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PART TWO: FARMERS, POLITICIANS AND PUBLIC SERVANTS

CHAPTER TWO

RURAL PRESSURE GROUPS AND THE COUNTRY PARTY

INTRODUCTION This chapter and the next concentrate on the
years 1949 to 1972 when the Country Party, begun by farmers,
enjoyed 23 unbroken years as a partner of the Liberal Party in

Federal Government. Despite the many benefits gained by farmers,
such as production subsidies, price guarantees, fuel rebates and tax
concessions, they discovered tnat creating a political party was one
thing, but getting it to act ex:lusively for their benefit was another.

During its long spell in coalition government, the Country Party was
never anywhere near strong eiough to govern in its own right.
However, as discussed later ir this chapter, the party often got its
way in Cabinet because, in ccntrast to the Liberal Party, it
comprised like-minded politic ans with a clearly defined
constituency and operated under strong and stable leadership. Up
against a phalanx of Country Party ministers, claiming expertise on
rural matters and arguing the same line, the Liberals gave ground
on measures to support farmers' incomes or to boost their trade
prospects through currency devaluation. Providing benefits to
farmers could, at times, take precedence over the interests of good
economic management.

The early divisions between farmers and graziers centred on land
control, wealth and social status, but they were aggravated by the
Country Party itself when it jecame a party of high protection.
Many farmers, enjoying the »enefits of income support schemes,
muted their criticism of tariffs that increased their own production
costs, but the graziers, selling on the free market, were not so
inhibited. A later chapter wil record bitter clashes between
Country Party leader, John NcEwen, and grazier organisations on
the protection issue. However, there was one factor uniting the
various farm organisations bchind the Country Party and that was
their determination to keep the Labtor Party out of office. Labor,
and the trade unions that suoported it, were the common enemy.
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The Graziers' Association of NSW, despite its hostility to McEwen's
protectionist stance, was a generous donor to Country Party funds.
Nevertheless, all formal links between the party and farm
organisations were broken by the mid-1940s. It was an
uncontested divorce. The party wanted to drop its image as a
sectional party and appeal to the wider non-metropolitan electorate
while the farm organisations believed that non-affiliation would
give them a better working 1elationship with Labor governments.
However, informal links rema.ned strong, with a significant cross-
membership between branches of the Country Party and those of
farm organisations.

In Chapter Three we examinc agricultural policy-making by the
Federal Country Party in the face of hostility between farmers and
graziers and how it exploited their inability to speak with one voice.
Later chapters will record hov/ the end of the 23-year reign of
coalition government and the election of the Whitlam Labor
Government dramatically altered relationships between primary
producers and the Country Party.

CUTTING_THE CORD

Whereas virtually all pressure groups, with the notable exception of
trade unions, have been content to try to influence political parties
without formal affiliation, the¢ farmers of Australia created their

own party and it has been a featur¢ of Australian political life since
1914.1 Around the turn of the century, farm organisations began to

IFor a detailed discussion of the emergence of state and federal Country
Parties see D.B. Graham, The Formnation of the Australian Country Parties
(Canberra, 1966), Ulrich Ellis, The History of the Australian Country Party
(Melbourne, 1963) and The Country Pariy-A Political and Social History of the
Party in New South Wales (Melbotrne, 1958) and D.A. Aitkin, The Country
Party in New South Wales: A Study of Organisation and Survival (Canberra,
1972). See also Keith Richmond, The National Country Party, Chapter 2 of
Political Parties in Australia, edited by Graeme Starr, Keith Richmond and
Graham Maddox (Melbourne, 1978) and C.A. Hughes, Political Parties, Chapter
17 of Australia: A Survey, edited by Venturino G. Venturini. (Hamburg, 1970).
pp.352-355.
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endorse candidates standing for state legislatures with some of the
successful candidates loosely referring to themselves as "country
party" members. The pastoralists held aloof from the new political
movement. Their organisation: were industrial and directed at
combating the demands of shezarers and many graziers had strong
financial and social links with the city. It was well into the new
century before the pastoralists, or graziers as they began calling
themselves in an effort to att-act the small woolgrowers to their
ranks, adopted the concept of a Country Party. While the NSW
Graziers' Association was the joint founder, with the Farmers and
Settlers’ Association, of the N3W branch of the Country Party, in
other states the graziers were less prominent and the party was
generally seen as a creation of the FSA movement, a "farmers"
party. The keener interest of FSA organisations in political
representation resulted from heir demand for legislative action,
first to change the land laws and second to instigate marketing
reforms. Many graziers maintained close links with the other
conservative parties and adhcred to the free market.

Getting representation in parliament, forming a political party and
sharing the government benches was a notable achievement for
rural pressure groups, but it came at a price. The Country Party
developed a life of its own and, in its desire to share power and co-
operate with its conservative allies, it could not always deliver
what farmers wanted. At times, there was only so much pressure it
could exert without risking tle coalition. Its success in influencing
policy depended heavily on v/hether it held the balance of power or
merely added to the conservative majority in parliament.

Farmers discovered this as early as the 1920s when the demands of
wheatgrowers for compulsory pooling were not fulfilled. On this
issue and farmer complaints about Australia's high tariffs, the
federal Country Party was nct prepared to risk its alliance with the
other conservative party. It had its own position to consider as a
newcomer to federal politics and could not afford to antagonise its
senior partner. This was a major factor leading to the emergence of
new wheatgrower organisations in the 1920s. They called on the
Country Party to remain full’/ independent so that it could fight for
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marketing reforms, unimpeded by a coalition partner which had
city financiers and grain merchants among its constituents.

So strong was the feeling against coalitions in Victoria that John
McEwen, the man to later lead the party in Canberra from 1958 to
1971, was expelled from the :tate branch of the Country Party in
1937 for accepting the post ol Minister for the Interior in the
Lyons-Page Government. McEwen survived through the ploy of
establishing the Victorian Literal-Country Party, which provided
him with the necessary suppo:t until it merged with the Country
Party two years later.? In 1926, the Victorian Country Party had
suffered a split when the state's wheatgrowers established the
Country Progressive Party as an independent voice of the
wheatgrowers. The CPP saw all Country Parties in coalition as
lacking in determination to fight for marketing reform. Although
the CPP quickly faded, the radical wheatgrower organisations never
formed official links with the Country Party. The Australian
Wheatgrowers' Federation, established in 1931, had a non-political
charter although it accepted membership from the Farmers and
Settlers' Association of NSW and the Primary Producers' Association
of Western Australia, both affiliated with their state branches of
the party. However, from 19:l8 on, wheatgrowers enjoyed the
protection of stabilisation sch:mes and, raising few political
problems for the Country Paity, were generally assumed to be
party supporters.

There were moves before and during World War Two by both the
farm organisations and the Country Party to loosen their links.
Many considered this as essential if the party were to lose its image
as a purely sectional party aid broaden its appeal beyond the farm
gate to towns and regional cities. Long term survival as a farmers'
party would be difficult in a nation that was already highly
urbanised.

Until 1926, the Australian IFarmers' Federal Organisation, which
had been established by the SA movement in 1915 to push for
wheat pooling, pursue indusirial issues and determine guidelines

2McEwen, op. cit. p.16.
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for endorsing Country Party candidates, had acted as the secretariat
of the Federal Country Party. However, in that year the Federal
Country Party, under Earle Paze, decided that it was time to
establish its own secretariat, one that would be concerned more
with political issues rather thin the economic sectional interests
that dominated the AFFO.3 Page had endured the hostility of some
farm groups affiliated with th¢ AFFO, notably the Victorian
Farmers' Union, when, in 1927, he led his party into coalition
government with the Nationalists under Prime Minister, S.M. Bruce.
This was in defiance of an AJFO resolution declaring that the
Australian Country Party "shall act independently of all other
political organisations".4 Page was in the firing line again two years
later when he reached agreement on an electoral pact with Bruce
featuring joint Senate tickets and a refusal to run candidates
against sitting coalition members if the coalition was in
government. In 1926 the Australian Country Party Association was
formed and the AFFO faded out of existence. According (o
Overacker

The principal reason tor the change was to provide
an institution which ‘would emphasise political
rather than economic demands, and to recognise
that the Country Party movement was no longer an
association of section:l groups but an association
with a social basis waich welcomed country
townsmen and other groups not included in the
general category of "farmers and graziers". By this
time, some of the AF-O groups were becoming
dissatisfied with the failure of the coalition to meet
its tariff and marketing problems.>

The new organisation gave Page a freer hand in developing policies
and parliamentary strategy-matters he believed should be left to
parliamentarians. The politicians were the first to try to cut the

3See D. B. Graham, op. cit. pp. 28:-6.
4Quoted in Ulrich Ellis, A History of the Australian Country Party. p.51.

SLouise Overacker, Australian Po itics ir a Changing Society. Melbourne,
1968. p.255.
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umbilical cord but, by 1944, all farm organisations had broken
official links with the Country Party, although they remained its
backbone providing much of its branch membership, funding and
election campaigners. The last of the affiliated farm organisations
to sever official links with the Country Party were the Farmers and
Settlers' Association of NSW (in 1944) and the Graziers' Association
of NSW (1945). They had combined more than 20 years earlier to
establish the party in their state. A later chapter will reveal,
however, that the Graziers' Association continued to provide the
party with generous financial assistance until it merged in 1978
with the United Farmers and Woolgrowers' Association.

The divorce between farm organisations and the party was one of
mutual consent, with the peorle making the decision to split
holding positions of influence in both the farm organisations and
the Country Party. The formeir chairman of the NSW Country Party
and former federal Minister for Health, Ralph Hunt, described the
disaffiliation as a "tactic" which recognised that the party did not
have much of a future if it just concentrated on the farm sector.®
Hunt said the party itself was generally in favour of the split:

As a young activist I was very much in favour. Not
every party member was but the young Turks could
see no future for the party if it strictly remained a
farmers' party. The consequence of moving from a
sectional to a regiona party was a much broader
membership to includz the conservative people of
the towns, including l[ocal businessmen.

Without the break-up, he argued, the Liberals would have taken
more Country Party seats in NSW. The split has been portrayed as a
move by farmers to improve their own communications and
dealings with all Government:, especially Labor, but it was a break-
up without rancour that did 10 apparent harm to the party. Hunt
explained that:

61nterview with Hunt, Canberra, August 20, 1992.
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In NSW nearly all the branches of farm
organisations west of the Great Dividing Range have
virtually the same membership as branches of the
National Party. I used to find going around my
former electorate of Gwydir that the chairman of
the local branch of the Country Party was also
chairman of the local branch of the Livestock and
Grain Producers' Association. Cross-membership
was strong and remains strong.

To promote itself as a regionil party, the Country Party has
portrayed non-metropolitan aieas as neglected relative to the
bloated cities. However, Overacker writes that even by the 1940s
Country Party claims of special hardships associated with country
living and a misunderstanding of them by the city dwellers were
losing their punch:

The sense of grievance was less strong; with electric
power, rural dwellers shared many of the comforts
of their city cousins; motor cars, better roads, radio
and television broke down their isolation; the
contrast between city and country living, between
urban and rural sociil patterns became blurred.?

Improving the lifestyle of the non-metropolitan population has
generally been a job for state parliaments. It has been in the
Federal Parliament, where de:isions are taken on issues like tax
concessions, commodity marlketing schemes, rural research funding
and natural disaster relief th:t the party has been able do most for
its farmer constituents and Jemonstrate that it remained very
much a sectional party.

THE FEDERAL COUNTRY PARTY AND FARMERS

The Country Party successfully promoted many policies favourable
to farmers through the Federal Parliament, with much of its
strength coming from strong leaders in Earle Page, Arthur Fadden,

T0p.cit. p.226
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John McEwen and Doug Anthony. Apart from the short stint by
Archie Cameron, from March to September 1940, the leadership of
the Country and later, Nationa Party, was in the hands of just those
four men from the 1920s until the 1980s. The solidity of the
Country Party earned Liberal respect and its concentration on rural
issues gave it an expertise thar few on the Liberal side of the
Coalition could match. Unlike the Liberal and Labor parties, the
Country Party appeared as a solid core of politicians all pushing in
the one direction. It had no w:ts or dries, no left or right wings. Its
occasional outbreaks of internal fighting were generally over
friction between state branche:s of the party, not policy. And when
the rural voice in parliament was that of the tough and
uncompromising John McEwer, then Country Party policies had an
even greater chance of Cabin:t acceptance.

An early example of the ability of McEwen, then Minister for
Commerce and Agriculture, ard the Country Party to exert
influence beyond the party's numerical strength came soon after
the Chifley Labor Governmen. was defeated in 1949 and the
Menzies-Fadden Government nstalled. Menzies, and many Liberals,
wanted the Australian pound returned to parity with Sterling. The
link had been broken in the Great Depression when Australia's
severe economic crisis led to the pound being devalued by 20 per
cent compared to Sterling. W th the war over and a return to better
times, the push for parity was strong, not only for the sake of
national morale but to encourage overseas investment and help
contain the inflation rate by -educing the price of imports. The
Country Party, however, saw parity as harming rural exports and
believed the time had come 10 promote the rural sector which had
been run down during the war and the Great Depression. Writing
about his victory in stopping parity, McEwen said that "it was not a
case of the Country Party figating the Liberal Party as such, for the
Liberals were not united at all.....and in the end we got our way".8

But the Country Party, in its pursuit of pro-rural policies, still had
to compromise in the interest of Coalition unity especially in the
face of the continuing drift to the cities resulting in a declining

80p. cit. p.42.
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voter base. The party failed badly on its plank of decentralisation
and its campaign for new statcs, centred on the New England region
of NSW, also failed and the diift to the cities continued. The farm
sector's own rising productivity added to the drift because bigger
and highly mechanised farms required fewer farm families and
fewer farm workers. The 1988 report on the future of the National
Party in the wake of the dam:ging "Joh for Canberra" campaign led
by the then Queensland Premier, Sir Joh Bjelke-Petersen, said that
the burning zeal of country people to fight for physical
improvements to equate their ifestyle to that of city people did not
generate the same heat that it once did.?

