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Abstract

It is argued that underlying Howard’s electoral dominance has been a disciplined ‘electoral professional’ party that has adopted a strategy of permanent campaigning. This has involved an unprecedented degree of media management and control over the public service. It has also included a ruthless exercise of the advantages of incumbency and the tailoring of policies to shore up support amongst selected constituencies. By means of centralised government management, firm control of the parliamentary party and astute handling of the coalition relationship, the groundwork for electoral victories has been laid long before the official election campaigns have been launched. Nevertheless, such campaigns demonstrate the quintessential features of electoral professionalism.  
Introduction

Since its ‘near death’ experience in 1998 the Howard government has managed two electoral victories despite trailing in the opinion polls well into the election year. Faced with a similar situation in 2007, it may yet repeat the feat. Howard’s string of electoral victories is impressive and deserves some explanation.

There have been studies that have analysed each election result, highlighting the central issues that appear to have been decisive – retribution against an unpopular government and Prime Minister in 1996 (Bean, Simms, Bennett & Warhurst 1997); the GST in 1998 (Simms & Warhurst 2000); border protection and security in 2001 (Warhurst & Simms 2002); and interest rates and economic management in 2004 (Simms & Warhurst 2005). This paper, however, shifts the focus from explaining individual elections to see whether there are discernable patterns or underlying factors at work that need to be considered.

Of course, at one level there is little left to explain. Howard swept to office in 1996 on a wave of resentment directed towards the ALP government (Cavalier 1997) and has since presided over a prolonged period of (almost) continuous economic growth that has ultimately delivered low inflation, the lowest unemployment rates for thirty years and increased wealth for a large segment of society. The clear and consistent lead that the Liberal Party has in opinion polls on the issue of economic management (Bean & McAllister 2005: 329-330), both reflects this and provides barren soil for an opposition seeking to challenge an incumbent government. 

In a similar vein, the Liberal Party has held a decisive lead over the opposition on the issues of ‘security’ and ‘border protection’ (Bean & McAllister 2005: 329-330) which have become prominent since the influx of ‘asylum seekers’ in the late 1990s, the threat of terrorism in the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks in the US, and the involvement of Australian troops in Afghanistan and Iraq. Clearly, Howard’s electoral successes are explicable in terms of his lead over his opponents on these crucial issues. However, to concede this is still to beg the question how did he come to have such a decisive advantage on these issues?

An obvious answer to this question lies in the inadequacies of the ALP opposition throughout most of the period of Howard’s rule as it has struggled to reassess its policies and reconnect with its erstwhile supporters (Crabb 2005). It has also been periodically bedevilled by leadership instability with five leadership changes since losing office. This would appear to provide a sufficient explanation for Howard’s electoral dominance. Yet, to accept this at face value might be to ignore other factors and to fail to give due credit to Howard and his team for the opposition’s plight.

Even if Howard’s electoral success has been underpinned by the broad factors mentioned above, there are still some questions that need to be answered. For example, if the pursuit of neo-liberal economic policies was a major factor in the ALP’s defeat in 1996 (Manning 2006: 283), how has Howard managed to continue and extend such policies without (yet) suffering a fatal electoral backlash? How has Howard seemingly managed to evade electoral retribution for broken promises? For example, the abandonment of ‘non-core’ promises after the 1996 election (Millett 1996); the introduction of a GST not living up to claims made during the 1998 election (Woodward 2005: 92); the discovery that children were not ‘thrown overboard’ by asylum seekers as claimed in the 2001 election (Marr & Wilkinson 2004); the need to invade Iraq because of its ‘weapons of mass destruction’ (Howard 2003) proving spurious; and the promise to ‘keep interest rates low’ made in the 2004 election looking hollow in the face of numerous interest rate rises thereafter; all appear to suggest a pattern that questions Howard’s integrity. Yet, (until perhaps 2007), this hasn’t appeared to dent his electoral support.


Similarly, Howard has managed to consistently ‘thumb his nose’ at traditional opinion leaders – denigrating them as ‘politically correct’ ‘elites’ (Savva 1996). How has he managed at various times to prompt groups to ‘go public’ in condemning his behaviour without suffering any obvious cost? Whether the group was ex-diplomats and foreign policy experts railing against the decision to join the ‘coalition of the willing’ to invade and occupy Iraq (Yaxley 2004: Forbes 2001)); legal experts condemning the undermining of civil liberties with hasty anti-terrorism legislation and typified by the virtual abandonment of an Australian citizen, David Hicks, to the tender mercies of US Guantanamo Bay style justice (Wilson 2002); a range of economists challenging Howard’s assertions that interest rates are always higher under the ALP (Koutsoukis & Gordon 2004); or prominent individuals aghast at the inhumanity of treatment meted out to asylum seekers (Forbes 2001); in each instance Howard has (thus far) seemed impervious to their criticisms. 

