failings; his quest for political status at all costs—even at the cost of his own country’s security and livelihood.

In this respect it would appear that it is the famous social scientist Max Weber, rather than military philosopher Carl von Clausewitz (both heavyweight German thinkers) who might offer a better way of coming to grips with the choices that underpin Howard’s pattern of betrayal. While Clausewitzians would emphasise the ‘geopolitics’ or play of international forces in shaping national choices (the Howard Government’s official construction for signing on to a disadvantageous trade deal, for example), Weberians would inject the search for status and prestige into their power analysis. On the evidence, we conclude that Howard’s unprecedented willingness to serve US political and commercial interests, no matter what the cost to Australia, makes little sense outside his drive for recognition and standing. While there is some cultural basis to this American followership—a form of ‘political cringe’ on the part of senior figures in the government— Howard’s peculiar trajectory has given this ‘insecurity’ a new and dangerous twist.

What has perhaps done most to unmask Howard’s political project were the Prime Minister’s skirmishes in early 2007 with the US Democrats and his attack on their presidential aspirant, Senator Barack Obama. As Howard imprudently weighed in to US electoral politics, he made the partisan and personal nature of his relationship with the US transparent, openly campaigning for the Republicans and impugning an entire side of the US political system (accusing it of unwittingly aiding and abetting the terrorists by seeking an exit strategy from Iraq). By stepping outside his mandate as the elected leader of this country in order to champion the Republican cause, Howard has demonstrated that the alliance counts for less than his personal relationship with George W. Bush.

That the alliance is too important to be used for such personal objectives—that it must be respected primarily as a relationship between peoples, not people, goes without saying; thankfully the US-Australia alliance is sufficiently long-standing and robust to outlive Howard’s personalisation and politicisation of it. But the main point, to be developed at the end of our discussion of the evidence, and as the Obama episode has made abundantly clear is that strengthening ‘the alliance’ (as a geopolitical-security relationship between two nations) is not the paramount priority of Prime Minister Howard.

It should be emphasised that the substance of this book and the thrust of our argument do not concern the United States or what its government may or may not have done to damage Australia’s interests. That the United States pursues its interests with skill and determination is neither remarkable nor reprehensible. America is not the target of our analysis. Only the Australian government can be held to account for the decisions taken in its name. Nor do we enter the debate about the intrinsic value of the American alliance, which clearly has bipartisan political backing, is broadly supported in the Australian community, and is generally understood to be Australia’s most vital security arrangement.7 

Rather, this book is about the Howard Government’s manipulation of the idea of the Australia-US alliance, and ultimately Howard’s debasement of the alliance for personal-political ends.

It is about the politically calculated use of ‘alliance building’ language to justify policy decisions that neither strengthen the alliance nor advance Australian interests, but rather serve the personal-political goal of status-building through association with the world’s leading superpower. It is about the strange set of domestic and international conditions that have tragically converged to favour Howard’s personal-political ambitions. And finally, it is about the people of Australia, who must pay the price.



2
ENERGY 

Let us take you to a strange and wondrous land. Imagine a country that was blessed with abundant supplies of energy resources—glorious sunshine, copious wind, wave power potential unparalleled, geothermal resources and land aplenty to grow biofuels—but insisted that its future lay with digging up coal and burning it or shipping it abroad.

Imagine a country that argued late into the night at the Kyoto global warming conference in 1997 to get a special deal, trying everyone’s patience, and then refused to ratify the treaty because George W. Bush wasn’t going to ratify it either.

Imagine a country that accepted Chinese students to do PhDs in its leading university-based solar power research centres and then sent them back to China to start photovoltaic businesses and grow wildly rich, but never allowed its own entrepreneurs to do the same.

Or a country that adopted the world’s first mandatory target for renewable energies to help meet Kyoto targets, but then refused to extend those targets as soon as the Bush administration turned its back on Kyoto, killing off the wind energy industry that had flourished under its protection.

Or a country that finished off the rest of its wind energy industry by allowing its Environment Minister to arbitrarily overturn an approved wind farm on the grounds that it might kill one orange-bellied parrot a year.

To cap it all, what about a country whose Prime Minister found nuclear religion in 2006 after being invited to Washington and into the ‘nuclear fuel’ club. Now, with the Prime Minister’s blessing, the country is on its way to becoming the world’s nuclear waste dump.

A fitting end for such a country some might say? Welcome to Australia under the Howard Government.

THE HOWARD APPROACH TO CREATING ENERGY INSECURITY 

Affordable and stable energy supplies are critical to a country’s security and prosperity. Global warming has added a new dimension to this national interest equation because the carbon-based energy we rely on is fast destroying our own habitat. Governing in the national interest would therefore dictate a degree of prudence— at the very least an openness to the mounting evidence of climate change, not aggressive denial. Prudential leadership in the national interest would dictate a policy response that seeks to be part of the solution, not an exacerbation of the problem.

Changing the energy security equation and addressing the connected problem of global warming are challenges that confront leaders across the globe. However, vested economic and political interests everywhere slow down the capacity to change. When leaders have incentives to preserve the status quo in pursuit of power and privilege, when they know they will not have to suffer the political or economic costs of their actions and are confident of escaping punishment for inaction, they succeed in insulating themselves from the damaging consequences of their policy choices.1 

Halting this self-destructive spiral is not just a local Australian problem. However, in at least three ways, leadership choices over the past ten years have made the Australian experience in the energy field quite distinctive in the world of developed democracies. Each choice has momentous consequences for Australia’s energy security.

First, on global warming, the Howard leadership has consistently denied its relevance or reality, as well as any likelihood of its connection with human activity—sneering at the Kyoto initiative in company with the world’s worst polluter. Howard maintained this denial until 2006, when public awareness of the problem’s severity made his position untenable. Second, on alternative energy supplies, the Howard leadership has taken special care, via acts of both commission and omission, to inhibit the development of renewable energy industries in Australia, a country blessed with unlimited sunshine, wind, and geothermal energy sources. Third, in 2006, John Howard himself committed 

Australia to a US-led partnership promoting nuclear energy as a solution to the hitherto ‘non problem’ of global warming. As we show, Howard’s objective has been to create a receptive environment for a US-centric strategy in which it will appear ‘natural’ for Australia not simply to ramp-up uranium exports, but also to serve as a recipient of and receptacle for other countries’ nuclear wastes. Terminological innovation (brought by Howard from Washington) has been key to creating an environment receptive to this plan. In the future, Australia will not be selling nuclear fuel but leasing it. And like any good property owner it will expect its leased material to be returned—in the form of radioactive waste.

‘Nuclear leasing’ has become the jewel in the crown of Howard’s energy strategy.

Howard has consistently sold his energy choices as being in the national interest, while, in reality, undermining the nation’s real security. He has done so in three ways: by following the lead of the United States and refusing to become part of an international treaty to curb global warming; by curbing the growth of alternative (renewable) energy sources, leaving the country as a hopeless laggard in the brightest industries of the twenty-first century and instead subsidising fossil-fuel producers; and by bequeathing Australia as a future radioactive waste dump for the world, to be used principally by US nuclear operators and US-sanctioned nuclear operators in India (and probably China).

We present the evidence that fleshes out these points. Stripping back the language used to deflect, disguise and conceal these actions, we will show how the Howard Government has effectively undermined the energy security of Australia.

Let us start with the most recent episode involving nuclear energy—a picture-perfect piece of wedge politics assiduously promoted by the Prime Minister, as illustrated in the Nicholson cartoon.

[image: 9781741760835txt_0029_001]
Source: Nicholson of The Australian newspaper, <www.nicholson cartoons.com.au>

THE NUCLEAR REVIVAL—PREPARING AUSTRALIA AS A WASTE DUMP 

After the disasters at Three Mile Island and Chernobyl, nuclear power as an energy source lost its appeal in most countries. Leading nuclear reactor companies had not built a nuclear power station for the past 20 years. Even the Prime Minister’s own white paper of 2004 on energy matters noted that: ‘While industrialised countries on average generate 24 per cent of electricity from nuclear power, 

Australia is not contemplating the domestic use of nuclear power’.2 But global warming has given the industry a new lease of life. By mid-2006, the Prime Minister was impressing on Australia the nuclear energy debate that we ‘had to have’. What was the catalyst for this sudden change of tune? Nothing less than a new proposal from the Bush White House—an ‘exciting’ proposal that would have Australia playing a novel role in the international nuclear fuel cycle.