McEwen had noted this much earlier and he saw a better future for
the party if it could increase its popularity with secondary industry
by providing greater protection against imports. If this led to more
rural-based companies surviving and expanding, so much the
better. In 1949, McEwen surprised Menzies and Fadden by
preferring to become Minister for Commerce and Agriculture in the
new Coalition government, rather than taking on the old Country
Party favoured portfolio of Postmaster-General. In Commerce and
Agriculture, McEwen had the opportunity to develop his protection-
all-round strategy and later, v’hen the portfolio was split into Trade
and Primary Industry, McEwen kept Trade, and with it
responsibility for the Tariff Board whose generous doses of
protection to industries appeairing before it was to cause a serious
rift between McEwen and the graziers. In that era he could buy off
wheatgrowers and dairyfarme s with stabilisation plans, but not
the unprotected wool and be:f producers.

Two name changes in the post-McEwen era, to the National Country
Party in 1975 and to the Nat onal Party of Australia in 1982, were
both aimed at further breaking down the image of a farmers' party.
The move to discard or dowrplay the word "country" came from
the states. The Queensland brinch was the first to go "national”. In
1974, under the leadership cf Premier Bjelke-Petersen, the party
9The National Party of Australia: The Future. A Report by the Committee of
Review into the Future Direction of the National Party of Australia. Canberra,
1988. p.15.



adopted the name "National Party" in an attempt to broaden its
electoral appeal, win urban scats from the Liberal Party and secure
its position as the dominant jarty in the state.

In 1974 Western Australia changed to the National Country Party
and Victoria to the National P'arty. [n the following year South
Australia changed to the National County Party with NSW, the most
conservative branch, taking aiother two years to become the
National Country Party. Even ually all states adopted the same
National Party banner, but not without considerable heartburn,
especially in NSW.!10 The National Party's Federal Secretariat
reported thatas well as the iame changes, the Party had broadened
its areas of political interest. "Instead of concentrating mainly on
rural needs, it now has policies for all portfolio areas-policies that
are relevant to all Australian<".!l Despite broadening its outlook,
the party claimed that it remained firmly committed to placing
primary emphasis on policies for the benefit of people living
outside the cities and working in major wealth generating
industries such as agriculture and mining.

The McEwen era of high protection, and efforts by the Country
Party to leave behind its imige as a farmers' party and broaden its
electoral base, did not stem the tide. The party remains a declining
force in Australian politics. st the 1990 federal elections, the
National Party won only 14 seats in the House of Representatives,
with members coming from only the three eastern states, NSW,
Victoria and Queensland. NS'W provided eight of the 14 members.
Political commentator, Alan Ramsey, calculated that there were 58
rural and provincial seats in Australia, of which the National Party's
14 fell well short of Labor's 24 and the Liberal Party's 20 seats.!?2

After the 1990 election the National Party's percentage of seats in
the House of Representatives fell to just below 9.5 per cent, its

10For a detailed assessment of issues surrounding the change of name at
both the federal and state level sce Country to National, edited by Brian Costar
and Dennis Woodward, Sydney, 985.

Y An Introduction to the National Party of Australia, Canberra, 1990. p.17.
12Sydney Morning Herald, July 18, 1992.
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lowest level since the party was established federally in 1922. The
Nationals have never held a fcederal seat in Tasmania since its first
federal parliamentary leader, William McWilliam, resigned and
have not held one in South Australia since Archie Cameron defected
to the Liberals in 1940. It wa: 20 years since the Nationals had won
a seat in Western Australia. kamsey cites the party's 15.6 per cent
of the vote in 1937 as its high water mark and describes the
contrast between then and 1970 as "stark".

The Nationals squarely laid th: blame on the "Joh for Canberra"
campaign and Sir Joh's attemots to undermine the then federal
party leader, Ian Sinclair, for the Coalition's loss in the 1987
elections. The party lost two seats in 1987, but then dropped
another four in 1990 with the unpopularity of the Queensland
branch still having an impact, not only in Queensland but in
neighbouring northern NSW. One casualty was the then party
leader, Charles Blunt, in the traditional National Party seat of
Richmond.13 The National Paity is clearly failing to sell itself as a
broad-based party with strony; appeal beyond farm families and
the residents of the small tovns which depend on farmer custom. It
is certainly not appealing to the retirees and alternative lifestyle
people who have moved into some coastal National Party seats over
recent years.

Major problems confronting in independent National Party
purporting to be a strong voice for farmers in Canberra concern
demographic and media changzes. The 1988 report on the party's
future bluntly stated that:

the whole demograpbic structure of rural Australia
has changed. The number of farmers has declined
from 203,000 in 1953 to 169,000 today. Farm
employment, as a proportion of total employment in
Australia, has fallen steadily from 28 per cent in

13For an assessment of the Nat onal Party's disappointing performances at
recent federal elections, including 1993, and its future see Brian Costar, The
National Party: Revival or Extinction. Chapter 9 of For Better or Worse: The

Federal Coalition, Brian Costar, ¢d. Melbourne, 1994.



55

1933, to 15 per cent in 1954, 8 per cent in 1971 and
just 5 per cent today".14

THE RURAL MEDIA AND THE LOCAL M.P.

Of increasing concern to the MNational Party is the dramatic change
that has come over the rural nedia in recent times. Virtually gone
are the locally owned newspaders and radio stations that gave the
speeches, press statements and activities of the local National Party
politician wide coverage. So close was the relationship between
some editors and the federal Members of Parliament that members
could personally telephone through reports of their speeches in the
House and confidently expect space in the next edition.i5

The National Party's report laments the passing of the "fierce
parochial loyalty" of the home¢ town media and the transmission of
news reports from city agencizs which refer to National Party
ministers as "Liberal” or to th: "Liberal Opposition".i6 Today, the
National Party gets less sympathy from centralised radio, television
and newspaper services. News coverage is increasingly geared to
the entire population and not segmented to cater for the farmer.
Marinya Media Pty. Ltd., under the chairmanship of J.B. Fairfax,
owns more than 80 country rewspapers in all states except
Western Australia. Operated ty a subsidiary company, Rural Press,
they include regional dailies sich as the Northern Daily Leader,
Tamworth, the Ballarat Courier and The Examiner, lLaunceston.
Stories are syndicated among these newspapers, a similar situation
to other rural press chains, siuch as the Queensland-based
Australian Provincial Newspagers, controlled by Cameron O'Reilly,
the son of the Irish media ma3znate, Tony O'Reilly. The rise of rural
newspaper chains has meant [ewer resources devoted to, and less
interest, in covering the activities of local politicians.

145 78.

I5Personal observations over years working in the Federal Parliamentary
Press gallery.

16p.15.
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Rural television has gone the same way through the aggregation
policy that has linked groups of regional stations into the one
network. Farmers listening to their local Macquarie Network radio
station will hear news on farming prepared by a city-based
reporter. Former National Par'y leader, Ian Sinclair, said that:

The whole nature of media changes is extraordinary.
If T were to pick up any rural media publication you
see the same writers writing basically the same
stories. The economies of the printing press is
having a significant e fect, but also of great
importance is that television is now all Sydney and
Hollywood. The local programs featuring local
identities do not happen ncw.

National Party members are not getting exposure,
But it was not just that-pecple were not thinking of
their community because the community emphasis
has gone from the media. The country mindedness
that used to prevail is being neutralised by the
pressure of a contracting media.17

A further problem for the N:tional Party is the monopolisation of
the specialised rural press. Tne Land (established by the Farmers
and Settlers' Association of N5W in 1911) the Queensland Country
Life, Stock and Land, Victoria, the Western Farmer and Grazier,
Western Australia, and the Stock Journal, South Australia, are now
owned and controlled by Ruril Press. Under Rural Press, there is
not only syndication of articl:s, but the style of reporting has
become less sympathetic to the Nationals. The farm press continues
to give prominence to the orinions of National Party spokesmen
but, according to former Carberra correspondent for Rural Press,
David Kelly, the National Paity is making less news today and fewer
farmers see it as their voice.18 Kelly sees the rise of the National
Farmers' Federation in 1979, with its staff of economists and

I TInterview, Canberra, September 10, 1992.
I8Interview, Canberra, August 25, 1992. At the time Kelly was employed by

Rural Press.
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commodity spokesmen, as prcviding the farm press with more
quotable and readable commecents on primary industry than
members of the National Party.

DECLINING RELEVANCE OF THE PARTY TO FARMERS

When lan McLachlan was NIE'F president (1984-88), his standing
with farmers, already high ovar his leading role in breaking the live
sheep export embargo imposcd by meatworkers some years earlier,
soared. MclLachlan organised and addressed the mass rally of
protesting farmers outside the old Parliament House in 1985, as the
Hawke Government's National Tax Summit was going on inside.
McLachlan, an economic raticnalist, attacked both sides of politics
for slow pace of reform on tariffs, industrial relations and micro-
economic reforms. He was further setting the rural agenda and
freezing the Nationals out of the media. By refusing to let the then
National Party leader, lan Siiclair, address the Canberra protest
rally, McLachlan further demonstrated the political independence
of the NFF, and what many farmers saw as the decreasing relevance
of the National Party to its cause. The Canberra Times reported on
October 26, 1985, that Sinclair had to endure another McLachlan
onslaught on the previous day when the NFF president addressed
the party's Federal Council neeting in Canberra. McLachlan accused
the party of lacking direction and relying on "the same, tired
rhetoric heard thousands of times before". He claimed the party's
credibility had diminished with country people because its policy
research effort was inadequate. McLachlan was making an
unfavourable comparison betvieen the party and the NFF which had
earned a reputation for high quality research.

On the day of the rally the NFF launched its Fighting Fund, which
soon afterwards reached an ¢stimated $14 million. This money has
been used for fighting industrial disputes and various NFF
campaigns. None of it has gone to help the National Party, which has
led former National Party leader, Doug Anthony, to complain that
this was really money that skould belong to the Nationals. Most of it
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had been donated by people who normally supported the
Nationals.19

The NFF has demonstrated its political and financial independence
from the National Party and las become the "voice" of farmers,
especially after March, 1983, when the ALP began a long term in
office. Some senior figures in the National Party realistically accept
that the party plays second ficdle to the NFF when the Coalition is
on the Opposition benches. Former deputy leader of the National
Party, Bruce Lloyd, believes the NFF had a special role when "we
are not in government".20 Th:re had to be ongoing discussions with
government on marketing, trade, tariffs and other issues, he said,
and these were best handled by a body speaking on behalf of all
farmers. Ralph Hunt holds th: same view, arguing that when the
National Party is in Opposition someone has to represent farmers in
negotiations. But, he said, the NFF still needed the Nationals if they
failed to make headway witlt the Government. Unfavourable
legislation could be blocked or amended in the Senate where
governments often lacked a majority.21

THE IMPACT OF A CHANGE OF GOVERNMENT

The defeat of the Coalition in 1972 ended a cosy relationship
between farm organisations and government. The installation of the
first federal Labor Government in 23 years was, according to the
first NFF president, Don Eckersley, a significant factor in the
emergence of that organisation.22 He was supported by the former
chief executive of the NSW Farmers' Association, John White, who
said that:

When the ALP took office we realised that we

would have to start :very submission to
Government by explaining the nature of the farm

lL)Interview, Canberra, May 6, 1092,
20Interview, Canberra, June 5, 1992.
2lInterview, August 20, 1992.
22Interview, Sydney, January 28, 1992,
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sector and many detals about exports, farm
incomes and other isstes. To do this, it was essential
to have a really good secretariat, and a single
representation. Mixed voices were confusing even to
an expert and worse when the person listening was
not up on events.23

For the first time since 1956-58, when William McMahon held the
post, there was a non-farmer as Minister for Primary Industry, and
no farmers in Cabinet. There were, on average, no more than two or
three farmers in the Caucus primary industry committee at any one
time in the Whitlam years, none of whom had been prominent in
farm organisations before entering parliament.24

Former National Party leader and Minister for Primary Industry,
[an Sinclair, has retrospectively boasted of the enormous influence
exercised by him and his ministerial and party colleagues, Doug
Anthony and Peter Nixon, wihin the Fraser ministry on behalf of
farmers.25 From the Liberal side there were also powerful rural
voices, notably the Prime Miiister, Malcolm Fraser, and senior
ministers, Tony Street and Wil Fife. Those halcyon days may have
gone forever.

A major factor pulling the Country/National Party and farm
organisations apart was the advent of the Industries Assistance
Commission, now called the Industry Commission. On June 19, 1973,
Sir John Crawford, then Vice-Chancellor of the Australian National
University, and former head of the Department of Trade, reported
to the Government that the cld Tariff Board should be expanded
into an industries commission to advise the Government on all
forms of assistance to all sec ors of the economy.26 Significantly for

23Interview, Sydney, January 29, 1992,

24Recollection of the author who was press secretary to the Minister for
Primary Industry, Ken Wriedt, during the life of the Whitlam Government.
25 Interview, September 10, 1992

26For an assessment of events p-eceding the report see Alf Rattigan,

Industry Assistance: The Inside Story. Melbourne 1986. pp.147-171.
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farmers, their organisations and the National Party, Crawford
recommended that the responsible Minister refer to the commission

]

before taking any action on "subsidies, bounties or other forms of
direct monetary subvention to any primary industry, where the

period of entitlement exceeded twelve months".

While rural support measures came within the purview of the
Tariff Board, the Board had largely ignored them, leaving their
determination to negotiations between the government of the day
and farm organisations. Warl urst records that between 1921 and
1973 only three per cent of all Board reports were on primary
industry.27 With the IAC in place, rural policy making was about to
undergo a radical change, and this was to further weaken the bonds
between farmers and the Country Party. According to long standing
IAC commissioner, Roger Maldon:

The attitude of the Country Party to the IAC was
totally hostile. They «aw it as the end of a special
relationship with fariners and they let it be known
in no uncertain terms that while the TAC process
was around the special relationship with farmers
would terminate. They were used to a different
style of rural policy-making. Until the TAC arrived
you could not tell the difference between economic
analysis and political judgement, between
patronage and pork barrelling. The IAC broke the
pork barrelling nexus¢ and life could never be the
same again.28®

In its inquiries into rural indastries the TAC was backed by the
Bureau of Agricultural Econcmics, a highly regarded government
research organisation. Originally many in the BAE saw the TAC as a
Crawford's report is entitled, A Commission to Advise on Assistance to
Industry, Canberra, 1973.