Likewise, the Howard government appears to have escaped unscathed from a series of governmental scandals and mismanagement that might well have led to ministerial resignations and adverse electoral repercussions. For example, blame for government involvement in planning the attempted destruction of the Maritime Union of Australia in the ‘waterfront dispute’ was never sheeted home despite court rulings that the actions were ‘illegal’ (Trinca & Davies 2000). Mismanagement in the Department of Immigration that led to the wrongful deportation of an Australian citizen and to the incarceration of an Australian resident as a suspected ‘asylum seeker’ (Topsfield 2005a), saw the ministers concerned unpunished. No government minister suffered as a result of the Australian Wheat Board’s breaching of UN sanctions against Iraq despite numerous cables questioning the AWB’s activities being sent through departmental channels (Hart 2006). Conventional wisdom on notions of ministerial responsibility appears to have been subverted without causing an electoral backlash. Again, this warrants explanation.


Lastly, there are the questions surrounding the government’s appearance of unity. How has Howard largely maintained harmony with his coalition partner, the National Party, despite pursuing a broad neo-liberal policy framework at odds with its support base? How has Howard largely maintained unity within his own party despite rumblings of a leadership challenge from his deputy, Peter Costello, and how has Howard been able to implement controversial policies without opening up significant divisions within the Liberal Party’s parliamentary ranks?

This paper argues that the answers to such questions can be found in an analysis of Howard’s mode of operation. While there have been some studies that touch upon this issue (Cater 2006; Megalogenis 2006a), and some studies that specifically focus on Howard’s rhetoric and Liberal ideology (Brett 2005) and influence on Australian political culture (Manne 2001), this paper differs in seeking to link Howard’s operating style to its ‘electoral professional party’ base and ‘whole of government’ media management. It is posited that underlying Howard’s electoral triumphs can be found a consistent pattern of behaviour symptomatic of an ‘electoral professional’ party that devotes enormous energy to a ‘permanent campaign’ and that is ever conscious of the demands of re-election. This entails concerted media management and a ruthless exploitation of the advantages of incumbency. While Howard has centralised much of the government’s activities not only within his department, Prime Minister and Cabinet, but also within his own office (Prime Minister’s Offfice, PMO) and Cabinet Policy Unit (CPU) (Tiernan 2006; Tiernan 2007), clearly he is not solely responsible for the coalition’s electoral successes. The use, therefore, of the term ‘Howard’s way’ to denote the various aspects that have underpinned this electoral dominance needs to be seen as a convenient shorthand, notwithstanding the fact that Howard is personally the figurehead  and focal point of his governments.
Electoral Professionalism

Party types in the advanced Western liberal democracies evolved in the latter half of the twentieth century. The class based mass parties gave way to ‘catch-all’ parties (Kirchheimer 1969) which, in turn, were transformed into ‘electoral professional’ parties (Panebianco 1988) and, more recently, perhaps, into ‘cartel’ type parties (Katz & Mair 1995). While there is debate whether Australian parties can be characterised as ‘cartel parties’ (Marsh 2006), the major parties have long since become of the ‘electoral professional’ type. Essentially, such parties feature a more professional approach to their operations. Their mass membership declines in both numbers and influence. The extra parliamentary wing of the party loses influence except for a small band of paid professional operatives. The focus of the party becomes its parliamentary leadership which is marketed like any product brand. Party policy is guided by market research and the leaders ‘sell’ these policies via carefully staged media appearances. The party no longer relies on its members for its finances but seeks corporate donations, direct marketing fundraising by professional fundraisers and government funding (Woodward 2006: 183-184). The victory of the Liberal Party in the 1996 election was (in part) a triumph of its electoral professionalism (Williams 1997) but, after a somewhat lacklustre first term in office, it has extended and refined this electoral professionalism. Indeed, it could be said that there has been a shift from an electoral professional party to an electoral professional government.

A key aspect of an ‘electoral professional’ party is the primacy placed on winning elections – it almost becomes the party’s raison d’etre. This has certainly been evident with the Liberal Party under Howard. Indeed, he has been cited as being critical of the Fraser cabinet because it concentrated excessively on policy outcomes and ignored the political consequences (Weller 2007: 189). Howard has sought to avoid making the same mistake by being ever mindful of political outcomes (Tiernan 2007: 87). This is not to say that policies are only adopted for political gain. Rather it is to suggest that policies are not pushed too soon or too far if politically detrimental; that policies need to be ‘saleable’; and that policies and their political results are interlinked. 
Howard has come to adopt an approach that is tantamount to permanent campaigning. No sooner is an election won, than the groundwork is being laid for the next. Howard is humble in his victory acceptance speeches. There is no gloating or hubris. There are no statements to the effect that ‘this is the sweetest victory of all’ or that the win is a victory for the partisan ‘true believers’ as Keating stated in 1993 (Keating 1993). Take, for example, Howard’s victory speech on the night of the 2004 election:

I say to the Australian people in accepting their charge to lead the nation over the years ahead, the first thing I say is to rededicate myself and all of my colleagues to the service of the Australian people…We are happy, we are joyful that the verdict has been given by the Australian people but never forget that governments are elected to govern not only for the people who voted for them, but also for the people who voted against them… I serve the Australian people and I commit myself to their service and their interests in the years ahead (Howard 2004).

