Rewards of economic management
lie in the respect of public and peers

RI
-\
’4‘

PETER COSTELLO

hen theopposition spokesman

for finance, Andrew Robb, was

asked lastweekifhecouldseea

Coalition government deliver-
ingasurplusinafirst term, he answered,
“Well, itjustdepends.”

He was trying to point out thereisalot of
uncertainty around the numbers in the
present budget. But the upshot was that politi-
cians and journalists worked themselves into a
lather for aweek arguing over just whocanbe
trusted to deliver abudget surplus and who
can't. Awhole lot of people who have never
balanced a budgetin theirlives chimed in to
makesolemn observations on the subject.

There are twolessons to be drawn from
this episode, and neither relates to policy.
First,inrunning a major economic portfolio
youhave to be very careful with language,
and second, where a problem arises from an
unintendedslip, the best thingtodoisto
acknowledge and correctitassoon as pos-
sible. Otherwise you and your colleagues will
spend aweek trying to “clarify” what you
really meantto say whenitdidn’tquite come
out right the first time.

1 gotinto this trouble when Irecounted a
conversation with then USFederal Reserve
chairmanAlan Greenspan. WhatI said was
entirely truthful and nine times out of 10 it
would have gone unremarked. But it gave the
press enough ofan opening to beat the living
daylights out of my words, which they did to
my great embarrassment.Ileamnt it wasnot

enoughto be accurate; when answering
questionsitisimportant to think howeach
statement can be misrepresented and dis-
torted. Answers have to be "bullet-proof”
against fairandunfairreporting.

Nowto the “surplus”. The government says
there will be a wafer-thin budgetsurplusin
June 2013 afteritutilises awholelotof
accounting tricks. First, it takes the $30 billion
or $40 billionspenton the national broad-
band network off the balance sheet, then it
pulls forward awhole lot of expenditure,
which blows the deficitout to $37 billionin
this financial year and shows a consequent
surplus about a 30th of the size in the year
after. The final budget outcome for the next
financial year won't come out until September
30,2013 -after the next election-and by then
no oneis going to be interested in what hap-

If they do their jobs, economic
ministers will never be
popular with their colleagues.

pened. Until the election the whole argument
will be about promises rather than outcomes.

Robb was right. None of the outcomes
under this government have been anything
like what were promised. Nonetheless itisan
obvious point-and he should have made it—
thatifthis governmentsaysitcan delivera
balanced budget (its first) then the opposition
can'tdo worse. And if the incoming govern-
ment inheritsa budgetin surplus thenitwill
not be difficult to keep it there. The last gov-
ernment to inherit asurplusand turnitinto a
deficitwas, well, the presentone, and the Coa-
lition does notwant to behave like that.

So now both sides of politics agree that we
need to getout of deficitand start paying
back some of the debt the government has

run up over the past four years. Ministers and
oppositionspokesmen who areused to bal-
looning resources asaresultof the huge
surge inspending over the pasttwo years will
need tobereconditioned to freezes, or
preferably reductions, in real terms. But try
convincing a ministeror an opposition
spokesman thathe orshewill do abetter job
withless money. I cannotrecall asingle min-
ister who volunteered to implementnet sav-
ingsduringthe 12 years [ wasresponsible for
the Commonwealth budget. Which made
every cabinet meeting and every budgeta
full-on contest between the economic min-
isters and everyoneelse.

Ifthey are doing theirjobs, the economic
ministers will never be popular with their
colleagues - they willnotbe handing out the
grants for local sporting clubs, for roads and
schools. And they will not be popular with
the political commentators wholive in Can-
berra. Few of these writers are interested in
economic policy. Theylike to thrive off gos-
sipand leakand propaganda dressed up as
confidential party research. Theircolumns
are skewed tolook after their sources.

So the economicministers should forget
about chasing popularity. They are working
forrespect-respectfrom the publicand,
perhaps, alittle fear from their colleagues.

The measure of a successful finance min-
ister or treasurer is the Commonwealth’s fin-
ancial position. A successful ministerwill
leaveitin better shape than he orshe found
it. If they aresuccessful, Robb and Joe
Hockey should notexpectany thanks. After
all,success has athousand fathers. But after
their job is done they may permit themselves
alittlesmile and have the satisfaction of
knowing they achieved theirtask in spite of
those colleagues loudly claimingthe credit,
and notbecause of them.

Peter Costello is theformerfederalLiberal
treasurer.