27)John Warhurst, The Industries Assistance Commission and the Making of
Primary Industry Policy. Australian Journal of Public Administration, Vol.
XLI, No.1, March 1982.

281nterview, Canberra, October 10, 1992.
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threat, a body that would tak: over its role of inquiry and research
into agricultural industries but, according to former BAE director,
Geoff Miller, enough senior o ficers regarded it as a greal
opportunity for the BAE. It oifered, and the IAC head, Alf Rattigan,
gratefully accepted, all the B.\E's existing data on rural industries
and the BAE adopted the task of putting a comprehensive
submission before every rura inquiry evaluating the policy
options.29 The BAE not only ended the prospect of [TAC staff
duplicating its work but gaincd for itself a public platform from
which to present its views. From then on, Miller said, the BAE did
not have to rely on the Department of Primary Industry to allow it
some access to policy-makiny procedures at the department's
discretion. It could go directly to the IAC and discuss issues in a
public forum. The agricultural econcmists of the BAE had found a
way to untie the shackles imposed upon it by departmental
bureaucrats.

An example of the use of the [AC by the BAE occurred in 1974
when a new wheat stabilisation scheme was under negotiation. The
Department of Primary Indusry was urging its Minister, Ken
Wriedt, to extend the existing; scheme for a further five years, but
Miller convinced the Minister that an extension of just one year
would allow a BAE submission on wheat stabilisation to go before
the IAC. What emerged from this exercise was a wheat scheme
more oriented to the market place.30

The emergence of the IAC vras another factor encouraging farm
organisations to amalgamate. They needed more resources and
more skilled staff to present their cases before the IAC and
amalgamation was the way to cut costs and acquire those resources.
According to former economist with the Australian Woolgrowers
and Graziers' Council, David Trebeck, the AWGC had originally
opposed the establishment of the IAC, thinking that it might be
used by the Whitlam Government as a "buffer" against the

291nterview with Miller, Canberry, September 21, 1992.
30Recollection of the author whe was present at the discussions on wheat

between Wriedt, the Department of Primary Industry and the BAE.
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provision of any form of rura assistance.3! But the AWGC and other
farm organisations quickly realised that public submissions and
public evidence before the IAC were a great opportunity to educate
politicians, the public and farmers on the matter of protection.

The IAC also gave farm organisation advocates opportunities to
challenge the misconception that primary industry, as a whole, was
highly protected and to show how farm protection paled compared
to that granted secondary indaistry. They could point to the
excessive burden such protecion placed on the export industries,
like agriculture. The farm o1ganisations needed additional resources
to push their case before the IAC and the movement for the
amalgamation of organisation: at the state level received impetus
from the emergence of the IAC.

The economists employed by the farm organisations in the early
1970s were similar in outlook to the economists of the BAE. They
had been trained by university economists who tended to the side
of economic rationalism. The new breed of young economists, in
farm organisations, the BAE, the Treasury and the IAC was playing
a role in swinging farm leadership away from a handout mentality
towards a concentration on r:ducing costs including lower tariffs,
structural reforms to the waterfront, shipping and transport
systems and industrial relations. Former first assistant secretary
with the Department of Primary Industry, Noel Honan, said that
from the 1960s recruits into the public service were economic
rationalists, trained in a new era and very much the free
marketeers. Honan was critical of the economists' hard line
approach which, he said, "ignored the fact that you had to get on
with people".32 The department was determined to preserve its
senior position as adviser to the Minister for Primary Industry,
even to the extent of telling the BAE in early 1973 that all its
communications with the new minister, Ken Wriedt, had to be
directed through the Departrient's deputy secretary, Robert Swift.

3]Interview, Canberra, November 8, 199].

32Interview, Canberra, September 28, 1992.
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When the BAE complained to the minister's office Wriedt granted it
direct access.33

The TAC played an enormous role in changing the nature of the
debate on farm policy. Trebeck is emphatic on this point:

The single most important development which
made the enhanced fprofessionalism of of
organisations essentia was the advent in 1974 of
the Industries Assistance Commission......The [AC
experience also facilitated the education of farmers
themselves as to what the really important issues
facing them were......\While the overall level of
economic debate thrcughout the economy is now
much higher, the cat:lytic role played by the TAC
during the 1970s in helping to lift that debate-and
explaining the impac: of protection in particular-
cannot be overstated. Farmer organisations made
effective use of the 'bullets" which the IAC had
manufactured.34

Warhurst said there was no doubt that the entry of the IAC into a
policy field forced other part cipants to change their style of
intervention. State departments of agriculture, he said, felt the need
to converse with the 1AC on its own terms and this led to an
increase in the number of agricultural economists employed at the
expense of commodity specialists. Warhurst added that farmer
organisations made a similar response to the demands of
government, stemming particiularly, but not exclusively, from the
IAC for comprehensive and economically-literate submissions. The
high expense of preparing submissions and appearing before the

33Recollection of the author, who as Wriedt's press secretary and a former
BAE research officer, was involved in discussions over BAE access.

34D.B. Trebeck, Farmer Organisations, Chapter 9 of Agriculture in the
Australian Economy, edited by D.B. Williams. Third edition, Sydney, 1990.
pp.134-5.
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IAC has "been one factor leading to the consolidation of the number
of farm organisations".35

The Department of Primary I[1dustry, with a long history of direct
involvement in federal policy making, was unhappy at the prospect
of giving any ground to the [AC. Warhurst said the department saw
itself as the focus of the determination of farm policy with the TAC
and the Australian Agriculturil Council "both serving as advisory
councils".36 The department 'contrives not even to recognise the
existence of the ITAC", and h: records that former Department
Secretary, Walter Ives, actually wrote a paper on agricultural
policy-making without refererce to the IAC.37

As mentioned earlier, the Na ional Party was openly hostile to the
IAC concept. Party leader, Dcug Anthony, made this clear in his
speech in Parliament to the econd Reading of the Industries
Assistance Bill, 1973. He said:

This Parliament is being asked to approve a
measure which can co no other than reduce the
Parliament's standing and authority.....We are being
asked to destroy the system of consultation and
negotiation which until now has been the
foundation stone of the formulation of industry
policy, particularly, tut not exclusively, so far as
primary industry is concerned........ I say with no
disrespect that industries will find themselves
talking to wooden-faced bureaucrats instead of to
ministers who at least can be responsive to the
approaches of industry and who can apply-as
should be applied-otier than the cold, hard
economic criteria on the decisions which will be

35John Warhust, op. cit. p.28.

361bid. p.29.

37p.29. The Ives paper, Developn ent of Agricultural Policy in the Australian
Federation, was published in thz Journal of the Australian Institute of
Agricultural Science, 45(1), 1979. pp.3-13.



made by bureaucrats, who have no direct
responsibility to the people.38

The acceptance by farm orgarisations of the IAC as a proper
authority to review agricultural support measures ensured its
survival when the Coalition rzturned to office in December, 1975.
Lingering National Party hostility faded up against support for the
IAC from both the farm organisations and its senior Coalition
partner, the Liberals.

1949-1972 REVISITED

What we have seen over the 1949-72 era of unbroken coalition
government has been the emecrgence of a number of factors that
changed the relationship between the Country Party and the farm
organisations that spawned it Actually, the change began towards
the end of World War Two when the FSA and Graziers' Association
of NSW, the most dominant »>f all farm organisations, ended their
affiliation with the party. Whaile there remained financial support,
especially from the graziers, and cross membership of local
branches, disaffiliation meant that the Country Party was no longer
a strictly "farmers" party.

The Country Party's support for high protection for industry, and a
devalued currency to boost exports, was aimed at winning friends
in secondary industry and in the mining sector that depended on
export markets. All farmers benefited from currency devaluation,
at least in the short term, but all were harmed by high tariff walls
which sheltered high-cost incustries and increased the cost of
imported farm inputs. The graziers, who sold their wool and beef on
the open market without the support of price guarantees or
subsidies, became public critics of Country Party policies. If the
Graziers' Association of NSW had remained affiliated with the party
some of its complaints may have stayed within party forums out of
loyalty.

38House of Representatives, Hans ird, October 18, 1973. pp. 2354 and 2357.
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Towards the end of the 23 yzars of coaliion government, there was
evidence that the McEwen era of all-round protection was coming
to an end. There was the realisation that it was taking too great a
toll on the Australian economry which needed to become far more
competitive to maintain existing export markets and expand them.
The following chapter reveals that Doug Anthony, as Minister for
Primary Industry, made radical revisions to the long established
cost of production formula for determining guaranteed prices for
wheat under the five year stabilisation schemes. Anthony defied
wheatgrowers, who comprisec much of the grassroots support for
his party, by amending the formula to put a brake on rising wheat
prices. He wanted to ease the financial strain on the Treasury,
reduce the inflationary effect. of higher wheat prices on bread and
flour products and, importantly, slow the strong movement of
woolgrowers and other farmers into the protected wheat industry.

While the Country Party saw that some changes were required, it
was slow to respond to the changing times and there were primary
producers whose thinking was running well ahead of it, making the
party less relevant to them. The Graziers' Associations of NSW and
its parent body, the Australian Woolgrowers and Graziers' Council,
had long been prominent in promoting a competitive economy with
low tariffs walls, a deregulared banking system, a deregulated
labour market, and with major reform undertaken within
Australia's land transport and shipping industries.

Whereas the Country Party found it hard to shake off the past, the
Federal Labor Governments zlected from 1972 were very different
from the ones that older greziers remembered. The earlier ones
were social reformers and economic regulators. The Chifley
Government had attempted t> nationalise banks after World War
Two and promoted farmer-dominated marketing boards to control
the acquisition, pricing and sale of farm produce. The Whitlam
Government and, especially the Hawke and Keating Governments,
undertook wide economic reforms, such as tariff cuts, licensing
foreign banks, floating the ollar, deregulating financial markets



and establishing the [AC.39 Tie reforms won applause from the
graziers but farmers were loud critics of the phasing out of the
diary production bounty, removing concessional rates on rural
telephone and mail services ind replacing growers on marketing
board with marketing and fiiancial experts.

By the 1990s the political sczne had changed further and Labor,
while still only attracting its usual minute share of the farm vote,
was not the bogey it once wis in the minds of farmers. The modern
farmer, operating in an enviionment of declining farm support
programs and the increasing deregulation of rural industries, can
live more comfortably with _abor Governments and therefore has
less need of a Country Party to protect his or her interests. To some
extent the IAC had intervencd between farmers and political
parties and reduced the need for the two to have as close a
relationship as existed betwezn farm organisations and the Country
Party. Political commentator, Gerard Henderson, writes that in the
past it had been relatively e:sy for National Party leaders like Page,
Fadden and McEwen to appear strong: they were opposed to Labor's
socialist agenda and stood fer a controlled economy where rural
interests, and later manufactiuring, received a helping hand
courtesy of taxpayers and consumers.*0 However, since the early
1980s the party has been comnpelled, according to Henderson, to
face up to the internationalisation of the Australian economy and
has been finding it hard to fiad a role for itself.

As a result, he argues, the current leader, Tim Fischer, was stressing
his party's conservatism on social policies as a way of attracting
attention and shore up voter support. Henderson cites Fischer's
speech at the party's 75th :nniversary celebrations in Melbourne
39For detailed assessments of ru-al policy making under the Whitlam and
Hawke Labor Governments and comparisons with the Fraser Liberal
Government see A. S. Watson, Rural Policies, Chapter 9 of From Whitlam to
Fraser: Reform and Reaction in Australian Politics, edited by Allan Patience
and Brian Head, Melbourne 1979 and L.R. Malcolm, Rural Industry Policies,
Chapter 6 of From Fraser to Hai ke, edited by Brian Head and Allan Patience,
Melbourne, 1989.

40Sydney Morning Herald, Januiry 31, 1995,
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on January 11, 1995, as evidznce. While Fischer restated the party's
commitment to regional Austialia and the farming sector, he
directed criticism towards thc gay movement, feminists

and environmentalists, warning that Australia was becoming "a
conglomerate of separate ethnic, religious or gender enclaves, each
with its own agenda". The Netional Party, according to Fischer, has
always understood grassroots politics and "understands life outside
the sometimes crazy environrients of Canberra and the state
capitals".

Henderson questions whether attempts by Fischer to portray his
party as a group with a part cular attitude on social policy-from
racial hatred legislation to s:xual privacy law-present particular
problems for the pluralist Liberal Party. However, others, including
the NFF, may find Fischer's outbursts against the gay community
and non-traditional families41 of only minor interest and unlikely
to convince them that the Na:ional Party is of relevance to the
current economic debate.

The final chapter records thet the National Farmers' Federation
developed a close rapport wih the Labor Government in the 1990s.
For example, the Keating Government and the Minister for Primary
Industry, Bob Collins, worked hand-in-hand with the NFF in 1994
in devising drought relief packages and in combating the grain
shortage in the eastern states. In October that year it was the NFF,
and not the Government, tha. organised a national grains summit in
Canberra, which the Minister attended and presented a paper. This
is a recognition of two factors. One was that the Minister was
confident that the NFF was conducting a genuine assessment ol the
grains situation and not out to score any points off the Government.
The second was a recognition of the NFF as a research organisation,

41For example, The Canberra Tinies of January 5, 1995, reports Fischer
repudiating the idea that single sex couples could constitute a family, and
declaring that he would fight thein "tooth and nail". The Australian Financial
Review of the same date said th:t Fischer had drawn a line in the sand that
gays and lesbians should not cross, leaving the Liberal Party on the same

side as them.



able to produce reliable and straight forward information
acceptable to the Government.

In fact, the NFF, with its array of economists and commodity
experts, has developed a rerutation for research and presentation
that almost gives it the appcarance of an independent research
organisation, as much as the peak farm pressure group. The NFF,
through adherence to a strict apolitical stance and a proven ability
to co-operative with the Labor Government in policy development,
is further demonstrating that the National Party has lost any special
relationship it once had with the farm lobby. If farm organisations
had remained divided it is very doubtful if any of them, 1n the face
of falling membership, could have attained the influence and
prestige of the NFF. Today, 1 farm organisation's reputation is
judged more on the quality of its research and presentation than
the noise it can make in the media or its influence with the National
Party.
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CHAPTER THREE

RURAL POLIC(: WHO DECIDED?