There is humility, inclusiveness and dedication to the national interest. Those who didn’t vote for the government will not be ignored. Celebrations are carried out behind closed doors with the media excluded. There is no footage of Liberal ministers gleefully dancing that can later be used against them. 
Media Management

Central to permanent campaigning is the maintenance of a favourable image that is achieved by tightly controlling media access to government spokespeople and officials. Media management has become both more disciplined and more centralised with a plethora of media advisers extending from the Prime Ministers Office, through ministerial press secretaries, departmental press officers down to electorate press officers. Statements are vetted and inquiries elicit uniform responses (Ester 2007). Much of the media focus is concentrated on the Prime Minister who often makes important announcements himself rather than allowing the relevant minister to do so. Typically, such announcements are stage managed with an impeccably groomed Howard appearing on the terrace outside his parliamentary office, standing behind a lectern flanked by clearly visible Australian flags, giving a prepared statement and then generally departing without facing any media questions. Alternatively, a different ‘photo opportunity’ backdrop might be provided if Howard is touring the country (and the suit might be replaced by an Akubra hat and more casual dress) but the format remains the same. Howard avoids full press conferences where he might have to deal with difficult questions from knowledgeable and experienced journalists. Indeed, the nearest concession to this is the ‘doorstop’ interview where he might answer a question before having to move on because of the press of business. In the absence of better access, the media are often reduced to footage or photos of Howard ‘power walking’ across the world stage thereby becoming complicit in projecting the image of him being fit, energetic and certainly not too old for the job.

This is not to suggest that Howard is a media recluse. As Kelly notes, ‘he spends more time on the media than he does in parliament or in the cabinet’ (Kelly 2006: 11). However, his media appearances are almost invariably on his terms. Of course, there are the usual images of him at sporting venues, associating with sporting heroes or even joining the commentary team. Welcoming back victorious sporting teams or sending off and welcoming back members of the defence forces are routine for Howard as is the set piece speeches on days of national importance such as Anzac day and Australia day. Howard’s forte, however, is talkback radio. This has enormous advantages for him that he masterfully exploits. In a sense, it allows unmediated direct communication with the Australian public and helps project the image of Howard being ‘an ordinary bloke’, sympathetic to and at one with the Australian people (but not the elites). It effectively bypasses unfriendly or critical media scrutiny as the select radio hosts are invariably supportive and hostile callers can be silenced at the press of a button. It provides, at the same time, the appearance of maximum openness while enabling very tight control of the messages being delivered. Appearances on the two radio networks gains national coverage and having ‘grabs’ from the talkback sessions covered by TV crews ensures coverage for that medium while transcripts are distributed for the print journalists (Ester 2007: 119).  

Suppressing unfavourable information is another aspect of the government’s media management. Embarrassing leaks from within its ranks have been rare as the Australian Federal Police have been aggressively used to track down their source with the result that potential ‘whistle blowers’ have generally been cowed into silence (Ester 2007: 101-107). Given the examples made of Alan Kessing ─ facing a jail term for drawing attention to lax airport security (Nguyen 2007) and Trent Smith ─ dismissed from the public service for ostensibly replying to an email from an opposition staffer (Baker & Smiles 2007), little wonder that public servants have been intimidated. Indeed, so tight has this media control become that an alliance of media organisations (Fairfax, News Limited, ABC, SBS, AAP, Sky News and radio organisations) has formed a body, Australia’s Right to Know, to protest at what they see as the curtailing of free speech (Nguyen 2007).

Another important aspect of what has been described as ‘the PR state’ (Ward 2003) is the high degree of media monitoring that is carried out under Howard. While there is no single media monitoring agency, such as the twenty-three person National Media Liaison Services (NMLS) established by the previous ALP government, this task is carried out by a number of units and staffers that deal with media matters. These include the Government Members Secretariat, the Government Communications Unit and the already mentioned thirty-odd ‘media advisers’ attached to ministerial staffs and departments (Young 2004: 77-79). This extensive monitoring of TV and radio broadcasts enables a ‘rapid response’ from the government to any statements that are critical of its actions and policies. Basically, no critical statement is left to stand unchallenged. So efficient is this activity that often the first one hears of an allegation is in the news story of the government minister or spokesperson rebutting it.