The prospects for nuclear energy in a new, greenhouse-gas aware world have not been lost on US nuclear energy interests.

Big profits are foreseen by companies like General Electric and General Atomics (owner and operator of the Beverley uranium mine in Australia) that once saw the industry as defunct. They have been busy preparing a master plan for the new era—one that re-creates the conditions for a revived nuclear energy industry and builds export markets based on the aspirations of new industrial powers like India and China—without letting them formally into the nuclear club.

The idea at the centre of the plan is simple: a proposal for dealing with radioactive nuclear waste. It is acknowledged that the reason nuclear energy went off the boil in the 1970s and 1980s was not just Three Mile Island and Chernobyl, although these shocking accidents certainly played a significant part. The critical issue was the lack of a credible solution to the waste disposal problem, combined with public concern over nuclear weapons proliferation.

Strategists in the White House knew that they had to find a solution to these concerns to have any hope of putting nuclear energy back on the map, especially as an export earner for US firms. Rather than seeking to deal with each issue separately, the Washington administration decided to mobilise potential foreign stakeholders via the same kind of ‘partnership principle’ that has worked so well for America in other sectors such as aviation (as we detail in Chapter 5 on the analysis of the Joint Strike Fighter project). The aim is to link each issue within a new Global Nuclear Energy Partnership (GNEP), in which the United States and existing nuclear powers take on the role of supplying reactor-ready nuclear fuels to customer countries like India and China, and then take back the spent material at the end of the power generation process. In this way the risk of proliferation using civil nuclear materials is minimised, while the problem of waste disposal is also removed from the hands of these customer countries.3 

But the plan does not stop there. It is capped with a terminological innovation of truly devilish inspiration. Rather than ‘sell’ nuclear fuel to customer countries, the United States and its GNEP partners will instead ‘lease’ it, and as owners they will accept the wastes as simply ‘returning’ what is theirs. Nuclear fuel ‘leasing’ becomes the new game for the GNEP powers. This is where Australia enters the picture. White House strategists see Australia as the perfect place to supply nuclear fuel raw material to the world on terms that will restrict possibilities of nuclear weapons proliferation—and then accept and store the spent fuel somewhere in the vast Australian continent. Australia’s new role in this US-conceived nuclear partnership is to be the leasing agent of choice in the global nuclear fuel cycle.

 The GNEP presents itself as a responsible new arrangement under which there can be ‘peaceful’ nuclear proliferation for civil power generating purposes. The GNEP is described on its own website as ‘a consortium of nations with advanced nuclear technologies’ which would provide ‘fuel and reactors sized to meet the grid and industry needs . . . of other countries’.4 Notice how this establishes that GNEP is about promoting an export industry for the United States; ‘other countries’ with aspirations towards building nuclear power industries are to have their reactors and fuel needs catered for by the United States rather than building them for themselves. The webpage goes on to make it clear that growing economies (like India and China) will be able to participate, subject to ‘stringent safeguards’, and without gaining the technological capabilities to operate a complete fuel cycle. The text makes it clear that the United States will be using the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) as its instrument for ensuring that such countries have access to nuclear fuel only under terms which involve controls over fuel processing and reprocessing, and return of spent fuel rods to the supplier country. This is where the terminological innovation of ‘leasing’ makes its entrance. As described by the GNEP webpage, under a leasing approach ‘fuel suppliers would provide fresh fuel to fuel users for their conventional nuclear power plants.’ The text notes that because it would take time to develop the necessary technologies to support fuel leasing, the United States is ‘reaching out to international partners’ to establish an interim ‘reliable fuel services approach’. Australia is one of these ‘reliable’ international partners that can be designated as a supplier of ‘fuel services’ and as a recipient of spent fuel, under a ‘leasing’ arrangement. Let’s translate this innocuous-sounding statement into clearer terms:

We in the United States and a few allied countries (France, Germany, Japan et al.) need to kick-start the nuclear power industry. We haven’t built a new reactor in years, and won’t again unless something can be done about the dual fears of nuclear proliferation and unsafe nuclear waste disposal. So let’s establish an organisation that addresses both fears by exercising control over the supply of raw material (uranium) and the disposal of nuclear waste. First we resolve the proliferation issue by redefining uranium supply as the ‘leasing’ of nuclear materials to dubious countries like India and China. This implies that we need a reliable country to supply the raw materials and then accept the waste materials in return. What about Australia? It’s a reliable ally, politically trustworthy. We’ll get Australia involved in accepting waste materials by labelling it the responsible ‘owner’ of nuclear material who also takes charge of that material at the end of the leasing cycle. This way, we can control access to the raw material and impose international controls over disposal, preventing countries that are not party to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NNPT) from disposing of wastes in their own countries.

This might sound like a big ask, even of a close friend like Australia, but America’s wish is typically Howard’s command. The Americans would have been confident of his agreement to participate in this ‘leasing scheme’. But even the Americans must have been surprised at Howard’s enthusiastic response to the whole leasing idea, following a meeting to discuss the same in Washington on 15 May 2006 with George W. Bush and the Secretary of Energy, Sam Bodman. Giving an impromptu press conference at his hotel later that evening, an excited Howard bubbled away about leasing and owning, getting himself muddled (deliberately or accidentally?) into making the claim that Australia would not get involved in ‘leasing’ nuclear materials. ‘There are no proposals to hand on this issue,’ he said.5 But of course that is the whole point of the exercise. And that is why Australia has indeed set up a company called Australian Nuclear Fuel Leasing under the chairmanship of Dr John White, a key figure who has worked behind the scenes to bring about this apotheosis of the ‘special relationship’ between Australia and the United States.6 

But the question of how to set in place an effective screen for these US-centric plans needed some thought. Since the main plan—to enter the waste disposal business—was not going to be popular at home (it certainly wasn’t welcome in the United States), something would be needed to deflect attention. So the idea for an inquiry into nuclear power generation in Australia began to take shape. Howard wasted no time in following through, catching even his own Office and Department unawares as they scrambled to set up an inquiry on the run, their boss still in transit after the May 15th briefings. In less than a month, an inquiry was established under Ziggy Switkowski’s chairmanship. It issued its provisional report in November and a final report just a month later, all accomplished in less than half a year—Olympic speed for a government!7 

The Switkowski Report on uranium mining, processing and nuclear energy reassured many who had feared that it might strongly endorse the creation of a nuclear power industry on Australian shores. In reality it was cold comfort for those concerned about a nuclear future for Australia. For interspersed among its ‘reasonable’ recommendations and arguments are the nuggets designed to set the scene for Australia’s expansion of uranium mining and its entry into the nuclear waste disposal industry. This is evident throughout the report with the use of phrases such as ‘increased Australian involvement in the nuclear fuel cycle’ (p. 2), or phrases pointing to an expectation for ‘Australia to expand its role in the nuclear power industry’ (p. 9) or for Australia ‘to extend its nuclear energy activities beyond uranium mining’ (p. 13), all ‘softening-up’ phrases designed to neutralise the full negative impact of what lies behind the language, making it appear both sensible and necessary for Australia to expand its role both as supplier of raw material and as recipient of nuclear waste. By contrast, the comments concerning the building and operating of nuclear power plants are all projected out to a sufficiently safe time horizon with nothing happening before 2016 at the earliest, and 2020 more likely, with a totally hypothetical guess at a ‘fleet of 25 reactors by the year 2050’. No one could hold the Howard Government to this as an undertaking.

On uranium mining, the report states carefully that Australia ‘will increase production’ from existing mines and that as demand is expected to rise, so other suppliers of uranium including Canada, Kazakhstan, Namibia, Russia and the United States will all be increasing production and opening new mines. The implication is clear—Australia should be doing the same.