My attitude is that neither the Australian Country
Party nor its parliainentary members should
decide what is the correct policy for a primary
industry. It has always been the policy of my
party that those who produce, own and sell a
product are the best judges of the way in which
their property should be treated. It is the
function of my party to see that the will of those
who produce and own the product is carried into
legislative and administrative effect.!

INTRODUCTION  These words of the former Country Party leader,
John McEwen, look straightfcrward enough on the surface, but they

are an inadequate description of how policy-making took place.
They are the words of a man who well-remembered the long and
debilitating squabbles over wheat marketing in the 1930s and
1940s. These were squabbles that caused significant voting swings
in wheat electorates and were instrumental in bringing down the
short-lived Fadden Governmeat in October, 1941, when the
Member for Wimmera and executive member of the Victorian
Wheat and Woolgrowers' Association, Alex Wilson, crossed the floor.
Wilson wanted Labor's wheat scheme.

The pretence was created by McEwen that farmers, through their
organisations, were the true policy makers and that the Country
Party was only there to carry out their wishes. This was important
for a federal Country Party faced with demographic changes that
were gradually reducing the number of farm families, and up
against the continuing growth of cities and regional centres at the
expense of the bush towns and villages. The message was that only
the Country Party genuinely looked after country people.

THouse of Representatives, Hansird, November 23, 1966. pp.3044-5.
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The truth was that rural policy was often devised within the
Departments of Primary Industry and Trade in consultation with
the relevant minister and his senior Country Party colleagues and
presented to farm organisations to adopt as their own. According to
the former chief executive of the NSW Graziers' Association, John
White, a lot of the rural policy determinations of the 1950s and
1960s had their genesis in government departments and
ministerial ranks, "and passed to the farm sector who announced it
as a great victory".2 Policy iritiatives that arose out of consultations
between farmers, ministers and public servants, often led to public
servants helping farm organisations prepare submissions, thereby
giving the impression that farmers were playing the leading role in
devising plans for their industry. This procedure will be spelt out
later in this chapter. Many rink and file farmers were unaware of
any subterfuge and some farm organisation leaders went along
with the system whereby their role in policy making was secondary
to that of ministers and their public service advisers. Very few
farm organisations had the staff and resources to develop detailed
policies for their industries.

FARMERS AND BUREAUCRATS

According to Noel Honan, former first assistant secretary of the
Department of Primary Industry, the Public Service was very
important to the rural sector. Farmers, he said, had few good
thinkers in their ranks. Their skills were those of men of the soil.
They lacked professionalism, with the major role of farm leaders
being to "get something out of the Government".3 Honan, whose
departmental experience centred mainly on the wheat industry,
said that wheatgrowers appo nted to the Australian Wheat Board,
and growers comprised 10 of the [3 members, were limited in
what they could contribute to the board's deliberations on
marketing strategy because their expertise was in growing wheat,
not selling it. There were particular problems for federations like
the AWF when it came to d:cision-making. It could take some time
for state affiliates to responc and agreement was often difficult on
2Interview, Sydney January 29, 1992.

31nterview, Canbera, September 19, 1992,



72

the finer points of policy because of past differences between state
affiliates and personality clashes. There was, at times, a lack of
understanding about the issues and the paucity of skilled staff to
examine and clearly explain proposals was an additional handicap.
For more than 30 years the AWF was run by a part-time secretary,
T. C. Stott, based in Adelaide.

There were kudos to be earned by farm leaders from their rank
and file if policies were successful, and various rewards from the
Government for helping to sell policies devised within the
bureaucracy. It was not uncoramon for Ministers for Primary
Industry to take farm organisiation officials and/or senior public
servants with them to meetings where farmers were likely to
protest over new policy directions. The former Minister for Primary
Industry and National Party L eader, Doug Anthony, recalled that in
1969 the introduction of wheat production quotas was unpopular
with most growers. Anthony said:

| attended protest mecetings all over Australia but
the AWF fellow from different areas always came
along and spoke up. They did not let me down. |
was grateful for that because there were a lot of
nasty meetings. Certiinly the AWF accepted
responsibility for wheat quotas but I was the one
who had to sell it.4

The AWF did claim wheat quotas as their own response to over-
production but not before it was made plain to them by Anthony
that the $1.10 first advance jayment on every bushel was at risk
because of the vast amount of money involved as production
expanded. The Federal Government had no direct power to impose
quotas but it held a powerful weapon in its control of the
Commonwealth Treasury. Guaranteed prices were underwritten by
the Commonwealth and the Wheat Board borrowed from the
Reserve Bank, a Commonweilth body, to provide the all-important
first advance to wheatgrowers soon after delivery of grain to silos.

4nterview, Canberra, June 2, 1292.
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Before the 1969-70 harvest, there was a critical shortage of silo
capacity to receive wheat becuuse of large carryover stocks from
the previous harvest. It had tc¢ be brought home to growers that,
unless their wheat could actualy be received at a silo, they would
not get the first advance cheque. However, the AWF, by accepting
quotas as their own idea and denying that they were foisted upon
them by the Coalition Government, was repaying the Government
for past favours and hoping for future favours. The then president
of the AWF, K McDougall, m¢de this very plain when he wrote:

It is clear for a varie;y of reasons that production
controls had become recessary and as it is an
election year it would not have been realistic to
expect the Commonwcalth Government to take a
lead by placing an unpopular restraint on
production.>

The ability of the Country Party Ministers to dispense patronage
was well known and the career path for compliant farm leaders
could be attractive. There were seats on, and the chairmanship of,
marketing boards and other statutory authorities, places on
overseas trade missions, the party's blessing for parliamentary pre-
selection, and imperial honours, including knighthoods.

Public servants, as well as farm organisation officials, often
accompanied Country Party Mlinisters on campaigns to sell new
policies to farmers. Anthony relates that in 1968, when he wanted
to make radical changes to the cost of production formula used in
setting guaranteed wheat prices, he did not have the AWF on side:

I'll always remember one meeting at
Warracknabeal in Victoria where wheatgrowers
were planning to tear me apart and about 1000
turned up. I took Noel Honan with me. We got to
the meeting and no one from the AWF would sit on
the stage with me so I made "poor old Noel" sit
with me and I divered any tricky questions by

SAustralian Financial Review, May 6, 1969.
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saying 1 would get my expert from the department
to explain it. When scmeone tore into me with
wrong information 1 would say "Noel Honan is that
right or wrong" and Noel would say "wrong".

McEwen said in 1965 that fa-mers controlled the policy agenda but
there were few of Australia's many farm organisations capable of
undertaking the research essential for the preparation of primary
industry policies to go before government. This was not a bad
situation for a clever political leader to face, because it encouraged
farm leaders to develop close association with him, his ministers
and senior public servants. Help with submissions was close at
hand. Although McEwen frequently called for a single farm voice he
was able to exploit the antagonisms between farm organisations to
get the policies that he wanted up and running. This will be
demonstrated, later in this clapter, in regard to wool marketing.

Only the Australian Woolgrowers and Graziers' Council and its close
affiliate the Graziers' Associaiion of NSW (they operated from the
same Sydney building) were probably capable of sophisticated
economic and social analysis n those days. The AWGC, the successor
to the Pastoralists’ Federal Council, had long taken up the burden
for all farm organisations in arguing against national wage increases
before the Conciliation and Arbitration Commission. It employed
economists and industrial advocates and took the view that what
was good for the economy, such as lower wage costs, lower interest
rates and lower tariffs, was :lso good for farmers. The grazier
organisations where a special case in that their fingers were not
stuck deep in the public pu-se. Apart from the superphosphate
bounty and research and promotion grants, Australian wool and
beef producers received little public support. They sold their wool
and livestock at auction and without the aid of stabilisation
schemes, home consumption prices or monopoly marketing boards.

The graziers were basically Tee traders who from the time of
settlement had sold their produce on the open market. They had

build up close ties with the large pastoral houses that accepted

bInterview. op. cit.
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their wool and livestock for auction and advanced them loans
during the season. The links between graziers and pastoral houses
were traditional and caused -esentrnent among smaller farmers
who distrusted middlemen. The graziers believed their future
rested with a more competitive economy whereas farmers looked
to government to settle their marketing and income problems, not
the private sector.

The wheat industry had enjoved continuous five year wheat
stabilisation plans from 1948-<9 and the AWF, as the voice for one
of the top three rural industrics, carried a lot of political weight,
especially as the wheat belt covered a significant number of
electorates in the mainland stites. However, the AWF was run on a
shoestring.” Its part-time secretary, T.C. Stott, was also secretary of
the South Australian Wheat and Woolgrowers' Association and a
member of the South Austral an Parliament. In 1966 the AWF
appointed its first economic research officer, T. S. Jilek, and he was
paid from wheat industry rescarch funds (jointly funded by all
wheatgrowers, whether AWF members or not, and taxpayers on a
dollar-for-dollar basis). He wis stationed at the offices of the
Australian Wheat Board in Melbourne, where the AWF paid a
peppercorn rental.

According to lan Waring, the first cxecutive officer of the AWF
when it moved to Canberra i1 1979 as a constituent body of the
National Farmers' Federation, much of the research and information
put out by the AWF for its members was supplied by the Wheat
Board (a statutory authority) and speeches delivered by AWF
presidents were written by board staff.8 The AWF and the board
were close friends, Waring suid, and unlikely to criticise each other.
He described the major role >f the AWF economic adviser was
basically to "prove" that the cost of producing wheat was actually

s

In September, 1966, the AWF's credit balance stood at $695.41, insufficient to
carry it through to its annual neeting the following March without affiliate
bodies paying an extra levy. See secretary's report to half-yearly

conference, Sydney, September 13 1966. ANU Archives Z83, Box 36.
81Interview, Canberra, October 26¢, 1992
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higher than assessed by the Bureau of Agricultural Economics and
to use this to fight for higher guaranteed prices.

However, the BAE, a so-called independent research organisation,
was an unwillingly tool of thz Country Party and primary industry
groups in the way it was directed to undertake a wide range of
cost-of-production surveys, with the results used as the raw
material for price stabilisation schemes. In December, 1967, the
then Minister for Primary Industry, Doug Anthony, obtained
Cabinet approval to establish i new division within BAE so that it
could extend the survey work it began in the 1950s. This has been
described by former BAE director, Geoff Miller, as an "outcome of
McEwen's policy of all round protection that used cost-of-
production data to give some respectability to farm price
guarantees"?-

The BAE's only‘ involvement in agricultural policy-making in those
days was through the provisio1 of cost data, he said. The AWF had
a cosy relationship with the Department of Primary Industry but
the BAE was kept out of indistry discussions, unless "it could carry
into the room a briefcase steshed with cost-of-production data". The
BAE survey data was supposcd to give a "respectable" base to the
guaranteed price, but this was highly influenced by imputed costs,
such as the cost of sideline :nterprises on wheat farms, the owner-
operator's allowance and the interest that would be paid on capital
invested in the farm if it were invested elsewhere. This so-called
"opportunity cost" was grossly inflated in the late 1960s by the
spiralling price of wheat country because wheatgrowing was
profitable and wool prices hid slumped.

While there i1s certainly a case for the use of imputed costs, the cost
estimates, whether cash or inputed, were little more than window
dressing. The real business of establishing guaranteed prices was
negotiated around the confercnce table by the AWF and public
servants acting on directions from their political masters.
Parameters. such as imputed costs and the yield divisor (the
91nterview, Canberra, September 21, 1992. Miller was then Secretary of the

Department of Primary Industry and Energy.
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estimated number of bushels gleaned per acre) were juggled
around to get the price agreel between the Government and the
AWF. A political realist would accept this as a normal thing in a
pluralistic society where pressure groups compete for government
favours but, in the case of wheat, many outsiders were annoyed by
the pretence that there was some scientific basis to the cost-of-
production concept. It was one thing for many rank and file
growers to become emotionally attached to the concept, but quite
another for AWF leaders and the Country Party to involve public
servants in a manoeuvre to hide the facts from the tax-paying
public.

Once the Minister for Primary Industry, Doug Anthony, removed
the imputed costs from the guaranteced price formula in the late
1960s he too, became a critic of what had developed under his
Government. In- October, 1963, Anthony introduced a new Wheat
Industry Stabilisation Bill into Parliament and was then, in order to
score points over the AWEF, orepared to declare that there were
faults in previous stabilisatior schemes. It could be concluded, he
said, that the stabilisation plins which assured growers a firm
home consumption price and a highly renumerative return on a
large proportion of their exports, played a large part in encouraging
expansion of the industry while average export returns had not
increased to any extent.!0 While declaring the industry
demonstrably profitable he s.opped short of saying that cost-of-
production figures were a sham devised by the Government in
secret deals with the AWF aid with the assistance of public
servants.

The AWF and its affiliates provided the bulk of the members of the
wheat board and leading grcwers were also appointed to the state
grain elevators boards. In those states where co-operatives tock in
the harvest, wheatgrowers ltad strong board i‘epresenration. Waring
said that the elevators boards were inefficient and added to the
costs of handling wheat. Ma1y growers knew 1it, but the links
between the AWF, the boards and the governments that appointed

I0House of Representatives, Han:ard, Cctober 10, 1968. pp.1861-1866.
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their members were too close ! There was no criticism of the
wheat board as the monopoly seller of the annual harvest, nor any
research by the AWF to examine whether growers would do better
under the free market system The Australian Wheat Board's
monopoly position was an article of faith and not to be questioned
by growers or the public servants who helped devise industry
policy.