For example, when Mick Keelty, head of the Australian Federal Police, stated on a Sunday morning TV current affairs program that he thought that Australia’s involvement in Iraq could increase the danger of a terrorist attack on Australia, he hadn’t even managed to leave the studio before he received a phone call seeking a retraction of the statement. After considerable pressure was exerted on him, he eventually made the required retraction and by the Wednesday there was the obligatory photo of him shaking hands with the Prime Minister to show that all differences of opinion had been resolved (Barker 2007:131). In this instance, the government was able to use its influence over one of its employees. Where this is not an option such as when an employee resigns and ‘speaks out’, the approach is usually to seek to discredit the person by a concerted attack on their character and credibility. The treatment meted out to former intelligence analyst, Andrew Wilkie, to counter his criticisms of the government’s justification for going to war in Iraq is a clear example of this technique (Wilkie 2007: 191-192). Dealing with criticisms from the opposition, by contrast, is relatively easy. By use of counter claims, the criticism can be negated or (at least) the issue can be muddied.


The best way of ensuring that the government presents itself as it wants and that its message is widely heard is through paid government advertising. This central feature of ‘the PR state’ began under the previous ALP government but its use has been vastly expanded under Howard. Hundreds of millions of tax payers’ dollars have been spent on advertising campaigns which have been partisan in nature (Ward 2003). These have included, for example, promoting the GST; highlighting security; ‘strengthening Medicare’ and reassuring voters of the benefits of the new industrial relations legislation and then its alterations. These advertising campaigns feature both radio and TV advertising; advertising in the print media, and even mailing out booklets to households Australia wide. Unsurprisingly, expenditure on government advertising peaks in election years (Young 2004: 127). 
Incumbency

Incumbency has always brought advantages to sitting members and the reigning party – especially in good times. Oppositions can propose what they would do if elected, but governments can actually implement what they propose. They are seen to be doing and not just talking. Governments are seen as decisive. They immediately react to events. Send relief to areas affected by natural disasters; prevent ‘asylum seekers’ from reaching our shores; send troops on missions; strengthen our security in the face of terrorist threats; and express sympathy to victims. The advantages of incumbency, however, appear to be increasing both for sitting members and for governments (Jackman 2005). This may be a reflection of good economic times that have seen governments at the federal, state and territory levels consistently returned for a combined total of seventeen elections
. It also appears to be a result of a more ruthless exercise of the advantages that incumbency bestows. 


  The Howard government has made maximum use of its incumbency. In addition to its use of government resources to promote its image as noted above, it has repeatedly employed government spending to shore up support in marginal electorates and amongst disaffected voters. It has utilised office to enhance party fundraising for election campaigns and it has raised the threshold for public disclosure of party donations from $1500 to $10,000 (Hughes & Costar 2006: 12).  

The Howard government has also greatly increased the number of publicly funded ‘staffers’ at its disposal. The number of ministerial staff has grown from 281 under Keating to 445 under Howard in 2006. In addition, there is now a record number of departmental liaison officers (71) who are seconded from the public service to act as advisers in ministerial offices. These ‘staffers’ comprise 5 principal advisers; 79 senior advisors; 34 media advisers; 127 standard advisers; 92 assistant advisers; 58 office managers and 42 secretarial and administrative assistants (Koutsoukis 2006). This group of personnel are often engaged in distinctly partisan activities and it dwarfs that of its opponents, giving it a decided electoral advantage.

Similarly, by virtue of being the government the coalition has more parliamentary members with offices in their electorates (with supporting staff) that provide valuable resources as well as a presence ‘on the ground’ that greatly augments election campaigns. Local members become well known in their electorates and over time can establish further support from constituents that they have helped. This advantage of sitting members has meant that in recent federal elections the only seats to change hands between parties have tended to be ones vacated by the incumbent. For example, in 2001 only six incumbents were defeated in the lower house and this rose marginally to 10 in 2004 (Hughes & Costar 2006: 64). This advantage has been further strengthened by increases in the printing allowances (to $125,000 per year) and postage allowances (to $44,042 per year) granted to parliamentarians by the Howard government that came into force on 1 July 2005 (Hughes & Costar 2006: 63). Moreover, if unspent, these allowances can now be ‘rolled over’ to subsequent years enabling sitting members to accumulate a sizeable war chest for disseminating party material in an election campaign.

Incumbency has also enabled the Howard government to make a vast number of appointments to various bodies (Burrell 2007). This has extended far beyond ensuring that senior members of the public service are responsive to government views or simply bestowing some government largesse (such as diplomatic postings) in typical ‘jobs for the boys’ fashion. Rather, it appears that there has been a deliberate strategy to remove people suspected of harbouring different views and to fill vacancies with ex-staffers or persons whose political views are of a conservative disposition such that there are few independent bodies that might be critical of the government. Appointments from the Governor General down have reflected this pattern. No secret was made of ensuring that ‘big C conservatives’ would fill High court vacancies (Seccombe 1999). Board appointments to the ABC, SBS, the Reserve Bank, the National Museum Trust, the Indigenous Land Corporation, the Film Classification Board, the Pharmaceutical Benefits Advisory Committee, the Aged Care Standards and Accreditation Agency, Employment National, the Civil Aviation Authority, and the Fair Pay Commission (to name a few) have to be cleared through Howard’s office (Macintosh 2007: 152). This has led to widespread allegations of ‘political patronage’ exceeding normal levels (Wettenhall 2005: 86-87).
Policies