On waste disposal, again the words are carefully chosen. ‘Safe disposal of long-lived intermediate and high-level waste can be accomplished with existing technology’—an amazing statement given the fact that nowhere in the world is safe disposal being practised. Then it says: ‘Australia has a number of geologically suitable areas for deep disposal of radioactive waste.’ On p. 75 we read in more detail that while ‘safe management’ of all categories of radioactive waste has been ‘demonstrated’ for decades [but not practised, we note], no country has yet been able to implement ‘permanent underground disposal of high-level radioactive waste [nor, we might add, any form of disposal of any form of waste]. The report goes on to note that there is a ‘scientific and technical consensus that high-level waste can be safely disposed of in deep geological repositories’ and that ‘several countries are proceeding with well-developed and thoroughly researched plans for such disposal’ [by which we take the report to be referring to the US Yucca Mountain proposals, which are now a dead letter, or European proposals for a deep storage site in Austria which may—or may not— open by 2015]. A key final sentence, namely that ‘Australia should be one of these countries’ is not there; however, the implication is clear for all to read. The very next paragraph makes this transparent, where the report goes on to say that Australia ‘already manages radioactive wastes arising from uranium mining and the medical, research and industrial use of radioactive materials’, while the country is expected to ‘soon build a management facility for Commonwealth LLW [low level waste] and ILW [intermediate level waste]’ and will ‘ultimately require a deep repository’ (p. 75). This sentence, which was inserted only after the draft report had been released, is a clear indication of what is being sought in this report, namely establishing the idea that waste disposal in Australia is ‘inevitable’.

Australia’s inevitable role as waste recipient is reinforced by the very next sentence, which reads: ‘Should Australia move to nuclear power generation, facilities will eventually be required for management of HLW [high level waste], including its eventual disposal’ (p. 75). Again the shift is from what other countries are contemplating doing, to what Australia would have to do anyway if it entered the nuclear power generation game. The connecting sentence:

‘Australia might as well get into the waste disposal game’ is left unsaid, but again it is clearly implied by the careful choice of words and the logic of the argument. Howard will just have to wait for the right opportunity to fill in the missing sentence, namely: ‘It’s only logical that Australia should play a role in waste disposal.’ 

If you imagine that all this is being done for the sound purpose of advancing the country technologically or maximising its economic gains, think again. On this subject, the prospects for Australia to play a role in nuclear fuel processing, ‘adding value’ to uranium exports through beneficiation or enrichment, the Switkowski Report is uncompromisingly clear: there will be no such role for Australia. The report casually downplays the prospects for an Australian firm to enter the business of fuel enrichment using locally produced technology in a single, dismissive paragraph. More tellingly, the Australian invention of a process for isotope separation using laser excitation (SILEX), spun off as a commercial company in 1988—an invention perpetually on the point of commercialisation— was in May 2006 licensed exclusively to the US company General Electric (GE), and would only be able to be utilised in Australia by GE with agreement of the US government.8 Despite the millions of dollars of public funds poured into this technology over the past 18 years, and the hopes of so many Australian scientists and technologists, this technology has been squandered in 2006 with a ‘gift’ to the United States of a world exclusive licence.

Switkowski et al. merely comment that ‘GE owns the exclusive commercialisation rights in return for milestone payments and royalty payments if the technology is successfully deployed’ (p. 39). What had started as a major public R&D project that promised to add value to a commodity export is passed to a private company for development, and this private company then sells full rights to the technology to a US corporation that has strong ties to the US defence industrial complex. And that’s the end of the road for SILEX as an Australian innovation. What other country would so sideline its economic interests and dismiss so cavalierly its own technological innovations?

PREPARING THE GROUND FOR A NUCLEAR WASTE DUMP 

Importation of radioactive waste into Australia is currently illegal; it is prohibited by the Customs (Prohibited Imports) Regulations 1956 and the Commonwealth Radioactive Waste Management Act 2005. So proposals have to be crafted in a way that gets around these restrictions. Furthermore uranium can only be exported (under current regulations) to countries that have signed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NNPT). India is well known as a nonsignatory of the NNPT. Nonetheless, Australia is set to enter a major export contract with India. Washington has given the green light as part of the US tilt towards India (ostensibly to counterbalance the rise of China). So Howard has to find a way to sell uranium to a country that has not signed the NNPT. Enter the ingenious idea of leasing as opposed to selling uranium.

The ground for these shifts had already been prepared by the Uranium Industry Framework Steering Group, under the chairmanship of the aforementioned Dr John White and his company Global Renewables Ltd. This UIF report, most of which was concerned with getting proposals for new uranium mining operations in Australia past indigenous communities, also introduced the concept of ‘uranium stewardship’ which, as we learn from a later report means an alternative to a ‘punitive and regulatory’ approach (that is, no regulatory limits to the behaviour of uranium miners)!

White has reportedly developed a draft proposal, under the auspices of the UIF, for a nuclear waste disposal site and nuclear fuel processing facility in South Australia. It was in South Australia that the last proposal to establish a nuclear fuel dump was discussed, and finally defeated, over the years 1998 to 2004.9 

India shows how it will all work. India is not a signatory to the NNPT, yet it is in the market for nuclear fuel to power its growing nuclear energy industry. The United States wants to be the supplier of choice of both nuclear fuel and of reactors. Boosting India’s nuclear claims is also a way to check China’s rise. The US Congress was locked in debate for several months in 2006 over whether (and how) to allow India to buy US nuclear reactors and fuel. Final approval came in December 2006, opening the way to civilian nuclear trade between the two countries (or rather towards US exports to India, since India is not in the business of selling the US reactors or fuel). The legislation before the Congress provides for an exemption to American law to allow civilian trade with India in exchange for Indian safeguards and inspections at 14 of its civilian nuclear plants, but eight military plants would be off-limits at India’s insistence. (An exemption is needed because US law forbids nuclear trade with any country that refuses to submit to full international inspection, and India is such a country.) After compromises, the Bill that was eventually adopted by Congress requires that the President provide an annual report detailing India’s compliance with inspections (of its civilian facilities only) and with its cooperation in confronting Iran over its nuclear program. India would also need an exemption from the rules of the Nuclear Suppliers Group, the nations that export nuclear material.10 

This is where Australia will be expected to play its role under the GNEP. Its uranium could be shipped to the United States for conversion into nuclear fuel (for example, by General Atomics’ affiliate, Nuclear Fuels Ltd) and then to India for use in reactors, with the spent fuel rods being shipped to Australia, under the ‘nuclear fuel leasing’ model, for underground disposal. Note that there is no proposal that Australia do any of this conversion of uranium into nuclear fuel itself, nor is there any proposal that Australia formally become a member of the GNEP at this stage. The decisions over the routing of fuel rods and spent fuel around the world would be made by US corporations. Australia’s junior status in the nuclear league is clearly underlined.

The commercial machinery for these activities has already been set up in Australia, in the form of Australian Nuclear Fuel Leasing (ANFL), established under the cover of Dr John White’s renewable energies company. The plans involve ANFL in ‘facilitating and managing the enrichment, fabrication, leasing, transport and storage of 15 to 20 per cent of the world’s nuclear fuels’.

White has already committed $45 million of his own company’s funds to these arrangements. White’s costings are reported to be based on charging $3000 per kilogram for leased nuclear fuel packages to a target market of around 2000 tonnes of fabricated fuel a year, meaning ANFL stands to make over $6 billion per year. Move over uranium exports to make way for ‘nuclear fuel leasing’ and a considerable waste disposal industry for Australia.11 

While the Howard Government has been stalling and blocking the creation of safe, economically attractive renewable energy industries, it has been secretly preparing the stage for the launch of its own ‘alternative energy’ plan in the form of the Uranium Industry Framework and the proposals for the ANFL company. The absence from the plan of any proposal to deploy Australian-made technology in intermediate steps of the nuclear fuel cycle merely underlines the point that the country is to be used as source and sink for raw materials and spent fuel. Is it in Australia’s interests to become a nuclear waste dump, and if so, why the subterfuge?

CHAMPION OF THE SMOKESTACK ECONOMY AND THE CARBON CLUB 

Leading the world in greenhouse gas emissions 

We now backtrack to consider the Howard Government’s record on greenhouse gas (GHG) issues and global warming, and its dogged defence of fossil fuel interests in Australia over the past decade. The facts can be stated simply: Australia started the Howard years as the world’s worst emitter of greenhouse gases on a per capita basis, and after ten years of bluff and bluster by Howard and his ministers, Australia finished the decade as the world’s worst per capita offender. If anything, Australia’s reliance on fossil fuel-intensive exports (like coal, iron ore and alumina) was greater at the end of the decade than at the beginning. Before we examine Howard’s failure to address Australia’s GHG emissions and fossil fuel reliance, and his studied support of America’s Carbon Club, let us quickly sketch a realistic picture of Australia’s GHG emissions problem.