The AWF was firmly entrencied in the wheat "establishment” and
also entrenched in McEwen's policy of all-round protection which
effectively ensured that it wa: a muted voice in virtually
everything but the negotiations on the five year stabilisation plans.
At times it complained about the burden on growers of tariffs on
farm machinery, but was not prepared to bite the hand that fed it.
As mentioned earlier, the AWF censored its own report on the
impact of tariffs on farm procuction costs. Delegates called to a
special meeting of the AWF were given 17 pages of corrections,
many involving "whiteing out' the name "McEwen". The incident
demonstrated that the five y:ar wheat stabilisation schemes, with
their price guarantees, were an effective "muzzle" keeping farmers
quiet even when they were being hurt by high tariff walls.12

If any of the farm leaders within the subsidised industries

1"

appeared "ungrateful”, McEwen was quick to respond. Early in
1962, he was asked at Question Time in the House of
Representatives if he had seen comments by the president of the
National Farmers' Union, A.F. Havard, expressing concern that
protectionist policies were being reinforced by a greater use of
qualitative import restrictions. McEwen's response to an obvious
Dorothy Dix question from ore of his own backbenchers, C.E. Barnes,
(C.P. QId.), was very direct. He was surprised at the concern because
Havard seemed out of touch with dairy, fat lambs, sugar, tobacco
and some other farm industries that enjoyed the protection of
quantitative restrictions. "The Government's policy is to protect all

Hwaring, op. cit.

12For more details on the muzzling of the report see Connors op. cit. p.69 and
Stott's report to the special meeting along with other AWF documents held at
the ANU Archives, Z83, Box 36.
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Australian industries" McEwen said and "we will do that by the
most appropriate and most efiective means".!3 McEwen was
effectively telling Havard to saut up because many NFU members
were enjoying protection from imports. The NFU was a federation of
federal farm organisations, but it was not allowed by its powerful
commodity-based constituents to spcak on matters other than those
of common interest to all farmers. Tariffs were a matter of common
interest, but McEwen did not think they were any of Havard's
business despite his claim tha. the Country Party was there to carry
out the wishes of farmers.

WHEAT QUOTAS WHO WAS RESPONSIBLE ?

Attempts by the AWF to porray the introduction of wheat quotas,
beginning with the 1969 harvest, as far-sightedness on its part
seemed to run counter to the approach it took in the previous year
when it was obvious that th¢ international wheat market was
grossly over-supplied and Australian silos were well stocked with
last season's heavy carryover. From late 1967, according to Hylda
Rolfe, the AWF had been aware of a pending marketing problem
with wheat and the prospects of a good harvest in 1968-69
heightened that concern.!4 The AWF was also well aware of the
difficulties emerging in the paysical receival of wheat. Yet,
throughout most of 1968 it igorously fought Anthony against
moderating the cost-of-production formula which was encouraging
excessive wheat production. In October, 1967, the AWF let it be
known that it was seeking an increasc in the quantity of wheat
under the export price guarantee from 150 million to 200 million
bushels. According to one AWF official, "it was the least the
Government could do".15

The AWF had a "revenge" rientality that dominated its approach to
wheat stabilisation negotiatio1s. Many growers were old enough in

13House of Representatives Hansard, February 21, 1962, pp. 50-51.

14Hylda. A. Rofle, The Australiar Wheatgrowers' Federation: Quest for
Consensus. Farm Policy, Vol.10, No.1, June, 1970. p.30. At the time of writing
Rolfe was economist with the United Farmers and Woolgrowers' Association.

ISConnors, op. cit. p.74.
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the 1960s to remember the eurly post-war years of wheat
stabilisation when, in the interests of containing inflation and
courting city voters, the Federal Government kept guaranteed
prices well below booming wcrld market prices to hold down the
price of bread and other flour products. By the late 1960s
consumers were still in front >n the ledger, despite some years
when taxpayers met the deficiency between market and
guaranteed prices, and the AWF believed it was time to square the
books. It made little difference that many of the old bread
consumers had died and a lot of new farmers were growing wheat.
The "debt', roughly estimated at $300 million in 1968, was enough
for many in the AWF to pust ahead for higher subsidies despite the
black clouds on the horizon.

At the end of 1968-69 carryover world wheat stocks stood at the
very high rate of 1.5 times annual trade needs.!¢ Yet, in 1968, when
negotiations were under way for the next five year wheat
stabilisation scheme, the AWEF not cnly fought tooth and nail against
Anthony's plan to remove imjuted costs from the cost of
production formula but was cemanding changes to the scheme that
would have encouraged a higier Australian acreage. As early as
October, 1967, the AWF let word get out that it was seeking an
increase in the quantity of wheat under export guarantee to 200
million bushels.!7” The AWF was ignoring the grim market outlook
and continuing its old habit o!" trying to squeeze as much as it could
out of the Government. The problem was that, unlike the graziers
who dealt only with the frec market, Australian wheatgrowers had
their market signals blurred >y guaranteed export prices and fixed
domestic prices. Wheatgrowers were conditioned to look more io
the Government than the marc<et place as a guide to future income.
In consultation with the Gov:rnment and its public servants, the
AWF settled the matter of th: amount of export wheat to be
covered by the guaranteed price, the domestic ’price of wheat and
determined the parameters that settled on a guaranteed price.

16B E. Rosenthal, Wheat Quotas i1 Austialia, Queensland Department of
Primary Industries, January, 197.5. pp.1-13.
l7ch0rted in the Australian Fincncial Review, October 10, 1967.
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What we saw in the 1960s w:s the AWF trying to increase the level
of protection under the wheat stabilisation scheme, and raising no
objection to the inflow of graziers and grazing companies into the
industry while having the gal to claim foresightedness when it
came to the imposition of prcduction quotas. However, the cat had
been let out of the bag more than cnce. We noted earlier the
comments of AWF president, McDougall, that it would not be
realistic to expect the Governnent to take the lead in imposing
quotas on wheat production ir an election year. An unsigned AWF
document, prepared some years after quotas came in, adds further
evidence saying that "the industry was given two choices".18 The
word "given" is significant. It indicates that the Government made it
very clear to the AWF that it could either accept quotas with a
guaranteed continuation of th: first advance payment of $1.10 a
bushel, or no quotas with a Jower f[irst advance that would
hopefully bring production closer into line with market demand.
Rolfe wrote that:

It would be political y naive to imagine that the
acceptable upper levels of Treasury commitment to
the industry were completely unknown to the
federation. It would be equally naive to imagine
that the federation v/ould seek a lower
subvention.!?

Rolfe claims the AWF adopted quotas as their own to save the
Government campaigning difficulties in an election year. However,

"o

she suggests that, while the AWF may have been realistic, "its
concern for the Government's electoral prospects seems less than

proper in view of its constitution and objectives". 20

The AWF provides a strong example of a pressure group that
became so close to governmant and the bureaucracy that it felt
bound to engage in the exclange of favours. The government
continued the five year wheat stabilisation schemes with generous

18pDated January 18, 1980, a copy is held at the ANU archives Z83/12. p.1.
19Rolfe op. cit. p.35.
20tbid. p.30.
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price guarantees and appointed AWF members to the wheat board,
grain handling authorities and overseas missions while public
servants helped the AWF finc tune its submissions to government
and were a part of the annuul charade that produced exaggerated
cost-of-production figures. The AWF for its part, was prepared to
accept sole responsibility for the introduction of wheat production
quotas in 1969 and to suppo-t the Minister for Primary Industry
against rank and file criticism. It heavily censored a report from its
own economics adviser critical of McEwen's tariff policy and, as
demonstrated by its acceptance of quotas as its own, was prepared
to give political aid to the Country Party in an election year despite
its non-political charter.

MARGARINE QUOTAS: BY FORCE NOT REQUEST

Unlike the situation with wheat, neither the margarine
manufacturers nor the oilseed growers, who supplied the basic raw
material, accepted responsibil ty for the existence of production
quotas on table margarine. They resisted them vigorously, and this
was certainly not a case of «n industry, the oilseeds industry,
following the McEwen dictum and telling government what it
wanted and seeing it implemented. Margarine quotas were imposed
on an unwillingly industry by state governments at the behest of
the dairy industry and with he support of the federal Country
Party. In addition, margarine was a prohibited import unless
coloured pink by the admixture of alkanet root. In the 1960s when
the margarine manufacturers campaigned through media
advertising and political lobtying :o have quotas removed they
found the going tough. The dairy industry, concentrated within 2
significant number of electorites, especially in NSW, Queensland
and Victornia, had far more political clout than the oilseed growers,
mainly based within the safe NSW Country Party federal electorate
of Gwydir. The need of poli.icians to pander to the dairy industry
overrode the welfare of botl oilseeds growers and consumers, who
were being denied a free choice of spreads.

The dairy industry enjoyed 1 $27 million annual butterfat
production bounty but this v/as not enough. It wanted, and received
protection from the emerginz competitor for butter, table
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margarine, a product desired ‘or dictary purposes and its greater
spreadability. Annual quotas were first imposed in 1940, at 16,000
tons nationwide, and remained basically at that level for several
decades despite the annual pcpulation growth and changing
consumer tastes. In 1973 they were raised to almost 23,000 tonnes
but dairy farmer pressure on state governments ensured that their
Ministers for Agriculture, whc attended the six monthly meetings
of the Australian Agricultural Council, would resist attempts to
remove, or dramatically increase, margarine quotas.

The AAC meetings were chaied by federal ministers for primary
industry, who from 1949 to 972, apart from 1956-58 when
Liberal, William McMahon, held the post, were from the Country
Party. However, in 1973-75 the AAC was chaired by Labor's Ken
Wriedt and he added his weight to the campaign to abolish national
quotas by removing them in tie ACT, the only area under his
jurisdiction. Although no margarine was produced in the ACT,
Wriedt had left the door open for manufacture to commence close
to the major Sydney market.

In 1960 the Dairy Industry Committee of Enquiry declared quotas
"repugnant to freedom-loving Australians and as such could
scarcely be justified”. While .t recommended that, in the overall
interests of the nation, production quotas on margarine be removed
this should only take place :fter the dairy industry had undergone
a period of reconstruction to improve its viability.2! It was some
years before state and federa. governments agreed on a plan to
gradually phase out the dairy bounty and divert the money into
increasing farm size, debt reconstruction and helping inefficient
farmers leave the industry. It took even longer to tackle the
question of margarine quota:.

Here was an example of the political muscle of one rural industry,
dairyfarming, being so strong as to induce government to impose
production controls on another, the oilseed growers. This was
obviously not an example of the McEwen dictum, quoted at the

21Report of the Dairy Industry Committee of Enquiry, Parliamentary Paper,
Canberra, August, 1960. pp. 99-1)0.
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start of this chapter, that "those who produce, own and sell a
product are the best judges of the way in which their property
should be treated". The oilseed growers of the 1960s were
relatively few in number and lacked political influence and
financial resources. The battle against production quotas was
predominantly fought by the Australian Margarine Manufacturers'
Association which campaigned to get Australian consumers, rather
than Country Party politicians, on its side. In the 1970s margarine
manufacturers gave their support, including election campaign
funds, to the Federal Labor Purty because of its opposition to
margarine quotas.?2 However quotas were a state matter and the
first break for the margarine industry did not come until January,
1976, when the South Australian Labor Government abolished
production quotas in that state.

The flood of South Australian margarine into other states led to
complaints from manufacture's that they were disadvantaged
because of limits on their producticn and that South Australian
manufacturers, who had no lccal oilseed suppliers, were using
increasing quantities of imported vegetable oils to the disadvantage
of Australian farmers. The Aastralian Agricultural Council noted at
its August, 1976, meeting thet eight months after South Australia
abolished quotas it was supplying 48 per cent of the Melbourne
market and 19 per cent of Sydney's. Other states were complaining
that they could not compete jecause of quota limitations.23 Those
states increased their margar ne quotas before quotas were
eventually abolished and the dairy industry was forced to compete
for sales in supermarkets by more imaginative advertising, better
packaging and product imprivement.

For more than 30 years the state and federal Country Parties had
been willing partners in denying one rural industry, oilseeds, its
freedom to earn more income. Hardly the action of a political party

22personal knowledge of the autlor who was press secretary to the Minister
for Primary Industry, Ken Wried', 1972-75.

23 Australian Agricultural Council Resolution No. 98/10. Bundaberg meeting,
August, 2-3, 1976. Copy of the minute p-ovided in 1994 by the Department of

Primary Industries and Energy.



(o v wta sl < b s he e b b

B SO0 i U P SO e e . C s e e B VS PUP

85

which was the servant of all primary producers. The party did not
initiate moves to get rid of margarine quotas. Their removal was
the result of the decision of (ne government, South Australia (a
minor dairy state), to abolish quotas, and a massive public relations
campaign by the Australian Margarine Manufacturers' Association
to generate consumer support The association's advertising
campaign featured a housewifc, "Mrs Jones", demanding freedom of
choice at the supermarket.24 Governments reluctantly put the
welfare of consumers ahead cf that of dairyfarmers, and they now
had a wider choice of spreads and lower prices as competition from
margarine reduced butter prices.

WOOLL' THINKING

If the Federal Government hid problems dealing with the wheat
industry they were magnified when it came to wool. Instead of one
farm organisation representing growers at the national level, as
with the AWF and wheat, thcre were two wool bodies with sharply
conflicting views on how wocl should be marketed. For a
domineering politician like McEwen such a challenge invited him,
with the aid of his public seivants, to give woolgrowers "some aid
in reaching agreement".

There were deep and traditional divisions between wheat farmers
who demanded government intervention and distrusted the grain
merchants and woolgrowers who supported the free market and
had strong links with the pastoral houses. However, the divisions
became blurred when many small woolgrowers demanded price
guarantees for wool and a monopoly marketing board as existed for
wheat. When the Victorian 'Nheatgrowers' Association changed its

’

24For a resume of the fight to renove quotas see The Bulletin, November 15,
1975. pp.70-72. For a detailed as:essment of the political power of the dairy
industry up until the mid-1960s :ee Milking the Australian Economy, Current
Affairs Bulletin, Vol. 39. No. 13, May 22, 1967. The unnamed author was J.L.
Lewis, then Professor of Agricul ural Economics at the University of New

England.
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name to the Victorian Wheat and Woolgrowers' Association in 1929
there were two major reasons. One was to cater for the increasing
number of its members who hLad diversified into wool to lessen
dependence on wheat, and the second was to attract small
woolgrowers who were unhappy with the free market philosophy
of the grazier organisations. In NSW, the Farmers and Settlers'
Association was predominantl/ a wheatgrowers' body but it
attracted many woolgrowers through its support for organised
marketing. Many FSA members combined wool production with
wheat farming while others diversified into fat lambs, which
produced wool as a by-product.