As much has already been written examining the various policies of the Howard government (Singleton 2000; Aulich & Wettenhall 2005: Manne 2004), only some comment will be given on the use of policies as part of an electoral strategy. Howard has been depicted as being both a poll driven ‘populist’ and a ‘conviction politician’ and examples of both can be found (Shanahan 2006: 41). While the examples cited to demonstrate the latter – the introduction of gun laws; the privatisation of Telstra; the introduction of the GST; the invasion of Iraq; and the introduction of unpopular industrial relations laws, do reflect deeply held policy preferences of Howard, they can also bear a more nuanced interpretation. For example, the introduction of gun laws might have been in the face of opposition from within the coalition partner, the National Party, and from rural constituent supporters, but it was popular with the electorate at large. Howard was hardly taking great electoral risks. The privatisation of Telstra was achieved over a long period of time through a staggered series of sales. At each stage, inquiries and ‘safeguards’ were utilised to minimise the electoral fallout. The decision to send troops to Iraq was a calculated risk. It was, however, managed to lessen electoral damage – from ‘pre-positioning’ the troops before the final commitment through to seeking their early withdrawal (later abandoned) to keeping a relatively tokenistic force in an area where they were unlikely to suffer major casualties. Similarly, with perhaps the riskiest policies of introducing a GST and the various rounds of industrial relations changes, the policies were in the interests of key sections of the Liberal Party’s clientele and undertaken in the belief that they could be ‘sold’ to the electorate. Moreover, in the case of industrial relations changes, the prospect of weakening the trade union movement also carried the benefit of undermining a major support base of the ALP. The point to note here is that even Howard’s ‘convictions’ are tempered by a degree of electoral pragmatism.

The same pattern is also evident with respect to Howard’s pursuit of other neo-liberal policies. For example, he has adopted interventionist industry policies to help the car, pharmaceutical, and textiles, clothing and footwear (TCF) industries when electorally damaging job losses loomed (Woodward 2005: 103-104). Similarly, Howard’s commitment to tariff reductions has been inconsistent, with pauses in cuts for the car and TCF industries adopted against the advice of the Productivity Commission (Woodward 2005: 159). At times, economic nationalism has also displaced ‘economic rationalism’ with the Howard government intervening in the marketplace to block foreign takeovers of some Australian companies. For example, a proposed foreign takeover of Woodside Petroleum was prevented (Kelly 2001) and the recommendation of the Wallis Inquiry which would have allowed foreign takeovers of Australia’s ‘big four’ banks without the Treasurer having a veto was not accepted in contrast to virtually every other recommendation (Perkins 1998: 36-37). When the Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with the US delivered less than the government hoped its signing was announced amidst rhetoric that it was a ‘once in a generation’ deal, but its details were not released to the public until a month later so that unfavourable scrutiny would be avoided (Weiss, Thurbon & Mathews 2004: 2-6; Krever 2006). Again, Howard never loses sight of the electoral consequences of policies and employs ‘the PR state’ to win support (or, at least, acquiescence).

There is also a clear bias in many policies in favour of those groups that constitute the core support base of the Howard government. Policies are filtered through a prism of electoral advantage. The over fifty-five age segment of the population (particularly self-funded retirees) that has supported the Howard government (Curtin 2001) has been rewarded with various ‘handouts’ such as ‘one off’ payments to compensate for the introduction of the GST and favourable changes to the taxation of superannuation benefits (Costello 2001; Costello 2006). Rural voters, who represent the sole base of support for the National Party and a major one for the Liberal Party, often find themselves the recipients of government largesse – funding for roads; ‘landcare’ programs to overcome previous environmental damage; various water policies; telecommunications infrastructure; strengthened quarantine measures; and efforts to gain greater market access for rural produce by means of ‘free trade’ treaties (Curtin & Woodward 2002: 246-248; Curtin & Woodward 2005: 272-275). Similarly, Howard supporters among the small business community have been given tax advantages when selling their businesses; had their obligations under the GST simplified; and been exempted from unfair dismissal laws. High income earners and the wealthy have likewise been the main beneficiaries of various rounds of tax cuts by the Howard government; the halving of the capital gains tax; and the continued availability of ‘negative gearing’ (Megalogenis 2006). Howard has also sought to strengthen his support base within the middle class by ensuring that benefits such as family payments and grants for first home buyers have not been means tested. Lastly, Howard’s support for the mining industry has perhaps been the most obvious. In the face of growing pressure to sign the Kyoto Accord and to curb greenhouse gas emissions, Howard has been steadfast in refusing to sign and has responded to the issue of climate change by promoting (untried) ‘clean coal’ and raising the possibility of nuclear power (Murphy 2006a).