Australia is far and away the world’s worst emitter of greenhouse gases on a per capita base. In 2001, Australia was emitting twice the level of all industrialised countries on a per capita basis:over 25 tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent per head—compared with slightly over 20 tonnes for the United States, just over 10 tonnes for Germany, the United Kingdom and Russia, just under 10 tonnes for Japan and around 13 tonnes for all developed countries.12 Moreover, Australia’s total emissions, which the government frequently implies are small by international standards because of its small population, are actually very large—they are larger than the emissions of France and of Italy, countries with more than twice Australia’s population.

Nevertheless, the Howard Government dismisses the facts of Australia’s smokestack by massaging the brute facts with statements like ‘We are only 2 per cent of the world’s emissions’ or ‘Our total emissions are small compared with those of China’.

The principal sources of Australia’s GHG emissions are, firstly, the mix of electricity generating activities, most of which are based on burning coal; the private transport sector (which is notoriously inefficient—average car fuel efficiency in Australia has not improved since 1971 and is now worse than in China); and nonferrous minerals processing, almost all of which is aluminium smelting. This extremely dirty industry, in addition to being a principal source of GHG emissions, is also a recipient of generous subsidies of some $210 to $250 million per year, through extremely favourable electricity tariffs.13 It is worth noting that aluminium smelting is an industry that is largely foreign owned; the six smelters are owned mostly by Alcoa (US), Pechiney (France), Rio Tinto (UK), VAW (Norway) and a consortium of Japanese companies.

‘Australian’ smelters produce over 13,000 kilograms of carbon dioxide per tonne of aluminium, compared with just under 10,000 in Asia and Africa, and just under 4000 in North America and Europe, and less than 1000 in Latin America, where smelters use electricity largely from hydroelectric sources. The average level of GHG emissions across the world is just over 5000 kilogram carbon dioxide per tonne of aluminium. This means that Australia is more than twice as dirty as the world average (which includes smelters in Africa and Asia).14 This is an unpalatable reality that the Howard Government will never mention and never acknowledge.

Australian production of aluminium is the most GHG emission-intensive in the world because the electricity used is largely derived from burning coal, whereas in other countries it is largely derived from hydroelectric sources. Moreover, aluminium smelting enjoys a privileged status in this country, thanks to what must be the most generous electricity subsidy in the world.

The chief beneficiary of this policy of subsidising GHG emitters is Aluminium Company of America, known as Alcoa. It is also the most vocal in its behind-the-scenes opposition to any action that might be taken to place a limit on GHG emissions. In fact, Alcoa— or the Australian subsidiary of the US multinational giant—is a charter member of what might be called the ‘Carbon Club’. Yet at home in the United States, the company courts publicity as a responsible corporation, anxious to invest in new technologies that reduce GHG emissions from aluminium smelters.

Howard’s approach to Australia’s GHG problem: breaking with the past 

Howard’s approach to Australia’s GHG emissions problem represents a sharp break with preceding governments, which both acknowledged Australia’s emission levels as problematic and actively explored ways to reduce the country’s reliance on fossil fuel export industries. The policies of these governments were not always successful. For example, the Hawke-Keating plan to ‘add value’ to raw material exports through moving up the value chain met with little success (no doubt because so many of the exports were controlled by foreign multinationals who had little interest in processing raw materials in Australia), and these policies had virtually no impact on the country’s fossil fuel reliance. But these governments unquestionably took Australia’s GHG emissions problem seriously. The Hawke administration, led by the Science Minister Barry Jones, played a leading role as an early respondent to global warming concerns. Jones created the Commission for the Future in 1985, and one of its first projects was to raise the profile of the issue of global warming and the threat it posed to the planet, not just to Australia. In 1988, the Commission staged a major event in Melbourne on global warming where leading speakers on the emerging science of climate change were given a platform. In the same year, an international conference of climate scientists was staged in Toronto, where the goal of reducing carbon dioxide emissions by approximately 20 per cent from their 1988 levels by the year 2005 was envisaged. The Toronto statement put the matter as one where the industrialised nations have a responsibility to lead the way, both through ‘their national energy policies and their bilateral and multilateral assistance arrangements.’ 15  Australia was then one of the first governments to officially adopt these Toronto targets. In October 1990, Federal Cabinet agreed 

to adopt an interim planning target of stabilising emissions of greenhouse gases (e.g. carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide) . . . based on 1988 levels, by the year 2000, and reducing these emissions by 20% by the year 2005.16 

The Howard Government’s approach to Australia’s GHG emissions problem represents a sharp break with this approach. What the Howard Government had inherited from the Hawke-Keating government was a clear position that Australia supported international action on climate change. But there is a pattern in the actions of the Howard Government (illustrated in the chapters of this book) where the tendency is to seek out and sabotage any major policy initiative that they may have inherited from Labor. So Howard identified this as an issue on which his government would take a diametrically opposed position, which externalised the costs of inaction onto others at some future date. Howard had well-established lines to the fossil fuel lobby and wasted no time in conveying what Australia’s new negotiating position at Kyoto would be. This would have the effect of shoring up support for fossil fuel intensive exports, where US-owned corporations are prominent, as well as poking a finger in the eye of Labor’s greenhouse gas commitments.

After its election in 1996, the first item of business in international energy affairs for the Howard Government was the upcoming meeting in Kyoto, sponsored by the United Nations, where the nations of the world were due to debate greenhouse gas emissions policy. There was no George W. Bush at that time to offer Howard a clear signal. The US delegation to Kyoto was led by Vice President Al Gore, then as now a clear opponent of policies that favour global warming. Howard was guided only by his desire to do the opposite of his Labor predecessors. Howard issued a lengthy Prime Ministerial statement a few weeks before the Kyoto conference convened, on 20 November 1997, entitled ‘Safeguarding the Future: Australia’s response to climate change’.17  It was vintage Howard with the document’s omissions as revealing as its positive statements. There is no acknowledgment that Australia is a leading emitter of greenhouse gases or that we have international obligations in the matter. There is no hint of the fossil fuel interests that lurk behind the statement. Instead there is bluster and a strident enunciation of ‘principles’ issued for public consumption, such as the principle that Australia will not allow itself to be treated unfairly by the rest of the world, and that Australia will not accept any international regime that will involve the country in making economic sacrifices. These are code for the hidden message: We will protect our vested economic interests in fossil fuel mining and exports at all costs, and oppose all initiatives that we see as threatening these interests.

In the event, the Australian Minister for the Environment, Senator Robert Hill, enjoyed a success at Kyoto, not in terms of leading international action to curb GHG emissions but in securing a special deal for Australia that would allow it to have weaker targets than other countries (because of its fossil fuel intensive industries). On top of that, Hill secured a last-minute concession (after the conference clock had been stopped at midnight) that Australia would be able to set against its carbon dioxide reduction targets the positive contribution made by its reversal of deforestation. These carbon ‘sinks’ meant that Australia now faced the easiest targets in the developed world. In effect, Australia was allowed to keep targets for GHG emissions in 2008 at a point higher than for any other country because it was able to set against them the supposed contribution of forestation or non-land clearance. If every country had demanded the same concession, Kyoto would have collapsed.18 

Australia’s dogged stance on Kyoto and global warming has been a consistent mantra of denial, refusal and deceit ever since the Kyoto conference of 1997, particularly after George W. Bush announced publicly in March 2001 that the United States would not be ratifying Kyoto. Since then Australia’s position has hardened and the country has been in the ideological front line in echoing the US position that global warming is ‘just a theory’ and that to ratify Kyoto would involve making unacceptable economic sacrifices.

It is only in 2007 that Howard and his government have relaxed this stance, with the Prime Minister announcing, as he presented the 2007 ‘Australian of the Year’ award to environmentalist Tim Flannery, that he had become a ‘climate change realist’.

Problem? What Problem?

Over the course of a decade, three different arguments have been wheeled out to justify ignoring calls for action on global warming:global warming is ‘just a theory’; curbing carbon emissions would do irretrievable damage to Australian jobs and exports; and, more recently, to the extent that a problem exists, technology will fix it. Let us briefly review these before asking why the Howard team has sought to maintain such specious arguments in the face of so much counter evidence.