The rivalry between the farmer and grazier organisations for
membership and influence hal been an enduring feature of the
rural sector until the late 1970s when they buried their differences
and merged into one farm organisation in NSW, Victoria, South
Australia and Tasmania. This was followed by the merging of every
significant federal farm orgarisation into the National Farmers'
Federation in 1979, thereby ¢chieving the long sought after one
voice. This phenomenon will be examined in detail in later chapters.

However, in 1916, the Pastorilists' Union of NSW, under fierce
competition foer members froni the FSA, changed its name to the
Graziers' Association to play down its image as an elite group of rich
wool producers and encouragz small growers to join. Membership
rose from 2,386 in 1915 to 5,067 by 1925, and to 7,537 by 1935,
with some of this due to the growth in the number of sheep
properties as large runs were broken up for closer settlement.25
The Association had been formed in 1890 by wealthy pastoralists
and until the turn of the cen:ury it had been the preserve of the big
landholders plus pastoral houses, wool companies and banks. After
three decades of recruitment, the average size of members' flocks
fell from 22,254 sheep in 1871 to 3,496 in 1929.26

Despite the success in attrac.ing smaller growers into the
Association, its free market philosophy was one factor ensuring that
25Grant Harman, op. cit. p.169.

261pid. p.160.
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its membership remained well below the FSA. Other divisive
factors, such as social class, elucation and property size will be
discussed in a later chapter. ""he smaller mixed farmers were more
numerous than the specialisec woolgrowers and generally opposed
their adherence to the free market and their close connections with
the woolbrokers and pastoral companies. Wheatgrowers, who
turned to government intervention because of their distrust of
private wheat merchants, quickly extended this distrust to wool
companies when they brought sheep on to their properties. Only
genuine farmers could join UIFWA but the Graziers' Association
accepted pastoral house and wooltroker membership.

Until 1939 all woolgrowers were represented federally by the
Australian Woolgrowers' Council but the interventionist-minded
small woolgrowers decided that it was time to break with the free
marketeers who dominated the Council and push for a reserve price
scheme. They had a taste of organised marketing during, and for a
few years after, the two wor d wars when the Government evoked
its wartime emergency powers, and many small growers liked the
prices they received for their coarser styles of wool and the
promptness of payment. They arguzd that if orderly marketing
could work for wheat then it could work for wool. Thus, the
Australian Wool and Meat P-oducers' Federation was established in
1939 to give government two distinct views on what policies should
be adopted for Australia's largest rural industry and top export
earner, wool. Now the long -unning arguments between small and
large woolgrowers on how to market the annual clip were
formalised at the national level under the banners of the AWMPF
and the AWC, later to become the Australian Woolgrowers and
Graziers' Council.

McEwen's dictum that "those who produce, own and sell a product
are the best judges of the wiy in which their /property should be
treated" was put under severe test by the fight that raged between
the AWGC and the AWMPF and their state affiliates over wool. The
graziers said promotion was the answer to the periodic downturns
in the market while the fariners declared that promotion should
only follow the introduction of a reserve price. In other words, the
big wool producers wanted to maintain the free auction system and
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the smaller ones wanted to ge. rid of it altogether to give them the
same sense of security they {felt under wheat stabilisation.
McEwen's frustration with the inability of the warring wool factions
to agree on a higher levy per bale c¢f wool to fund promotion
erupted in February, 1961 wlen he declared testily that:

The national implications of woolgrowers failing to
agree on promotion are reaching the proportion that
growers need not be surprised or offended if they
get some aid in reaching agreement.27

He was saying nothing that 'surprised" or "offended" many farmers
as getting "some aid" in decision making was not unusual. McEwen
and his advisers in the Trade Department were expert at it, and this
was demonstrated not only ir matters affecting farmers but also in
secondary industry through McEwen's, and the department's,
domination of the Tariff Board. According to Alf Rattigan, the
former chairman of the boarc and its successor, the Industries
Assistance Commission:

The functions the Board was carrying out were to a
large extent controlled behind the scene by the
Minister and his Department. This control was
excrcised though the appointment of Board
members; what was, and what was not, referred to
the Board; the terms of references sent to the board
and the resources maide available to the Board.
The work of the boird was resulting in a creeping
increase in the level of industry protection. In
addition to this incrzase through the Board's work,
new manufacturing activities were receiving high
levels of protection without public inquiry through
highly-protective catch-all tariff items and the
operation of the Customs by-law system.28

27Quoted in The Age, Melbourne, February 25, 196].
28 G.A. Rattigan, Industry Assistence: The Inside Story. Melbourne, 1986. p.23.
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McEwen had never hidden his protectionist philosophy. As
mentioned in Chapter One, hi; maiden speech to Parliament in 1934
gave his approval to the Tariff Board which manufacturers could
approach for higher protectiv: duties, the arbitration system that
gave fair wages to the worke-s while he declared that the rural
export industries should also ¢njoy a similar level of protection to
that granted the other two groups.2? Granting protection to the
wheat industry was relatively easy for McEwen because it had one
voice, the AWF, although at times that voice was not heard
distinctly. However, with woo: there were two voices, the AWMPF
and the AWGC. The first organisation espoused a floor price for
wool and argued that if it worked for wheat it would work for wool.
The second not only adhered to a iree market philosophy but was a
constant critic of McEwen's protection-all-round policy. The AWGC
and its NSW affiliate, the Graziers' Association, employed
economists who wrote submissions and newspaper articles and
gave speeches éttacking Australia's high tariff walls and espousing
the free auction system for wvrool.

McEwen's frustration with the graziers took three main forms. One
was to attack them for allegzdly misrepresenting his tariff policy,
another was to accuse them of harbouring conspirators in their
midst, but with the third he tried to "buy" them off with a cost
compensation scheme that hid been hatched within McEwen's
Trade Department. In a speech to the June, 1967, annual conference
of the AWGC in Sydney, McEwen told his audience that there was
no other country in the world that had so deliberately bound itself
against excessive tariffs like Australia, and that its tariff
determination methods were superior to most countries. McEwen
went on to launch a bitter a:tack on graziers, claiming that they
were sheltering the Basic Industries Group (BIG), a rather secretive
body that used the metropol tan media to attack McEwen's policies
on tariffs and farm subsidie. and to oppose the proposed reserve
price for wool, which McEwen publicly supported. McEwen said that
AWGC attacks on tariffs fitt:d in perfectly with the war being
waged against him and the Country Party by BIG. The only
identifiable grazier in BIG was Charles Russell, a former Country

29John McEwen: His Story. p.12.13.
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Party member for the federal Queensland seat of Maranoa from
1949 to 1951, but who had moved closer to the Liberal Party in his
free trade philosophy. Russell was not the spokesman for BIG, this
task was left to Sydney-based consultants, Colin Chapman and his
son, Rob. BIG first attained prominence by supporting Liberal
candidates in three cornered contests at the 1966 federal clections.
Using consultants helped maintain the anonymity of BIG
supporters.

Having publicly acknowledged his concern about the attacks by BIG
on his policies, McEwen returned to the conspiratorial theme with a
vengeance in an address to the Federal Council of the Australian
Country Party the following y:ar. This time he singled out the
major affiliate of the AWGC, the Graziers Association of NSW:

The unpleasant truth is that there are anti-Country
party elements in the NSW Graziers' Association
who want to destroy the Country Party in the
interests of another political party. There is a cell
within the Graziers' Association fostering this
campaign against me and the Country Party, the
object being to inducz the Graziers' Association to
cease financially supoorting the Country Party in
NSW. This is the unpleasant fact of the situation.

I raise no objection 10 people opposing the Country
Party, campaigning against the Country Party,
wishing to terminate the Country Party. This can be
a part of the politica scenc. But whether it be the
secret Basic Industries Group or a cell within the
Graziers' Association, I will continue and expose
efforts by wealthy people and wealthy groups
operating i1n secrecy of their own real purpose or
identity to harm our Country Party.39-

McEwen revelled in taking oa the role of the injured party, and his
references to "wealthy" people conspiring against him within
grazier groups was aimed at weakening the influence of grazier

30Canberra, December 7, 1968.
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opinion against his policies among the smaller producers. The
"bribe" first surfaced in the same spsech. McEwen said:

The only remaining icea that has been put to me,
and it has come from a variety of sources which
include interests with n this party and the graziers
themselves, is to make some compensation to
growers as an offset o increases in the additional
costs which, year by year, the national policies of
growth and development inevitably generate, in
fact for the whole ccmmunity”.

Former economist with the AWGC, G.D'a Chislett, was cynical. Strong
ministers, he said, were likely to float schemes coming from
"variously qualified sources" and referred to reports that the
scheme originated from an of icer in the Department of Trade and
Industry. Ministers, Chislett argued, were not served by "classical
judicial robots” but by humans with philosophies and prejudices,
but ministers could please th:>mselves about adopting the advice of
their departments.3! The ecoiomist with the Graziers Association,
K.P. Baxter, was a little more direct and told the National Rural
Policy Conference in Canberr:. in August, 1970, that not only had
the cost compensation proposal been devised within McEwen's
department but that McEwen had tried to foist it upon woolgrowers
as their own policy and so improve the Government's prospects at
the next federal elections. According to Baxter:

One of the Association's related bodies (the AWGC)
received a telephone call from the Hon. J. McEwen
early in January one year and he invited two
gentlemen to join hiry at Kirribilli House to discuss a
certain proposal dev sed by his department. The
proposal would be ¢ spontaneous request from the
industry for a cost compensation scheme. The two
gentlemen left Kirritilli House with a document, the
contents of which originated in the Department of

318peech to the Australian Instiiute of Agricultural Science, Armidale, NSW.
July 14, 1971. Copy provided by Chislett.
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Trade. One of them r:turned to his office to spread
the good word around, and he induced another
member of his organisation to repair to Queensland
and thereupon convin:e a number of people that
cost compensation was a very good proposition.3?2

Baxter went on to explain that a deliberate attempt had been made

by sections of the wool industry and "certain people at the
Commonwealth level" to ensure that a prominent rural economist
(Chislett) did not see it and tiereby have the chance to criticise it.
However, Baxter said, the Grariers' Association got hold of a copy of
the document which was being withheld from them and consulted
Chislett. The message from Baxter to the Canberra conference was
that without the intervention >f the two economists, he and Chislett,
and other officials, the grazie's of Australia would have been sold
"a pretty hairy sort of proposition" that would have given them
some income boost in return for becoming entangled in the
protection web and thereby muting their protests over the cost of
McEwen's policies. The policy according to Baxter, was sold to
grazier leaders on one basis only:

that something was needed to rescue the
Government in an election, because the wool
industry was becomirg restive, and if the wool
industry was not given something, then the
Government was going to lose seats over it.33

Here we have an example of the Country Party leader, with the
assistance of departmental officers, urging the AWGC to adopt a
policy, aimed at quelling gra‘ier complaints about tariffs, as its own
and thereby help retain seats for the party. This was definitely not
an example of the McEwen ‘'doctrine" that farmers were the one's
best suited to devise rural policy, with the Country Party's role
being restricted to fighting fcr it within the Coalition.

32Baxter's comments are reported in the conference procedures published as
National Rural Policy by the S/dney University Extension Board, 1971. p.92.
331bid. p.93.
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However, 1t was an example of the fact that while pressure groups
are established to put pressur¢ on the government they, in turn,
are very important to governraent as avenues through which to
influence group members. In other words, pressure groups give the
government precise points on which to apply pressure on an
industry and, despite all the cemands for only "one voice", where
there are two or more voices purporting to speak for a particular
industry a government has the opportunity to play off one against
the other.

Government pressure is easier to apply if group leaders are in awe
of certain politicians who can reward or punish them or their
organisation for their behavicur. Consistent pressure from senior
ministers on farm leaders wa:. hard to resist, especially when some
where prominent members of the Country Party. There was intense
pressure was on the grazier organisations for many years to both
stop complaining about tariffs and to join the AWMPF in accepting a
reserve price for wool. The Government, in the early 1970s,
eventually succeeded in the latter.

While some AWGC leaders, long renowned for their opposition to
Labor Governments, were predared to go along with the cost
compensation charade, the economists were not. The dislike of
economists by Country Party, and later National Party, politicians
has been a long term phenomena. They have been seen as leading
the farm leaders who employed them down the path of economic
rationalism, which meant increased criticism of protectionist
policies and a tendency to drop traditional loyalty to the Country
Party in return for a non-pa-‘tisan stance that promotes a more
competitive economy no mater what party is in power.

Two examples of "economist bashing" were provided by McEwen
and the man who replaced h m as Country Party leader, Doug
Anthony. In defending Gov:rnment tariff policies before his
party's federal council in Canberra on December 7, 1967, McEwen
said that some graziers accused him of being "a monster" with a
reckless disregard for the consequences of the acceptance of Tariff
Board recommendations "and bless my soul, they have on the
payroll an economist who constantly supports this ridiculous
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theme". That economist was Chislett of the AWGC. A year earlier,
Chislett did not to endear himself to McEwen when he warned
graziers that the AWGC had t> get rid of the impression that it "was
an arm of the Country Party" by being more active politically but in
a non-party sense. He stressed that the art of Government revolved
around the ability of ministers to play off one pressure group
against another.34

Anthony displayed his dislike of economists some years after he
succeeded McEwen as party l:ader. He was a public advocate of
"one voice" for the rural sector but had serious misgivings about the
National Farmers' Federation after it opened its doors in Canberra
in 1979 to represent all farmers. The NFF, he charged, was being
dominated by its employed economists and they had led the NFF
into "dry camp" by their hardline stance against protection and
apolitical attitude. Anthony d rected most of his ire towards former
AWGC economist and later deputy NFF director, David Trebeck,
stating that Trebeck's anti-protection views went back to the fights
between McEwen and the AWGC.35 Anthony told the author that
the graziers unrealistically wanted no tariffs and in the argument
with Trebeck and others "I dil not give a bloody inch". Despite his
retirement from politics in the 1980s, Anthony remained concerned
that the NFF was not formal.y aligned with the conservative parties
as the ACTU was aligned wit1 the Labor Party. This, he argued, was
because graziers were split between loyalty to the National Party
and the Liberal Party.