When electoral defeat has threatened, unpopular policies have been softened or abandoned. For example, in 2001 changes were introduced to lessen the negative impact of the GST and the automatic indexing of the fuel excise was dropped. Similarly, in 2007 the name ‘WorkChoices’ was abandoned (Schubert & Jackson 2007) and industrial relations laws were modified (Murphy & Schubert 2007) despite earlier denials that there was a secret plan to do just that if public opposition to the policy continued (Koutsoukis 2007). Notions of fiscal rectitude tend to be replaced by an approach close to one of promising and spending whatever it takes to win the next election. Expensive government funded advertising campaigns to address issues of perceived weakness have been noted earlier. Expansive budgets in election years with massive spending programs announced and typically major tax cuts, have become part of a pattern of ‘throwing money’ at both problems and disaffected constituencies. This was most noticeably the case in 2001 when the May budget expenditures to shore up electoral support led to an actual deficit budget (Macfarlane 2002). Similarly, considerations of cost were of little concern when Howard adopted the ‘Pacific solution’ to prevent the processing of asylum seekers on anything remotely like Australian soil. Likewise, Howard’s $6 billion promises in his campaign speech in the 2004 election set new records in the amount ($200 million) committed per minute (Tingle 2004). Moreover, this expenditure was in addition to that spent while in government; and previously announced in the election campaign, bringing the coalition’s ‘net spend’ (in addition to the 2004 budget) on the Australian Financial Review’s ‘spendometer’ up to $12.5 billion (compared with the ALP’s $5.4 billion) (Australian Financial Review 2004: 10). Trailing in the opinion polls in early 2007, the Howard government has already announced a $10 billion water initiative (Lewis 2007) and the prospect of massive infrastructure spending has been raised (Maiden 2007) even before bringing down the budget that gave across the board tax cuts, increased education spending and a $500 bonus for senior citizens (Grattan 2007a). Judging by past behaviour, this expansive budget is likely to be followed by further major election campaign promises. 
Managing Government 
Another, related factor underlying Howard’s electoral success can be subsumed under the heading of ‘managing government’. Much of this has already been discussed above in terms of media management. It also incorporates maintaining a tight rein on the public service – placing appointees in charge of key departments; eliminating leaks; ensuring that the government speaks with one voice ‘on message’ and generally creating a pervasive climate of insecurity for partisan purposes (Barker 2007). Tight control is also evident in seeking to maintain unity (or its appearance) within the Liberal Party and within the coalition. Howard’s previous experience in opposition has driven home the electoral consequences of disunity and this appears to have inspired his determination to centralise much within his own office and to seek strict party discipline. Even the minor cracks in this unity when leadership tensions surfaced between Howard and Costello, were quickly smoothed over. Perhaps the prospect of impending defeat when the government trailed in the opinion polls (as it often has from mid-term) or the narrowness of its majority (after the 1998 election) has helped to maintain this discipline. Certainly, backbench revolts have been rare. The only one of significance – over the handling of refugees, came at a time when the government had a huge parliamentary majority, but, even then, Howard moved quickly to find a compromise that would restore unity (Parkinson 2005).

Similarly, Howard has probably been more mindful than most of the need to maintain harmonious relations with his coalition partner, the Nationals, as a result of his previous election defeat in 1987 when the disastrous ‘Joh for Canberra’ campaign split the coalition (Woodward & Costar 1988). Having strained relations over tightening ‘gun laws’ and further pursuing neo-liberal policies such as privatising Telstra, Howard has endeavoured to placate his Nationalist colleagues and their constituents as much as possible. Examples of this, include the legislative response (‘bucket loads of extinguishment’) to the Wik judgement over native title on pastoral leases (Gale 2005:47-48); government spending in rural electorates; staggering the sale of Telstra and linking it to inquiries and guarantees of rural telecommunications coverage; and seeking free trade agreements to increase access for agricultural products. The culmination of seeking coalition unity was the conducting of a joint election campaign (with a single campaign headquarters) for the first time in 2004 (Curtin & Woodward 2005: 276; Loughnane 2005:140). 

The first Howard government struggled to appear stable and unified. In part, this was a result of the high number of ministerial resignations as ministers were found in breach of the ‘ministerial code of conduct’ (generally on issues of ‘conflict of interest’) or to have rorted their travel allowances. Howard swiftly learned from this. The ‘ministerial code’ was relaxed (Seccombe 1998) and thereafter no Howard minister was forced to resign until 2007. Essentially, Howard discovered that it was politically better to support ministers than to dismiss them and leave the impression of an incompetent government. Ministerial responsibility has been narrowed such that ministers are not held responsible for the actions of their department taken without their knowledge (Weller 2007: 179). They are not expected to know all that is happening within their departments. 

The virtual absence of ministerial resignations after 1998 is part of a wider pattern of behaviour whereby the Howard government consistently denies any wrongdoing or errors. For example, when the initial reasons put forward to justify joining in the invasion of Iraq (that Saddam Hussein was stockpiling weapons of ‘mass destruction’) proved to be groundless, no mistake was admitted but rather a new justification was put forward in terms of the evil nature of the overthrown regime (Loewenstein 2004). Similarly, the justification for keeping Australian troops in Iraq has shifted over time (Howard 2007). Government leaders consistently deny any knowledge of scandals, such as being told that children were not ‘thrown overboard’ before the 2001 election or that the Australian Wheat Board (AWB) was in breach of UN sanctions imposed on Iraq. 