Global warming is ‘just a theory’ 

To maintain the ‘just a theory’ story on global warming, Howard’s team had to do some pretty unpleasant things behind the scenes. For one thing, they had to ignore their own officials. Ms Gwen Andrews, who headed the Australian Greenhouse Office from 1998 until 2002, was one such. Ms Andrews revealed to The Age in 2005 (just after Australia signed up to the ‘anti-Kyoto’ Asia-Pacific Partnership), that in her four years in the job, she had never once been asked by John Howard for a briefing on climate change.19 This was at a time when the government was weighing up whether to ratify Kyoto or not. What can one say about such contempt for protocol that even an official advisory body is ignored in pursuit of defending some favoured interests?

Second, the Howard ministers had to suppress all views to the contrary among the scientific community. They could not do much about people in the universities (except close down their R&D centres, which they did—hence the closure of the Cooperative Research Centre for Renewable Energy (ACRE)).20 But they could sack or muzzle scientists employed by the government-controlled national R&D institute, CSIRO. And, as if following the Bush rule book on what to do about climate scientists, they did precisely this. Consider just one case the experience of Dr Roger Francey, a former climate scientist employed at the CSIRO Division of Marine and Atmospheric Research in Melbourne, who was ‘let go’ in 2005. He had won a Federation Fellowship (Australia’s highest scientific award) for his work in measuring atmospheric levels of carbon dioxide. But then his division, confronted by a government that aggressively uses the public purse to punish dissenting voices, ‘recosted’ the exercise and found that it could not continue with the research. Dr Francey was forced to hand back his research grant and took early retirement. None of this would be possible without willing officials at the country’s most prestigious science body following orders by reining in ‘non-conformist’ views and putting pressure on the scientific staff to ‘toe the line’. Another case involved Dr Fred Prata who was ‘let go’ in January 2006. Despite the fact that he had invented a new technique for detecting trace materials in the atmosphere of potentially great value for the airline industry, he was shown the door. Dr Prata’s former boss at the Division, Dr Graeme Pearman, has spoken out about the muzzling of scientists in CSIRO.21 This is not quite the ‘climate of fear’ created under the Bush administration against scientists who speak out on global warming. But it runs a close second in seeking to maintain the fiction that global warming is ‘just a theory’.

Curbing greenhouse gases will ‘ruin the Australian economy’ 

Another favoured posture has been to claim that even if the theory were correct, it would be too ‘economically disadvantageous’ for Australia to curb its greenhouse gas emissions—whether by signing up to Kyoto or by reducing its dependence on fossil fuels (in particular coal, a major export). This is also the line pushed by the US administration. But it does not match the evidence or the experience of other countries, where the building of new industries and jobs around renewable energies is now well recognised as not just good for the earth’s climate but also good for business. Indeed, renewable energy is poised to become one of the world’s fastest growing sectors, and countries that are taking their security seriously are not allowing themselves to be locked in to a carbon future. From Europe to Latin America, political leaders are looking to develop renewables—for example, wind energy in Denmark and Spain; solar energy in Germany; biofuels in Brazil.

Compared with such a prudential approach to energy security, the Australian government’s behaviour has been altogether out of step. One looks in vain for a comparable case of rear-vision mirror driving, sustained for over a decade, and proclaimed as a virtue. Howard’s team has gone to extraordinary lengths to justify a future tied solely to producing and consuming fossil fuels, repeating at every opportunity the mantra that coal exports are the lifeblood of the Australian economy, (closely followed by aluminium and iron ore), and that signing up to Kyoto would be an economic disaster for Australia.

To support their claim that Kyoto would mean unacceptably high costs for the Australian economy, they called on a report replete with the requisite economic modelling. Funnily enough, the Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics (ABARE) report was funded by the fossil fuel industries, to the tune of $50,000 from each interested party. Bodies such as the Australian Coal Association, the Australian Aluminium Council and several big oil suppliers such as Exxon Mobil and Texaco (now Chevron) stumped up the funds to support a study that would quantify and inflate the ‘losses’ that the industries would purportedly suffer if reductions in emissions were to be imposed. The model used in the report not only duly inflated the ‘costs’ of action to curb greenhouse gas emissions but in the interests of keeping the message simple, it also made sure to exclude the benefits that might flow to other sectors and the economy as a whole through developing alternative energy technologies and export industries based on them.22  A case was brought to the Commonwealth Ombudsman by the Australian Conservation Foundation and a damning judgment was delivered: the economic model used by the government was vulnerable to ‘allegations of undue influence by vested interests’ and that the government’s position on global warming was therefore ‘compromised’.23 

More damning was the response from the economics profession. So distorted was the ABARE report with its cowboy approach to costing, that it was denounced publicly by 131 professional economists. In flat contradiction of the government’s line, the economists concluded that ‘policy options are available that would slow climate change without harming living standards in Australia, and these may in fact improve Australian productivity in the long run’.24 

Further reports commissioned after 2002 failed to provide the clear-cut evidence the government needed in order to justify its hard line on this matter, so they were simply set aside. The Prime Minister then took control of the policy once again, apparently sensing that things were getting out of hand. George W. Bush had withdrawn the United States from the Kyoto process and Howard was following the Bush line. Australia’s interests in fossil-fuel mining and exports, and in processing minerals like aluminium, must take precedence over alternative initiatives. To support renewable energies would send the wrong signal, according to Howard, and undermine the government’s opposition to making any concessions on global warming. This was the theme, now stated even more stridently, in the Energy white paper Securing Australia’s Energy Future issued under the personal authority of the Prime Minister in June 2004.25 

Launching this paper, Howard said the nation’s energy needs would continue to be met by coal and other fossil fuels.26 He claimed that fossil fuel exports underpinned the economy, earning more than $24 billion per year in revenues. What he did not say was how much of these revenues are repatriated every year to foreign firms as part of their profits—firms like Alcoa, Exxon-Mobil and Rio Tinto. Nor would he admit the scale of their impact on GHG emissions.27 

Technology will provide the solution 

Now that global warming can no longer be dismissed as mere theory, a new mantra had to be found: GHG emissions can be solved by technology. Enter the new promise of ‘clean coal’ which means the stripping of emissions from coal-fired power stations of carbon dioxide, liquefying and then pumping it out of sight into deep underground storage. The only problem is that the technology does not exist. Responsible bodies such as the International Energy Agency (IEA) predict that its use is at least decades away, if it can ever be seriously contemplated at all. In the pursuit of this mythical ‘clean coal’ technology, the Howard Government pours public money into new Cooperative Research Centres, while drying up the funding of actually existing, workable alternatives, namely wind, solar, biomass, and geothermal solutions that are being developed and applied across the globe.

Putting so much emphasis on ‘clean coal’ technology is also a way of diverting emphasis from the hard changes that a future government will have to implement, such as raising the price paid for electricity by aluminium smelters, changing the fuel mix of power station operators and improving the fuel efficiency standards of private transport.28 Because the Howard Government sees more political pain than gain from these steps it promotes instead the shallow pretence of acting in the nation’s economic interest by promoting clean coal.

How did the Howard Government reach and sustain its position of consistently supporting the arguments of the GHG polluters and denying the claims of the renewable energy industries? How did it turn Australians into fossil fools? Simple. Keep the discussions within the family.

Keeping it all in the family 

Just one month before the White Paper on energy was issued ( June 2004)—the paper which cemented Australia’s claim to be the world champion GHG emitter—the Prime Minister held a meeting in Canberra attended by a select few. We know this because the notes on the meeting, drafted by one of the attendees (Sam Walsh, acting chairman of Rio Tinto), found their way to a source that was prepared to publish them—the Australia Institute in Canberra, a think tank headed by Australia’s foremost environmental economist and respected policy analyst, Clive Hamilton. The notes on this meeting make for such interesting reading that we reproduce Hamilton’s account in full:

On 6th May the Prime Minister hosted a meeting with the heads of major fossil fuel producing and using firms, including Alcoa, Edison Mission Energy, BHP Billiton and Boral. A set of meeting notes made by Sam Walsh, Acting Chairman of Rio Tinto, fell off the back of the proverbial truck.

The Prime Minister, flanked by senior advisers and public service heads, opened the meeting by saying he was looking for policy ideas to head off the Tambling Report, which his government had commissioned to consider the future of energy policy. Grant Tambling, a former Coalition Senator, recommended the extension of the Mandatory Renewable Energy Target (MRET). This was the wrong answer.