When a government minister, Anthony had no objection to close co-
operation between farm orgaiisations and public servants but now
claimed, with the ALP in pover, that NFF economists and the
executive were being "corrupted" by too close an association with
the bureaucracy. The close ielationship provided invitations to
functions, access to information and other benefits. This, Anthony
agrued, stopped NFF criticism of the Government and added to the
remoteness of the NFF from the rank and file farmers.

34 Address to the Graziers' Association of the Riverina, Melbourne, November
3, 1966. Copy provided by Chislet .

35Interview, Canberra, June 2, 1792.
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The attempt to foist a cost ccmpensation scheme upon the wool
industry was a prime example of several forces working together in
the political interest of the then Government. The level of
compensation (then unspecified) was nothing more than a bribe to
buy silence but one that would, in the eyes of the economists,
merely add another dimension to an uncompetitive Australian
economy. They saw the task as reducing protection levels and
removing inefficient practices from the economy and abhorred the
notion that woolgrowers shou'd be compensated for an economy
that penalised export industrics while reforms were cast aside.

The forces at work were thos: of McEwen's determination to silence
his critics and bring the wool industry closer together; his
departmental officers, who by that stage were long experienced in
working in closely with their minister's political aims; and certain
AWGC officials, close to the conservative parties philosophically and
hostile to the Labor Party. Tley were prepared to put their short
term political desires above tle long term economic welfare of their
members.

THE SPONTANECUS GATHERING AT MOREE

Many leading farmers were niembers of the Country Party and
Chislett refers to them as a "»rarty cell' working inside rural
pressure groups. He claims that they, if necessary, would organise a
"monster meeting" in the bush to generate a groundswell of support
for a new policy and thereby overwhelm the farm organisation
they belonged to.3¢ He gave 'he example of the so-called
spontaneous meeting at Moree, NSW, on Saturday, March 21, 1970
where woolgrowers demanded the introduction of a reserve price
for wool but in this instance, he alleges, the cell members were
assisted in organising the mecting by the Trade Department. The
Moree meeting is described b Hitchins as the turning point in the
quest for a reserve price which had been rejected at the 1965
referendum of growers. It was followed by several other meetings
of woolgrowers in other NSW towns. Hitchins, a former AWMPF

36 Australian Institute of Agricultural Science, Armidale, 1971.
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president and a strong supporter of a reserve price, said the Moree
meeting had been a spontaneous gathering of 3,000 determined
and hostile woolgrowers.37

It strains the imagination to assume that 3,000 woolgrowers
gathered in Moree spontaneously and, just happening to join them,
according to the front page story in the Land newspaper of the
following Thursday (March 20), were three members of the
Australian Wool Board. They were the chairman, Sir William Gunn,
chairman of the board's Wool Marketing Committee, S.S. Neville,
and C.D. Renshaw, a board member and also general president of
UFWA. Also sighted in the :udience by the newspaper's reporter
was the Country Party member for the federal seat of Wimmera,
Victoria , Bob King, who was also chairman of the Government
Members' Wool Committee.

There were several leading graziers present, including the
president of the United Grazicrs' Association of Queensland, Peter
Bell. In keeping with his organisation's policy, Bell spoke in favour
of a reserve price scheme. The support of the conservative UGA was
put down to the frequency of drought in that state's pastoral zone
which created greater fluctuations in incomes. A reserve price
scheme was seen as a way to smooth the income swings.

Realists would believe that th: Moree organisers had a little help,
especially as McEwen was a determined floor price advocate and
did not hesitate to use his dedjartment to fight his causes. The
Australian Financial Review had no doubt that the Department had
a hand in wool matters edito-ialising that:

Mr McEwen had earlier upstaged his deputy and
Minister for Primary Industry, Mr Anthony, by
quietly taking wool policies under the wing of the
Department of Trade where short term policies may
obscure the path to long term benefits to growers.38

3TF.Eric Hitchins, Skeins Still Tangled, Melbourne, 1971. p-126.
38 April 9, 1970.
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The man most prominent in organising the Moree meeting was an
executive member of the NSW Graziers' Association, Ron Hunter.
According to Hunter, the idea for the meeting originated with the
Country Party member for the federal seat of Gwydir, Ralph Hunt.
He had been telephoned by Hunt, his federal member, and told "we
should start a spontaneous ujprising over wool marketing".39 Hunter
denied Chislett's charge that he had received organisational
assistance from the Trade Department, stating that he had spent
$20,000 of his own money and that Hunt had worked on his own
initiative. Hunt recalled that ¢t a regular meeting of Country Party
federal members in Canberra in February, 1970, he had expressed
concern to McEwen that the (overnment was sitting on its hands
while the wool industry was collapsing, and using the excuse that it
did not know what the indusry wanted. McEwen replied that he
had pushed two referendum btills on a reserve price through
Cabinet and that they were rcjected by growers. He then challenged
Hunt to take action. After the meeting, Hunt rang Hunter and other
prominent supporters of a recerve price scheme, including Wool
Board Chairman, Sir William Gunn, who promptly informed
McEwen.40

According to Hunt, McEwen immediately put his department to
work preparing legislation on a reserve price scheme to later go
before Parliament. The legislation had actually been drafted before
the 1965 referendum and was now to be finalised with McEwen
and the department "going over the heads of wool leaders". Hunt
said that McEwen told the Minister for Primary Industry, Doug
Anthony, to get in touch with the Wool Board (a statutory
authority) where senior officers got involved in assisting with the
Moree meeting and those that followed in other towns. It is hard to
prove any direct involvement by the Trade Department in the
Moree meeting, but McEwen left no doubt about his enthusiasm for
the Hunt-Hunter initiative and displayed his willingness to use
Hunter as a "Trojan horse" within grazier organisations.

39Telephone interview with Hunter, August 9, 1993
40Telephone interview with Hunt, August 9, 1993,
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Hunter related that, after the Moree meeting, McEwen telephoned
him saying that he had to get he AWGC on side. He said he wanted
"AWGC's head on a plate". Hunter took his successful Moree motion
for a reserve price to the Gra’iers' Association, where it was passed,
and then repeated this at the AWGC, where he attended as a
Graziers' Association delegate. Hunter then send McEwen a telegram
saying "AWGC's head on a plaie. Your next move". McEwen
completed the "next move" waen legislation was passed through
Federal Parliament in quick time to set up a reserve price scheme
for wool. The Country Party lcader was now hearing only "one
voice" on wool marketing and had, at last, drawn the graziers into
his protection web and had hcpefullv muzzled them as critics of his
economic policies.

As a later chapter will reveal, unity on wool was vital if farmers
and graziers were to speak with one voice on all the issues that
concerned them. Many graziers realised that by giving ground on
wool they had a real opportunity of uniting all farmers under the
one national banner. By contiruing to fight over wool that
opportunity would have been ost. Holding aloof on wool marketing
reforms would have also cost the graziers' organisations a defection
of some members to farmer >rganisations. There remained many
graziers opposed to reserve prices long after they came into
operation and after farmers and graziers united. They kept their
criticism out of public hearing for the sake of preserving unity.

THE ROAD TO MOREE

McEwen had taken a strong interest in wool because of the inability
of the various woolgrower bodies tc agree on marketing and the
constant barrage of criticism from graziers over tariffs. The
Australian Wool Industry Conference, a recommendation of the
1962 Wool Marketing Committee of Inquiry, was to be the forum
which would give government a united industry view, the "one
voice" for wool that McEwen lad long sought. The AWIC, as will be
discussed later in this chapter, gave majority backing to a reserve
price scheme but this was not enough to secure a "yes" vote at the
1965 referendum.
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The 1962 inquiry opposed any change in the method of marketing
wool but this had little impact on the proponents of a reserve price
scheme ‘who where highly criiical of the inquiry's support for the
auction system, increased pronotion levies and its acceptance of
private selling.4! A year after the report was released, the
Australian Wool Bureau (soon be bzscome the Australian Wool
Board) declared that it was going to examine possible alternatives
to the free auction system and, its reportof July, 1964,
recommended a reserve price scheme, but was very short on detail
declaring that this should be left to negotiation between the AWIC
and the Government.#2 Harman writes that the reserve price
recommendation did not come as a surprise:

From the time the Wool Board set up its marketing
committee it had been rumoured that the Board
would come out for marketing reform so as to
secure the continued support of wheat-sheep
farmers' organisations for its promotion campaign.
Some people also predicted that the Wool Board
would support a reserve price marketing scheme as
a means of expanding its own role and power.43

It must have seemed odd to many growers that the board would
recommend a scheme rejectec outright by the committee of inquiry
just two years earlier and notible for the absence of a plan to
implement such a scheme. Hcwever, a major factor in the
recommendation was the board's real concern that without a
reserve price scheme its ambitious and expensive plans to promote
wool against the inroads of synthetic fibres into the fibre market
would be in danger. The wheat-sheep farmers of the AWMPF had

41See Hitchins, op. cit. pp.53-57. The term "private sélling” refers to the
practice of selling wool direct frcm the farm to buyers operating outside the
auction system. It was frowned upon by both woolbrokers who conducted
auction sales and the advocates o a reserve price plan.

42 Australian Wool Board: Report and Recommendations on Wool Marketing
Presented to the Australian Wool Indusiry Conference. Canberra, July, 1964.
43Graziers in Politics. pp.427-8.
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grown weary during the post-war years of demands for higher
levies per bale of wool for promotion, which they saw as
predominantly favouring the .arge graziers who produced fine
merino wool. Coarser merino and cross-bred wools, the types
produced by many wheat-she:p farmers, were not expected to
benefit much from promotion that stressed the finer qualities of
wool. The small growers had a taste of controlled marketing during,
and for a few years after, the first world war when the British
Government bought the entire clip on an appraisal system. The
small growers liked it because prices for their types of wool
fluctuated less than under the auction system and they were paid
90 per cent of the price within two weeks of appraisal. They
wanted this system to contimie in peacetime and resented the
opposition of graziers. Harmin relates that:

From that time on wheat-sheep farmers saw the GA
(the Graziers Association of NSW) as the real enemy
of marketing reform. Jn each of the succeeding
occasions when the Association played a leading role
in frustrating their attempts to secure stabilised
marketing, wheat-she:p farmers' antipathy towards
the GA increased, anc it was made even more
intense by the fact that the GA and the wool brokers
were always on the sime side of any dispute over
marketing. Wheat-shezp farmers noted that some
GA members held directorships on wool broking
firms and that some cmployees of wool firms were
co-opted members of he GA General Council. Thus
they developed the notion of a GA-woolbroker
conspiracy.44

This conspiracy theory surfaced in the campaign surrounding the
1951 referendum on a reserve price plan and again in the 1965
referendum campaign where strong campaigning by the Graziers'
Association, with some assistance from wool firms, ensured a "No"
vote. However, the 1965 "no" vote of 53 per cent was considerably
less than the 78 per cent of 1951, demonstrating that the graziers

441bid. p.418.
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were on the back foot in trying to preserve the free auction
system.45

Gradually the pro-reserve price side was gaining the ascendancy
and the Wool Board in the eirly 1960s had felt its fury. The
AWMPF had agreed to a increase in the promotion levy confident
that the Report of the Wool Marketing Committee of Enquiry would
recommend a reserve price. Jdowever, the committee declared its
opposition to a reserve price and many growers felt betrayed.
When the Wool Board chairman, Sir William Gunn, addressed a
packed meeting of woolgrowers in Hamilton, Victoria, in July,
1963, he was pelted with egzs and flour bombs while pamphlets
were thrown from the balcony opposing a higher promotion levy
and urging a reserve price scheme. Two years later he was
enthusiastically welcomed back to the same town because this
time he was supporting the 'yes" vote at the 1965 referendum.46

The Moree gathering of woolzrowers to demand a reserve price, the
one described by Hitchins as the "turning point" in the campaign,
was enthusiastically applaudec by the Country Party. Rather than
wait for primary producers th:mselves to decide policy in line with
McEwen's dictum, the party had clearly taken sides for its own
political reasons. Anthony shcwed his enthusiasm for the Moree
meeting by telling his own party that it was the first major move to
unite the wool industry. He said:

Within a few weeks »f that meeting, the Country
Party held a meeting in Canberra and it came out in
support of a statutory marketing authority (to
operate a reserve price scheme) and this spread
rapidly across the country. There wasn't any
reservation by any member. It was an unanimous
expression of a point of view.47 ‘

45Hitchins, op. cit. p.99.

46See The Age, Melbourne and the Sydney Morning Herald , July 30, 1963
47Speech to the Australian Countiy Party's Clare (NSW) Electoral Council,
November 5, 1970.
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With the reserve price we hal a situation where the organisation
with the most members and spread over more electorates got a big
push from the Government and the Wool Board in its quest. The
AWMPF fitted McEwen's conc:pt of a good farm organisation; one
that tamely accepted his protection all-round policy in return for,
first wheat stabilisation, and hopefully, wool stabilisation. The
graziers were an annoyance. They would not play the protection
game and publicly attacked his policies.

It was not the Country Party that the graziers were attacking but
the policies of McEwen. They were conservative landowners with a
deep distrust of the Labor Party and its trade union support. The
alternative party for the grazicrs was the Liberal Party, not the
ALP, and many supported it. Malcolm Fraser, a prominent Victorian
grazier, became Liberal Prime Minister in 1975 and his ministry
included another Victorian Literal grazier, Tony Street. With no
Country (or later National) Party operating in Tasmania or South
Australia, farmers and graziers there with political interests tended
to be Liberal and some enterel politics as Liberals. The small
percentage of farmers openly supporting Labor tended to come
from farming, rather than grazing, communities. One such farmer
was the former Minister for Finance in the Hawke Labor
Government, Peter Walsh.