When scandals have threatened to be too damaging to simply ‘stonewall’, the Howard government has adopted a different strategy to manage the problem by holding an inquiry. While this carries the potential for adverse findings, the Howard government has found a way to improve the chances of gaining a favourable outcome. Namely, if at all possible, establish an ‘internal departmental inquiry’ as was done in response to discovery that the Immigration department had deported an Australian citizen, Vivian Alvarez, and detained another, Cornelia Rau (Topsfield 2005). If nothing short of a public inquiry will suffice, the Howard government has proved adept at limiting the terms of reference and carefully choosing the person undertaking the inquiry, to maximise the exoneration of its own ministers as shown with the Cole Inquiry into the AWB ‘wheat scandal’ (Manne 2006). 
In a somewhat similar vein, the Howard government has used the same approach in establishing committees to report on proposed policy directions. That is, it has either handpicked the membership of such committees or narrowly defined its task (or both) in order to ensure that the proposals put forward are aligned with the government’s favoured policy directions. Examples of this include the composition of the Wallis Inquiry into the financial system (Bakir 2003: 531) and, most recently, the inquiry into nuclear energy (Murphy 2006). 
Election Campaigns

The brief period between the announcement of an election and polling day needs to be seen as the culmination of an electoral strategy for which the groundwork has long been prepared. What follows, therefore, should be viewed as additional to the various sections outlined earlier. Howard’s media management, use of incumbency, policies, and governmental management are all geared towards winning the ‘permanent campaign’, lessening the reliance on that just preceding voting and are a reflection of the Liberal Party’s ‘electoral professionalism’. 

One aspect of this electoral professionalism is the concentration of resources on ‘marginal seats’ – those that would require a swing of 5 per cent or less to changes hands (Williams 1997:203). As the ALP found to its cost in the 1998 election, winning a majority of the ‘two-party preferred vote’ counts for little if a majority of seats is not attained. The Liberal Party since 1996 has shown its ability to hold most of its marginal seats and win those of its opponents by focusing on those seats. This involves a range of strategies starting with qualitative market research on selected ‘focus groups’ of ‘swinging voters’ in those seats to discover their views so that appeals can be tailored. Campaign material targeting such voters in marginal seats flows in abundance. It is not limited to the traditional ‘letter box drop’ but is more likely to involve direct mailing from the local member (or challenger if it is an opposition held seat) and even the Prime Minister (Young 2004a). The Liberal Party has even flirted with pre-recorded phone messages featuring the Prime Minister (Gordon 2004). Election promises of government spending on community projects or that promise increased employment in particular regions appear to closely correspond with marginal seats. The Liberal Party has even gone so far as to develop paid TV advertisements for specific marginal seats (Young 2005: 104-105). Howard himself (and or senior ministers) visit as many marginal seats as possible in an election campaign to support the local candidate.

Customising appeals to individual voters (and tracking their whereabouts) has become possible with the use of sophisticated electronic data bases that are used to build up a profile of constituents (Van Onselen & Errington 2004). While both parties do this, at the federal level, the Howard government has more resources to devote to the project and more electorate offices to house the electorate based data. Such data bases can be used for party fundraising and ensuring that efforts to win votes are not wasted on constituents who are irrevocably committed to the other side.

Qualitative market research is not confined to those in marginal seats. It is used to shape how policies are presented, if not actually influencing the design and adoption of policies. The reactions of focus group members, including the use of particular words, are taken up and fed into party advertising and statements made by party spokesmen. This involves emphasising issues that are seen as government ‘strengths’ (economic issues, security) and trying to shift the focus onto those areas while devising strategies to minimise or neutralise issues of perceived weakness. The corollary to this is to highlight areas of weakness in opponents and to try to undermine and shift attention away from their strengths.   

This can be personalised. Attitudes towards party leaders revealed by market research become the basis for designing attacks on opponents. For example, Beazley was attacked for lacking ‘the ticker’ to run the country (Schembri 1998). As well as dredging up Latham’s past to blacken his character, he was attacked for his lack of ‘experience’. This was central to the ‘L for learner’ advertising campaign (Warhurst 2005: 23; Young 2005: 106-109) and was clearly aimed at implicitly emphasising Howard’s own experience and undermining any appeal that Latham might have had in terms of appearing more youthful than Howard. Similarly, a concerted campaign of attacks has been launched by Howard and his senior ministers against Rudd that are designed to dent his popularity and cast doubts on his ‘judgement’. To date these attacks have focused on his meetings with disgraced former WA premier, Brian Burke, and the veracity of Rudd’s childhood recollections of his family being evicted from their share farm (Grattan 2007).