Instead of extending MRET the Prime Minister planned to set up a $1.5 billion technology fund and wanted some ideas that would pass the ‘pub test’. Later in the meeting, the Minister [for Industry, Tourism and Resources] Ian Macfarlane said that MRET had worked ‘too well’ in stimulating investment in renewables, especially wind power. Ignoring existing renewable energy, which is commercially available and raring to go, the government has convinced itself that we cannot reduce our greenhouse gas emissions without major technological breakthroughs. This is code for protecting the coal industry, mainly through the promotion of geosequestration.

This is why the government can say that MRET has worked too well and so must be abolished. Minister Macfarlane noted that there had been a ‘roaring silence’ from industry after the Tambling Report, except for the renewables industry which had been ‘very vocal and in some ways the Agenda has got away from us.’ Mr Walsh noted:

He commented that the Sydney Morning Herald and the media had created a problem for government and there was a need to convince the Sydney Morning Herald as well as the Prime Minister’s ‘pub test’ as the matter had become very political.

‘There was a need’, Minister Macfarlane said, ‘for the government to defend themselves from Mark Latham’s thrust to sign Kyoto and implement a 5 per cent MRET scheme by 2010’.

After further discussion the Minister closed the meeting stressing the need for ‘absolute confidentiality’. He said that if the Renewables industry found out there would be a huge outcry.29 

No doubt, conspiracy theorists would find little to astonish in the
existence of this secretive gathering plotting to block the potential
competition. What does astonish is the coldly calculated actions
injurious to the national interest, starkly evident in the Prime
Minister’s decision that there must be no path to success for
renewables, that there is to be no effort made to secure a balance
or mixed basket of energy supplies. On the contrary, the name of
the game is to pull out all the stops for a fossil-fuel intensive future
with its special-interest partners.

Was the meeting successful in ensuring that fossil fuel interests were well represented in the government’s energy White Paper? You bet. The White Paper accomplished this in five ways. First, it rejected an earlier recommendation by a government-commissioned review to increase renewables support (the MRET) to 5 per cent by 2010—far from ambitious by rest-of-world standards. Second, it reflected the position of BHP and Billiton by describing as ‘premature’ any move to establish an emissions trading scheme (going against the recommendation of an earlier review chaired by former Resources Minister Warwick Parer). Third, it gave strong support for research into geostorage, describing the technology as the ‘key’ to low-emission use of fossil fuels. Fourth, it established a $500 million fund to support low-emission technologies (clean coal technologies) that are decades away. Finally, it promised $1.5 billion in fuel excise relief.30 Contrast this with the denial of fuel excise relief to the ethanol industry described below.

So the May meeting, and the many others that in all probability took place in secret had their intended effect. Industry duly fell into line and issued statements of support for the government White Paper, and opposition was simply overridden or ignored.

This Carbon Club partnership between the Howard team and the industry is again illustrated in the industry’s orchestrated response to the White Paper. To ensure that the ‘right’ things were said, the government affairs official at Rio Tinto, Lyall Howard, sent out an email message to the big fossil fuel companies and industry associations. This email was leaked to the Australia Institute along with the Sam Walsh notes. The email described, two weeks before the release of the Prime Minister’s Energy Statement the contents of the statement and how industry should react to it. ‘The recipients are instructed to say that industry ‘welcomes the joint greenhouse program’ and that ‘Alternative policy approaches are against the national interest.’31 Lyall Howard is the Prime Minister’s nephew. ‘Keeping it in the family’ is a pretty good description of energy policy in the Howard years.

SABOTAGING EXISTING ENERGY ALTERNATIVES 

The prioritising of special interests over and above the nation’s energy security is amply revealed in the government’s studied neglect of the renewable energy industries that are rapidly being promoted by national authorities across the globe. This willful neglect is in effect the third main strand to the Howard team’s subversion of the national interest in energy affairs.

It has become clear to many leaders that not taking action now to link energy use and energy sourcing to the threats from global warming will far outweigh the costs of having to make such changes down the track. There is of course no magic bullet that will ‘fix’ the devil’s dilemma of needing ever more energy and having to cut emissions; the important point is that a political leadership which claims to act in the nation’s best interests will be guided by prudence not arrogance. At the very least, prudence dictates that ensuring a country has a diverse basket of practicable energy sources is neither luxury nor chimera but a necessary insurance policy. Above all, this means diversification—boosting existing renewables and newly emergent renewable technologies (now par for the course in most developed economies);32 reducing dependence on carbon, and ceasing the massive subsidisation of carbon emitters. The Howard team seeks none of these measures. Instead, it seeks to tie Australia’s future to more carbon-intensive energy production.

This story of calculated neglect is all the more striking in view of the country’s very real comparative advantages in the renewable industries—from solar and wind to biofuels and geothermal energy. With just a small tweaking of the rules of the game and small adjustments to the massive subsidies that have long allowed carbon emitters to dominate the energy landscape, Australians could enjoy a much more diverse and climate-friendly source of energy. In all these sectors there have been unsurpassed opportunities for investment, employment, exports, profits and taxes— had they not been stifled as a matter of policy. The Howard Government has not simply ignored these alternatives; it has actively sought to block them. The most telling moment in this disturbing story was the ‘debate’ in Australia over the Mandatory Renewables Energy Target (MRET) and its virtual suspension. We shall start with this tale, before briefly considering the cases of wind and solar energy and biofuels.

Australia’s MRET: here today, gone tomorrow 

An unexpected fallout from the Prime Minister’s 1997 statement, Safeguarding the Future: Australia’s response to Climate Change was a commitment to introduce a Mandatory Renewables Energy Target (MRET) and a system of Renewable Energy Certificates (REC) to implement it. The stated objective of the 1997 paper was a reduction of one-third from ‘business-as-usual’ GHG emissions between the years 1990 (retrospectively) and 2010. As part of the (largely voluntary) measures there was a commitment to create an Australian Greenhouse Office (established and then ignored, as noted above) and support for renewable energies. This support soon translated into a target stipulating that by 2010 no less than 2 per cent of electricity was to be generated from renewable sources. A Renewables Target Working Group was then established in early 1999 to take this idea further; it brought together representatives from state and federal government and the power sector, but revealingly excluded environmentalists and community groups.33 Its report, issued in May 1999, endorsed the 2 per cent target mentioned in the Prime Minister’s 1997 statement.

The Cabinet was divided over this issue, with pressure being brought to bear by the aluminium smelting and power generating companies, all of whom seemed to view the MRET purely in terms of unwelcome price increases for their own industries. But in this case the Environment Minister, Senator Robert Hill, prevailed (a rare event in the Howard cabinet). Either the Prime Minister had his eye on other things (it was the time of vigorous debate over immigration that culminated in the infamous ‘children overboard’ claim in October 2001), or Senator Hill was being rewarded for his strong performance at Kyoto. In any event, over the objections of Alcoa and power producers like American Electric Power and TXU, the Renewable Energy (Electricity) Bill was introduced in June 2000, and the MRET was defined by it in April 2001.

And then something funny happened. The policy actually worked. This wasn’t the usual window-dressing that characterised Howard Government initiatives in energy matters. It offered real incentives to companies to make investments in renewable energies because they could secure long-term contracts for the sale of the energy to power companies. And the power companies could offer such contracts because they could use them to claim Renewable Energy Certificates under the MRET. A virtuous circle was created, precisely because the MRET was a mandated scheme and not a voluntary one.

Australia’s MRET attracted a lot of international attention and partially offset the opprobrium levelled at the country on account of its rejection of Kyoto. It unleashed a torrent of investment in renewables, particularly in wind energy, which saw boom years in 2002 and 2003. But from the perspective of the Howard Government it was all working too well. As the Industry Minister Ian Macfarlane later stated at the secret meeting called by the Prime Minister in May 2004, the wind industry people were getting ‘ahead of the agenda’ and were not echoing the government’s line that global warming was ‘just a theory’. They had to be stopped.