It seems little wonder that McEwen. a mixed farmer and former
soldier-settler, responded testi'y to the grazier attacks, accusing
them in his 1967 speeches of harbouring the BIG conspirators and
holding pro-Liberal sympathies. He attempted to increase divisions
between the graziers and the wheat-sheep producers by declaring
that he would expose efforts by "wealthy people and wealthy
groups" to harm the Country J’arty. The use of the word "wealthy"
was planned to stir deep dow1 feelings of distrust and envy
traditionally held by farmers against the squatters who had locked
up vast areas of land for shecp runs last century. In the 1960s,
many "squatters" still had vast holdings, sent their children to
private schools and featured 11 the social pages of the metropolitan
media.
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McEwen even accused graziers of "corrupting" G.A. ("Alf") Rattigan,
who he appointed chairman of the Tariff Board in 1963. He then
found to his surprise that he had given the job to a reformer, rather
than a person that he and the Trade Department could dominate.
McEwen wrote:

It is my belief that Rattigan came to be influenced
by other thinkers, espccially a Mr (Richard) Boyer, a
grazier who had been appointed to the Tariff Board
because of his expericnce in the field of primary
industry. Boyer, along with many graziers, had low-
tariff views. He was ¢lso a very strong and
determined personalit/. Gradually, Rattigan shifted
from being basically uncommitted on the question
of general tariff levels to a position in which he
strongly. favoured lover tariffs.48

McEwen found it hard to belicve that a significant group of farmers
rejected his policies but remained determined to entice them into
his protectionist web. That is why he was so keen to get a wool
reserve price scheme accepted. This determination was clearly
demonstrated by his hypocritical attitude to the one-vote-one-
value principle. McEwen told Parliament on April 18, 1965, that it
had been argued within the AWIC (but not successfully by graziers)
that it would be wrong if small woolgrowers, who comprised the
majority of growers but prodiced only a small part of the national
clip, were allowed to decide the reserve price referendum.4® There
were, he said, many growers who believed that voting should be
linked to the volume of prodiction. McEwen was dismissive of this
declaring that multiple voting for large growers "could be regarded
as contrary to democratic priiciples." The 1965 referendum gave a
vote to every grower of 10 bales or more or owner of 300 sheep.
Voting was one-man-one-vote, with the outcorhe determined by a
simple majority. Yet, speaking to the Electoral Bill on May 25 that
year, he was scornful of thosz adherents to the "sacred principle of

48 John McEwen: His Life. p.68.
49This account taken from Wool and Politics, Current Affairs Bulletin,
University of Sydney, Vol.36, No.l!, October 25, 1965. p.188.
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one vote one value" saying that it was not the practice in Australia
under any type of government.50 McEwen was re-stating Country
Party philosophy which argued that the vast size of rural
electorates, compared to those in the cities, and the difficulties
faced by members in servicing their scattered constituents, justified
rejecting one-vote-one-value

Despite the voting system favouring small producers, the
referendum was surprisingly lost, with a "no" majority of 59,235 to
51,388. The overwhelming "nc" vote in NSW and South Australia
easily offset "yes" majorities n the other states. The most startling
result was in NSW, the biggest wool-producing state, where 27,238
out of a total 42,350 voters opposed a reserve price plan.>! In that
state members of the pro-reserve price United Farmers and
Woolgrowers' Association outnumbered the membership of the
Graziers' Association and its Riverina and West Darling associate
organisations by around 20,000 to 14,000. However, the NSW
Graziers' Association, backed by woolbrokers wanting to maintain
the existing wool selling system, conducted a skilful "no" campaign.
It apparently convinced many UFWA members, as well as growers
outside both organisations, tkat government interference in their
industry brought risks of a massive stockpile of unsold wool and
"creeping socialism". The graziers played on the political prejudice
of primary producers by warring them that the proponents of a
reserve price wanted it to resemble the wheat stabilisation scheme
and, in NSW, were therefore 'assured of Labour (sic) Party
support".52

The "no" victory was unexpected, especially as a reserve price had
been supported by a 45 to 5 vote within the Australian Wool
Industry Conference. It had been widely assumed that if the
representatives of woolgrower organisations on the AWIC
supported a "yes" vote that rank and file woolgrowers would foliow

50House of Representatives, Hansard, May 25, 1965. pp. 2031-2034.

S1Voting details from press release by tne Minister for primary Industry, C.F.
Adermann, December 9, 1965. ANU archives N92/ Z635.

52See The Wool Marketing Refererdum: Vote No. Graziers Association of NSW.
Undated but released in June, 1965. p.31. N92/ Z635. 30,000 copies distributed.
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suit. This proved a mistake. The AWIC secretary, A.G. Lloyd, did not
find it "particularly surprising' that only 47 per cent of
woolgrowers voted "yes".53 le estimated that about one third of
woolgrowers were not members of farm organisations and were
mostly uninformed and unintcrested in marketing issues. Such
people, according to Lloyd, wculd follow the maxim, "if in doubt,
vote no". It could not be assumed, he argued, that members of wool
organisations would vote acco-ding to the majority view of the
AWIC. That was not intended when the AWIC was established.

The Bulletin, which took a consistent anti-reserve price line, saw
the strong hand of the Country Party in the deliberations of the
AWIC. The Country Party, it s;aid, allied itself strongly with the
reserve price plan, especially McEwen and Primary Industry
Minister, Charles Adermann, and there were close links between
the party and the AWIC, adding that:

Now it becomes clear how the Conference
misrepresented the feeling of woolgrowers, through
the Country Party, to the Government.54

The referendum "no" majority of 59,235 to 51,388 was a blow for
McEwen, the Country Party, Gunn and the leadership of the
AWMPF, but in the longer run it proved only a hiccup in the quest
for the "Holy Grail" of organited marketing. The Wool Board
produced another report on wool marketing in 1967 which argued
that price instability could be lessered by controlling the supply of
wool to market but "there shoild be no stockpiling of wool".55 By
April, 1969, Gunn, as chairman of the Australian Wool Board,
reported to the AWIC on the negotiations with the Government and
the wool industry surrounding the 1967 report.5¢ The

53Letter to The Age, Melbourne, December 17, 1965. Lloyd was later appointed
Professor of Agricultural Econom.cs at Melbourne University.

54December 18, 1965. The article was unsigned.

55Report on Wool Marketing, pres:nted to the AWIC, Melbourne, October 31,
1967.

S6Wool Marketing Recommendations: Report on Negotiations, Melbourne,
April, 1969.
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recommendation that small lot; of wool (less than four bales) be
acquired by a statutory body, an Australian Wool Corporation, and
combined into larger, more attractive lots to be judiciously fed on
to the market was the beginning of a renewed quest for a reserve
price scheme.

The ruse of attempting to fix up the problem of small growers by
acquiring their wool could not reasonably be opposed by the larger
growers who resisted governiient intervention. Nor could they
oppose the other recommendation of the Wool Board in 1970 that
an emergency deficiency payrient be made to growers to
compensate for low prices anl drought and thereby help them to
carry on while a permanent inarketing plan was devised for the
wool industry.57 The measuie was quickly adopted by the Wool
Board and the Government, which set the deficiency price for the
1971-72 season at 36 cents a pound with a upper limit on
payments per grower of $150) and subject to a means test.

As the Australian Financial Review pointed out there was no way
that grazier leaders, opposed to organised marketing, could attack
the short term deficiency payments because of the hard times.58
Once the news of the subsidy had reached the bush-the Wool Board
had released the details of it: confidential report before it was
discussed by Cabinet-those large growers opposed to subsidies
were reluctant to fight back. The acquisition of small lots and the
deficiency payment, according to the Financial Review, made many
graziers feel that the ground had been cut from under them:

and their opposition -ather weak in the face of the

wide grower support that has generated for a

statutory authority ty stage-managed meetings

around the countryside this year.
By November, 1971, the AWIC got fully behind the call for a single
authority to control the mark:ting of the annual clip and armed

STFirst Interim Report of the Au:tralian Wool Board Advisory Commitiee.
July, 1970.
S8July 9, 1970.
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with acquisition powers. In 1972, the final year of the 23-year
unbroken reign of Coalition Covernments, the industry got a single
marketing authority, resulting from the amalgamation of the Wool
Board and the Australian Wool Commission into the Australian
Wool Corporation, and a flexisle floor price scheme.

The Whitlam Labor Government, which took office late in 1972,
introduced full year fixed floor prices but, like its predecessor,
baulked at acquisition of the national clip for fear of the heavy
financial risk. Almost 20 years later the Hawke Labor Government
returned wool marketing to the free auction system. Controlled
marketing had proved an abjcct failure as wool processors resisted
the practice of the Wool Corporation and the Wool Council of
Australia (a constituent of the¢ National Farmers' Federation) of
continually pushing the yearly floor price higher.

By the early 1990s there werc over four million bales of unsold
wool In store and a massive debt to be paid by growers on loans for
the purchase of that wool and storage costs. The stockpile was in
itself a price depressant on the free auction system. The dream of
the small-wheat sheep producers of a controlled marketing system
that would give them a "fair' price for wool had become a
nightmare. Woolgrowers were not only the victims of their flawed
vision, but they were also the victims of the manipulations of
Country Party politicians who saw more votes in taking the side of
the small growers and were Jetermined to silence their grazier
critics by entangling them in the protectionist web. The politicians
were well served by the senior officers of their departments.

The Australian Wool Board, inder the leadership of Sir William
Gunn, saw reserve prices as cssential if growers were to continue
paying their promotion levies. The role of Gunn in the marketing
debate was crucial. He enterel wool politics through the United
Graziers' Association of Queensland, the one affiliate of the AWGC
which had long favoured a reserve price because it could
supposedly give greater income stability to growers in drought-
prone regions. No one, not even his stoutest opponents in the
marketing battle, ever accused Gunn of being a McEwen stooge,
despite the fact that McEwen "invited" him to run for Country Party
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pre-selection for the Queensland seat of Maranoa in 1965.5° Gunn's
loss to local grazier, Jim Cortett, in the middle of 1965 referendum
campaign, was not a good omen for the "yes" vote.

The fact that Gunn and McEwen held similar views on the reserve
price led to speculation about a less than proper relationship
between the two men, but there was no proof of undue pressure
being applied to Gunn. In ret-ospect, it appears that there was no
need because he retained his idvocacy of a reserve price long into
retirement from wool politics ©0 Gunn made his reputation from an
ability to force opposing factions to agree, even if it meant keeping
meetings going long into the night. He was a tireless campaigner for
increased promotion funding and market reform and never
considered any battle lost. Onz of his strategies to keep the reserve
price issue alive was to have the wool board almost constantly
involved on new reports on wool marketing. The loss of the 1965
reserve price referendum was quickly followed by a fresh report
on marketing. According to V/atson:

The wool industry had reached a stage where an
uneasy peace could cnly be maintained by the fact
that a wool marketiny report was always in the
process of being commissioned, being prepared or
being considered.6!

The constant flow of reports ‘there were eight in the 20 years to
1972) put constant pressure o1 the graziers to fall in behind a
reserve price and full acquisi:ion. The proponents of a reserve
price, which included Gunn and McEwen, lost interest in
referendums after the 1965 decfeat. FFrom then on it was a case of
more reports promoting reserve prices and whipping up rank and
file woolgrower support to apply strong pressure on graziers inside
the AWIC, the AWGC and the NSW Graziers' Association.

59See Bulletin, October 23, 1965.

600n March 1, 1993, Gunn issuec a press statement from his Brisbane home
calling for the re-introduction of a floor price.

61AS. Watson, Wool in 1980, Australian Journal of Agricultural Science, Vol.
24. No. 2. August, 1980.
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HOW A RESERVE PRICE FOR WOOL PROMOTED FARM UNITY

Before the reserve price scherae commenced in the 1971-72 wool
selling season, the graziers' orzanisations had all fallen into line,
victims of the intense pressure applied in the lead up to the Moree
meeting, the so called turning point in the marketing battle.
McEwen not only worked on breaking down the free market
graziers by his personal support for a reserve price and his
encouragement for the campaigning of Gunn and the wool board
but he worked on his Country Party connections. Many graziers
were members of state branch:s of the party and they had a
loyalty to the party and their federal leader. There was pressure on
them to get behind the party and support a reserve price. The
Country Party has proved littlz different from the Labor Party in
exploiting cross-membership between party and pressure group.
Labor leaned on trade unions to support its policies and the Country
Party did the same to farm organisations. There can be a price to
pay when the pressure group and the object of its pressure have a
close and historic relationship.

The reserve price scheme slipped into place without a referendum,
or indeed without much protest. The opponents had relented under
the constant pressure from the Country Party, the Wool Board and
the small growers. Despite M:Ewen's dictum that growers decided
the policies for their industries, they had a lot of outside help in
making up their minds. However, there were other factors, such as
the growing calls for farm unity, and those graziers leading the
unity debate saw their cause being wrecked by further squabbling
with the AWMPF and its affiiates over wool marketing.
Compromise helped to ensure progress was made towards unity.
There was also a shift of power within the Graziers' Association,
following the large swing by graziers into wheat growing in the
1960s, which gave them a taste for organised marketing and price
guarantees. Low prices for wcol in the early 1970s, and drought
encouraged many more growers to look for greater income stability
and a reserve price seemed worth a try. The graziers of NSW,
Victoria and South Australia were handicapped by the fact that the
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United Graziers' Association of Queensland (where Gunn began in
wool politics) had been solidly behind a reserve price.

While time has shown that th:2 wool reserve price scheme

proved a failure, its introduct on was undoubtedly a major impetus
to the unity moves that gathe'ed pace in the early 1970s.
Continuing squabbles over wool would have ensured that the
Graziers' Association and UFWA, the most powerful state
organisations representing graziers and farmers, stayed apart and
continued their fierce competition for membership. Getting the wool
issue off the immediate agenca with both sides supporting a
reserve price scheme meant tiat they could concentrate on the
concerns they had long held in common, such as rising production
costs, declining real farm incomes and inefficient transport and
shipping systems.

Unity meant the ability to combine resources to meet the new
challenges of dealing with a Labor Government in Canberra and
performing creditably before the IAC, where rural assistance was
coming under the public spotight. The McEwen era, when farmers
were given considerable "help" in policy making through pressures
from the Country Party and its bureaucracy passed into history.
The IAC was the forum in which the issues were brought into the
open and primary industry assistance was considered in the wider
national context not on what it might do for a political party.

As we will see in a later chipter there were leading graziers with a
vision of a united farm lobby clearly in sight and they were
prepared to give ground to the farmers today if it meant that all
primary producers would speik with one voice tomorrow. This was
a policy that not only helped achieve unity but also an eventual
return to the graziers' free inarket philosophy.