Howard has also shown himself to be adept at depicting his opponents as being ideologically driven while his own position is ‘practical’. For example, his policies towards aboriginal reconciliation have been dedicated to avoiding any grand symbolic gestures in favour of ‘practical reconciliation’ that focuses on improving health, education, housing and employment (Rintoul 2006: 126). Latham’s education policy that would have seen government funding for the richest private schools cut, was portrayed as ‘class envy’ (Shanahan 2003). Similarly, attempts have been made to depict Rudd’s environmental policies as ideologically inspired whereas Howard’s approach to climate change is practical and won’t sacrifice jobs (Shanahan 2007). In this respect, it appears to be analogous to the ‘wedge politics’ that saw Howard entrap Latham into adopting a policy to save Tasmanian forests that alienated timber workers while his own preference to protect old growth forests did not extend to jeopardising jobs in the timber industry (Norton 2006: 601-603). Of course, the most notable example of ‘wedging’ a political opponent was evident with Howard’s handling of the ‘Tampa crisis’ (McAllister 2003). These actions can be seen as part of a broader pattern in which the ALP’s erstwhile supporters have been divided by Howard. Whether it has been separating working class supporters (‘Howard’s battlers’) from the intelligentsia over issues of aboriginal reconciliation or multiculturalism (Scalmer 1999), or those of a more moral/conservative bent from the more permissive over issues such as ‘gay marriages’ (Jennett 2004) or IVF support for lesbians (Reynolds 2000), the effect has been to drive a ‘wedge’ between different groups that had supported the ALP under Hawke and Keating, forcing the leadership to take a stance that was liable to alienate one or other of the groups.


While Howard’s critics have seen his election campaigns basically as a mixture of ‘greed and fear’ – combining tax cuts and other electoral ‘bribes’ with ‘scare campaigns’ of threats of being swamped by refugees, attacked by terrorists or financially ruined by higher interest rates (Maddison 2007: 33), less attention has been devoted to their tight management. Media management reaches its apogee during election campaigns. Campaign launches are held in front of invited audiences to guarantee that there are no ‘hecklers’ but only resounding applause from the party faithful. Indeed, unsightly protestors are to be avoided by not divulging Howard’s itinerary. Even the media representatives who are following the campaign are not told beforehand where they are being taken when they are bussed to some location that will provide the photo opportunities against which some policy announcement is to be made (Williams 1997: 204). At the same time, senior ministers are constantly in touch with each other so that they are saying the same thing and responding in the same way to events or issues that crop up. Centralised campaign headquarters send out daily messages to all candidates with points to stress for the day and answers to be given to questions on topical issues (Williams 1997: 200-201). Little is left to chance. 
Conclusion   
Howard’s electoral success is the result of more than simply luck (or good management) in presiding over a long period of economic growth. Its explanation also extends beyond simply pointing to the weaknesses of the ALP opposition. While these factors should not be overlooked, Howard’s electoral success needs to be seen in the light of how these advantages have been exploited to deliver victories. It has been the Liberal Party’s electoral professionalism that has been at the heart of these results. This has most obviously been manifested during the various election campaigns with market research developed targeted advertising, spending policies to shore up areas of weakening support, and a concentration of resources on marginal seats. However, these campaigns are only peaks in what has become a ‘permanent campaign’ of an electoral professional government to maintain electoral dominance. 

This encompasses an elaborate network of ‘media advisers’ whose task is to manage the media to ensure that the government gets its message out; minimises unfavourable commentary; speaks with a unified voice; stifles criticism; and places its ‘spin’ on events. It also involves a concerted attempt to manage government so that public servants are supportive of government policies; the government presents a united image; blame for government failings is shifted from ministers; and investigative inquiries are established to minimise damage. Additionally, the Howard government has perhaps taken advantage of incumbency to an extent not previously seen in Australia with its massive use of government advertising for partisan benefit; its use of increased numbers of publicly paid ‘staffers’ for partisan purposes; its alterations to donation disclosure laws; and its apparently systematic appointment of former party employees, friends, and party sympathisers to the full gamut of government appointed bodies. Incumbency has also been used to implement policies that have been designed for their partisan benefit or (at the least) have been formulated with a constant eye on their political repercussions. 

This mode of operation, which has been labelled as ‘Howard’s way’, has developed over the period of the Howard government. It built on the lessons learnt from the first term which was far from ‘professional’. Its evolution reflects Howard’s growing into the job and the government testing the boundaries of various actions. It has given Howard an advantage over his opponents. This is not to argue, however, that Howard or his government are invincible. Howard nearly lost the 1998 election. Admittedly, this was before the full development of his ‘way’, but Howard has also looked to be in electoral trouble going into election years in 2001, 2004 and 2007. Whether he is able to once again secure victory as he did on those two former occasions is yet to be seen. If he does, it will be a result of the types of operations outlined in this paper. If he fails, it will be because elements of his approach have unravelled and the techniques of the past have lost some of their effectiveness.
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