The government executed a volte-face and set up a committee to review the operation of the MRET within just two years of its taking off. (Such an early review of new legislation is uncommon, to say the least.) This review was rushed through under the aegis of a new working group, under the chairmanship of Grant Tambling, former parliamentary secretary and Senator for the Northern Territory, which started work in March 2003. The Tambling Review reported in January 2004, upsetting everyone with its recommendation that the MRET continue unchanged. It upset the renewables industry that could see how effective the MRET was and wanted the target to be raised to 10 per cent. And it upset the Howard Government, in particular the Prime Minister, because it didn’t recommend scrapping the MRET altogether. (This was the reason for the alarm in Canberra and the calling of the secret meeting in May 2004, to see what could be done in the light of the disappointing Tambling recommendation.) The government eventually responded to the Tambling recommendations in August 2004, quietly confirming that the MRET targets would stay in place but would not be extended. This in itself was a death knell for the renewable energy industries that had to battle the artificially low prices for energy produced using cheap GHG-intensive coal.

Wind 

Australia was producing windmills as one of its first industries serving the rural sector; the Southern Cross windmills powering pumps to lift water from bores were a familiar sight across Australia’s farms. But it was not until the introduction of the government’s short-lived MRET scheme that Australia’s wind power industry really took off, backed by enthusiastic support at some state levels (notably in South Australia and Victoria). From 2001, new companies like Roaring Forties were established and ambitious plans were announced for building wind farms which would generate considerable quantities of electricity to feed into the electricity grid. International suppliers of wind turbines, like the Danish company Vestas, also made important investment decisions to build turbine-manufacturing facilities in Australia. (One site was at Portland in Victoria, just down the road from the Alcoa aluminium smelter whose American managers had been so influential in blocking any Australian progress in implementing Kyoto or in slowing GHG emissions.) This renewable industry was producing clean energy necessarily at costs above those of the ultra-cheap and ultra-dirty coal-fired power stations.

In the absence of an extension of MRET, banks and finance houses refused to provide finance for wind farm schemes. The rest of the international wind power industry looked on in amazement as the Australian industry shot itself in the foot or submitted to voluntary euthanasia. The would-be world leader in wind became the straggler.34 

But this was not enough for the Howard Government. The new Minister for the Environment, Senator Campbell, wanted to get in on the act. Apparently he had made promises to his colleagues in Victoria to the effect that he would help them block a proposed wind farm on environmental grounds. As Environment Minister, he called on previously unused powers as keeper of the National Heritage Act to block the Bald Hills wind farm proposed by Wind Power from going ahead in the name of saving the (now infamous) orange-bellied parrot. This wind farm proposal had been going through the approval process for two years; it had received state government approval, environmental clearance and even the vocal local opposition was dying down. But at the eleventh hour, Senator Campbell intervened, citing a report (the third report he had commissioned until he got the recommendation he wanted) that predicted an ‘average loss of life of one parrot per year’ if the wind farm went ahead.

This action had the predictable effect. The promoters of the wind farm announced that they were withdrawing the proposal. It also had wider repercussions because it threw into doubt investment conditions for all other wind farm proposals.35 Within a week, further groups announced that they were withdrawing from the industry. The Australian group Roaring Forties, a joint venture between Hydro Tasmania and CLP Holdings in China, pulled the plug on $550 million worth of wind projects, citing investment uncertainty caused by the government’s decision. Roaring Forties also announced that it was withdrawing its application for planning permission for another project at Heemskirk in western Tasmania and would not go ahead with its $250 million Waterloo project in South Australia.

This is a textbook example of how to kill an industry. You deliberately create uncertainty, which makes investment dry up.

The orange-bellied parrot intervention implied a threat of federal intervention to block any future proposal, even if it had gone through lengthy approval processes. Ironically, the Bald Hills wind farm directly affected by the Senator’s intervention was allowed to go ahead in the end. It had a ‘happy’ ending. Senator Campbell’s intervention had been so outrageous and elicited such anger in the business community that in the end he was forced to back down.36  In January 2007, Ian Campbell was replaced as Minister for the Environment by Malcolm Turnbull. But the damage to the wider industry had been done.

By the beginning of 2007 the wind industry in Australia was finding its feet again without MRET, and with no support whatsoever from a hostile federal government. The possibility of building a new industry that would create thousands of jobs and secure a green future for the country has been steadfastly postponed and ignored.

Solar 

Australia, the land of sunshine, is an obvious candidate for solar energy. So it was not without some irony that the fossil fuel industries slowed its development during the 1980s. Despite this, Australian universities and the CSIRO produced some world-class solar scientists and technologists at that time. Then came the Howard Government determined to follow the lead of the US administration by cutting back on solar research.

Australia had been a world leader in solar energy research and development, going back to the 1940s, with support from both sides of politics. The major innovations in direct thermal heating of water using solar input date from these times. But Australia never managed to commercialise these direct thermal heating innovations on a mass scale through government failures that precede those of the Howard era. It is a well-observed tradition in Australia to watch home-grown innovations taken offshore and commercialised. In the case of direct solar heating, the lead has been taken by China, as well as Israel and Greece, where an industry now flourishes backed by an appropriate regulatory framework and high levels of domestic consumption. China is now the world’s largest user of direct solar input for water heating and is set to become the leader in reverse heating or cooling, using solar input. Australia should have been the world leader in this industry.

In photovoltaics, which generate electricity direct from solar input, a similar story has been repeated, this time with active input (or lack thereof ) by the Howard Government. First, the research and development funding for all kinds of research on solar energy were cut, then discontinued. Solar scientists from CSIRO were laid off and forced to look for work in other countries. The Energy Research and Development Corporation was shut down, as was the Cooperative Research Centre for Renewable Energy. Despite this clear lack of support and active discouragement, some scientists persevered, such as Martin Green at the University of New South Wales (UNSW), and who continues to do world-class work. Martin Green and his colleagues at UNSW developed the Crystalline Silicon on Glass (CSG) technology that allowed a much thinner veneer of silicon to be laid down on a solar cell, producing a much higher energy output per unit silicon.

Little encouragement was offered by the federal government for any industry-building initiative in the solar domain, neither in the area of direct solar heating of water nor in the photovoltaic sector.37 Meanwhile these areas have been forging ahead in Europe as national authorities from Spain through to Germany provide regulatory and infrastructural support. The Chinese authorities have also been quick to sponsor industry-building initiatives in solar technologies. Here in Australia the state government of New South Wales offered some support to commercialise the CSG technology developed at UNSW, through the privatisation of the state electricity utility into Pacific Power and a joint venture between Pacific Power and UNSW. This came to nothing when insufficient funds were allocated to bring the technology to commercial readiness and collapsed when Pacific Power itself lurched into bankruptcy.

The result is that the CSG technology has been bought by German interests (CS Solar AG) and commercialised in Germany. 38  There is a remnant of this technology left in Australia in the form of a research and development centre in Sydney. The federal government had no comment to make when the move offshore was announced. The scale of the opportunity politically shunned here is revealed in the story of one young Chinese PhD student who studied with Professor Martin Green at the Centre for Photovoltaic Engineering at UNSW. This student, Shi Zhengrong, is now one of China’s wealthiest entrepreneurs, making a fortune building solar cells through his company Suntech. As demand for this company’s product soars around the world, so Suntech’s exports rise. Shi sees opportunities everywhere, except Australia. Shi recently visited his alma mater at UNSW and made a donation of funds to the research and development centre because, he didn’t feel the [federal] government was providing an appropriate level of support.39 Suntech is now listed on the New York Stock exchange; the Howard Government ministers and government officials can apply for shares in the company that could have been built in their own country.

Biofuels 

The biofuels revolution has begun—but not in Australia. Led by Brazil and its sugarcane-based ethanol industry, country after country with abundant sunshine, monsoonal rainfall and land supply is scaling up biofuels production, to replace fossil fuel imports and to export to a growing world market. Ethanol has led the charge, driven by recognition throughout OECD countries that they must find substitutes for fossil fuels, reduce GHG emissions and enhance their energy security in light of diminishing global oil supplies. But biofuels encompass much more than ethanol; there is also biodiesel, produced from a variety of oil seeds such as cottonseed, linseed, soya bean and palm oil.

Eventually biofuels will be produced from second generation processes that utilise a wide variety of biomass as feedstocks— from fast-growing forests, to grasses, to urban and municipal waste.40 

Where does Australia, with its comparative advantages in biofuels and its huge potential as a second-generation biofuel supplier, fit into this picture under the Howard Government leadership? The answer is nowhere.

Australia could easily have been part of this business revolution, given its long-standing role as one of the world’s most efficient producers of sugar. Instead the Howard Government has overseen the industry’s steady decline, most recently by paying sugar farmers public funds to leave the industry (on account of the failure to have sugar included in the US-Australia Free Trade Agreement).41 The industry’s decline could be turned around with regulatory or infrastructural support from the federal government to favour ethanol production. The Brazilian story shows what can be done to create markets where none existed. Companies in Brazil are now investing in state-of-the-art biorefineries that can take in sugar cane at one end and produce sugar, ethanol and electric power at the other through integrated and flexible computer-controlled production systems.42 In Australia there is not one combined sugar-ethanol biorefinery; there is only one sugar mill in the country that is using crushed cane as a feedstock for electric power generation at Rocky Point in southeast Queensland; the only world-class plant to produce ethanol is one linked to starch by-production rather than to sugar cane.

The difficulty, as numerous businesses in Australia will attest, is securing finance for investment in these new industries in the absence of the regulatory support that would encourage ethanol use at the petrol pump. Financial institutions in Australia are very conservative, requiring up to five years guaranteed contracts for the output of new refineries. Without government support, indeed with positive government obstruction, it is very hard for businesses that want to invest in these new areas to secure finance.

Take the Dalby biorefinery in Queensland for example. It has been on the drawing board ever since it was first publicly announced, its financing almost falling through at least twice. Yet in the United States, at least 40 such refineries are being built; in Brazil another 20; in Argentina, Colombia, and in Malaysia and elsewhere, dozens more biorefineries are being brought into being. But in Australia the massive effort needed to get just one biorefinery up and running has yet to bear fruit.

On biofuels, the Howard Government set a paltry target of 350,000 litres of ethanol a year by 2010—a target that is non-mandatory and which would amount to less than 1 per cent of fuel consumption by that year. And while the oil majors, led by US firms Caltex and Mobil, are quick to comply with mandatory targets in countries like Brazil and in the EU, they are permitted to flout this voluntary target in Australia. In the meantime, a vicious public relations campaign waged by the oil industry against ethanol is allowed to run rampant. Not content with its previous efforts to stymie the biofuel industry, in order to protect the domestic market for petrofuels supplied by the mainly US-owned Exxon-Mobil and Caltex (Chevron), the federal government announced that initial exemption of biofuels from petrol taxes (the fuel excise exemption) would no longer hold after its expiry in 2015. Not a single country anywhere in the world has taken such a step; almost every country recognises the value of biofuels in reducing energy dependence on petrofuels and in reducing GHG emissions—except Australia.43 

A final point is worth making. The Howard Government is fond of portraying India and China as two developing countries that would have to engage with the Kyoto process before Australia would see itself as bound to do so. But what Howard and his ministers don’t say is that India and China are already engaging with Kyoto, meaning they are moving in a big way into renewable energy sources.44 China, for example, is already the world’s largest user of solar energy for direct thermal heating, using technology largely derived from Australia, and is rapidly moving towards a leading position in solar photovoltaic cell production, again with technology acquired from Australia. And China’s Economic Development and Reform Commission has set a target for bio-fuels of 15 per cent of domestic consumption by 2015, which would put China second only to Brazil in the race to convert to biofuels. Meanwhile India is moving rapidly to the forefront in wind energy. An independent producer of wind turbines, Suzlon, has risen to become one of the world’s top five wind turbine producers, with factories recently built in the United States and China. Vestas, the Danish company that is the world leader, has also globalised and built a factory in Australia in expectation of a wind energy boom. Its hopes have not been realised.

SUMMING UP 

Global warming adds a new dimension to the energy security equation since the kind of energy we use—carbon-producing fossil fuels—is fast destroying our own habitat, endangering our way of life, and threatening to create massive flows of environmental refugees. By aggressively protecting the status quo, the political leadership can insulate itself in the short term but only by shifting the much larger costs of inaction onto society as a whole.

Since coming to power in 1996, the Howard Government has disregarded all evidence of global warming and the damage caused by Australia’s emissions while intentionally marginalising renewable energy sources and foregoing their genuine employment and export opportunities. When in 2006 the public clamour for serious action on climate change became too great to ignore, the White House inadvertently came to the government’s rescue with its GNEP project. Early in 2007 the Prime Minister found a convenient sideshow in the form of promoting nuclear power as a ‘green’ energy source. Under the projected partnership Australia can expect to be allocated a role in this partnership as ‘leasing agent’ of nuclear fuel, paving the way to our receiving nuclear wastes from the rest of the world. To make this politically palatable, the government has presented its nuclear shift in terms of the potential expansion of a nuclear industry in Australia. If this was really the plan, then surely the government would be seeking to control its own technology or maximise its returns to the Australian economy—the very opposite to the course being taken.

Without apology or explanation Australia’s publicly funded advanced technology (Silex) used in the development of a nuclear fuel enrichment industry is simply handed to an American company, General Electric, and subjected to a condition that it could be utilised in its country of origin only through the permission of the US government. Some ‘plan’ for local industry development.

The costs to Australia of Howard’s political calculations on energy are high. First, a decade of Howard rule has locked the country ever more tightly into the grip of a fossil fuel-intensive resource industry, in many cases foreign-owned (coal, iron ore, aluminium smelting) and therefore less susceptible to domestic political pressure. These industries are emitting ever-increasing greenhouse gas levels and present an ever-increasing costly burden to restructure—as eventually they will have to be. Second, a decade of Howard Government denial over global warming has cost the country in terms of its international standing, and in terms of its scientific capacities in the area of climate science; most of Australia’s talent has been driven overseas by the nay-saying government and its intimidated public officials working in agencies like the CSIRO. And third, the US-following strategy of Howard has cost the country in terms of the lost industries based on renewable energies that we should have had and which would have been world-leading in such areas as biofuels, solar and wind energy.Instead we have only the skeletons of these industries due to the efforts made by the government to sabotage their growth.

Accounting for policy choices so patently at odds with Australia’s national interests is a challenge. It is, after all, in Australia’s interest to pull its weight at home and in the international arena by facilitating rather than obstructing the transition to a cleaner and less costly future, to build new industries that are GHG emission-free (sun, wind, biofuels, geothermal) to substitute increasingly for the fossil-fuel intensive industries of the past. Informed commentators in Australia describe it as a form of ‘policy autism’, meaning living in a fantasy world or removed from reality.45 Which of course it is. But Howard and Co. have chosen to inhabit that world. The question is why have they done so?

Personal economic incentives cannot be discounted. The Howard Government insiders and associates secure attractive appointments with the resource-intensive corporations; the corporations in turn hang on to their perks (low electricity tariffs for example). Political favours to US corporate interests also loom large, as in the otherwise inexplicable sale of the exclusive licence of Silex technology to General Electric. Political prejudices and personal predispositions (sometimes mistaken for ideology), also play a part. Ingrained antipathy to the whole pro-environment movement also explains some of the actions—hence Howard’s otherwise irrational preference to block development of renewable energy industries. And a large element in Howard’s energy choices would seem to be simple contrariness when it comes to repudiating the legacy of the Hawke-Keating government, hence the readiness to reject Kyoto.

As we canvass elsewhere, such as in Chapter 6 on blood supply, perhaps the most plausible explanation for Howard’s energy moves is that the whole policy process has become for him and his senior ministers a kind of game where the main aim is to ‘win’ the debate or argument on the table—even if it means having to defend the indefensible. This would account for the practice of ‘wedge politics’ where Howard is forced to recognise global warming but offers nuclear energy as the green ‘solution’ —thus neatly splitting the environmental movement. His Environment Minister also did it by setting the conservation of the orange-bellied parrot against the interests of the wind energy sector—again splitting the environmental movement which does not know which cause to support—conservation or renewable energies. The latest is a ‘game’ of nuclear waste disposal—where the outcome could be deadly for Australia, and long post-date the Howard Government.

The larger proximate explanation for the choices we have documented in this chapter however would seem to be personal-political. It is the Prime Minister who is in lock-step with the Bush administration on energy policy across its many facets. Under Howard, the government was only too happy to follow the US lead in repudiating Kyoto and more recently in seeking to play a role in the new GNEP. The end point of Howard’s choices is to turn the country into a dumping ground for other peoples’ nuclear wastes, and into a happy hunting ground for US resource companies like Alcoa, Utah and General Atomics. It is the price our Prime Minister deems worth paying for the status and recognition from his US counterparts that he appears so much to crave. That he should have so far succeeded in disguising his status-seeking ambitions as security-seeking, alliance-building actions is his crowning political achievement.
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