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Chapter 8   Smooth Operator 

 

House of Representatives Hansard – Thursday 17 September 1987 

 

Questions without notice 

 

Mr BRAITHWAITE – My question is directed to the Treasurer. I refer the Treasurer to the 

fact that average weekly earnings are projected to increase by 6.5 percent in 1987-88 and 

that this is based in part on the assumption of: 

….second tier increases of up to 4 percent flowing to the bulk of wage earners, but 

associated with negotiated productivity offsets. 

I ask the Treasurer: How can the expected poor productivity performance be reconciled 

with this rise in average weekly earnings? 

 

Mr KEATING – I answered that question yesterday but for those honourable members who 

did not understand it I will go through it again. I made it clear yesterday that the implied 

increase in productivity by the simple deduction of employment from output – that is, 

making the broad national accounts assumptions about productivity – in fact hides much of 

what is happening in the economy in respect of productivity performance by individual 

industries. It assumes, as has been assumed in the past, that there is little or no 

productivity in some important sectors such as defence and finance. Given that in the 

course of the last couple of years we have seen extremely strong growth in service 

industries, particularly in the tourism industry, where productivity is low and pulls down 

the national average, one is in a sense seeing some distortion of the productivity measure. 

One can measure it only on a long term trend basis. 

 

There were half a dozen tables occupied in the Members’ Dining Room. It was 9 a.m. 

and everyone else had either finished eating or partaken of whatever they called breakfast 

at whatever accommodation they called home in the Capital. Alice collected a banana from 
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the buffet and joined Trevor Norman who was sitting alone finishing off a plate of bacon 

and eggs. A scattering of dirty dishes on the table attested to the recent departure of one or 

two others. Laughter erupted from a nearby table where the Attorney General was telling 

horse-racing yarns to an appreciative audience. At the other end of the room a once and 

possibly future Leader of the Opposition was holding court. On the television screen 

affixed to the wall Humphrey Bear was cavorting in a meadow. 

Alice ordered coffee and toast and turned to her companion. ‘How’s things, Trev?’ 

‘I’m bloody fumin’, mate.’ Trevor was the new Labor member for a regional 

Queensland seat where hostile state and local governments gave him daily reason to fume. 

‘I just had a call from up home,’ he said. ‘My local Mayor’s been shit-baggin’ me in the 

press again.’ 

‘So what’s new?’ 

‘Nothin’ – except this bloke’s the biggest bastard of them all. Says he’s gonna stand 

against me at the next election. I hope he does, the bastard.’ He wiped egg yolk off his 

plate with a piece of toast and a grin spread all over his florid farmer’s face. ‘But I’m 

gonna wipe him off the front page tomorrow.’ He popped the toast into his mouth. 

‘Rhonda’s typing the press release now.’ 

‘What does it say?’ 

He swallowed. ‘I’m calling on the Federal Government to locate a toxic waste disposal 

complex on government land near the port.’ 

She looked incredulous. ‘You want a toxic waste disposal complex in your 

electorate?’ 

‘Too right.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Jobs, money.’ 

‘Won’t the locals complain? 

‘Nup.’ 

‘Why not?’ 

‘Jobs, money.’ 

‘Won’t the greenies complain?’ 

‘Would they rather have the stuff lyin’ around on the ground or pumped out to sea?’ 

He laid down his knife and fork. ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘the nearby residents will go on 

about their quality of life, which means the value of their houses. But those bastards don’t 

vote for me anyway.’ 
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Alice’s breakfast arrived and she poured coffee. Then she reached into the pocket of 

her suit jacket, took out a folded sheet of paper and spread it on the table in front of him. 

‘What do you think of this as a question in the House to Keating?’ 

Trevor picked up the paper and read aloud. ‘My question is directed to the Treasurer 

and concerns Government retirement income policy. Is the Treasurer aware of claims that 

people already retired on superannuation gain nothing from this year’s Budget?’ He 

turned down his mouth. ‘It’s not a bad question but I don’t think he’ll agree to take it. It’s 

not macro enough, y’know, “broad brush” and “main game” and all that stuff.’ He looked 

at the question again and shook his head slowly. ‘It’d be hard to wipe the floor with the 

Opposition on that one.’ 

She sighed. ‘I know, but he doesn’t always have to be devastating, does he? 

Sometimes he just answers a factual question with a factual answer.’ She rested her chin on 

her hand and looked forlorn. ‘It would be really good for me if he did answer it, though. I 

could send out copies of the Hansard to part-pensioners in my electorate.’ 

‘Well, put it up to him, then. And if he doesn’t agree you can always jump up at 

Question Time and ask it anyway. He has to give an answer.’ 

She looked horrified. ‘I wouldn’t do that! Not to him.’ 

After lunch she summoned up her courage and, clutching a sheaf of type-written 

papers, headed down the stairs. She asked an attendant where the Treasurer’s office was 

and padded down the corridor in the direction he indicated. The Treasurer would probably 

be going through the day’s Question Time briefs so she’d leave her question with the 

receptionist or one of the minders. She was working out exactly what she’d say when there 

was a footfall behind her and a long dark form loomed over her left shoulder. She turned. 

Oh God – it was him. 

‘Alice, how are you going?’ he asked and smiled. 

She took a step back. ‘Oh, Paul’ – she laughed nervously – ‘what a coincidence. I was 

just coming to see you.’ Before he could respond she thrust her papers into his hand. ‘I’ve 

got a question I thought you might like to answer in the House some time,’ she said, trying 

to sound nonchalant. 

‘Let’s have a look.’ 

As he read the question silently she babbled, ‘It’s really quite an issue out there you 

know, Paul, with the superannuants and part-pensioners. They’re saying there’s nothing in 

the Budget for them.’ 
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He finished reading the question and then turned over to the next page. ‘What’s this?’ 

He looked at her, suppressing a smile. ‘Have you given me the answer too?’ 

‘Yes. I thought you might not know it.’ She gave another little laugh so he would think 

she was joking, although she wasn’t – not entirely. ‘It’s just a few figures you might find 

helpful. But I’m sure you’ll have Treasury check them.’ She knew her figures were spot 

on. 

‘All right then – thanks. I’ll have a look at it and let you know.’ He nodded, said, ‘See 

you later,’ and continued on his way. 

‘Thanks a lot, Paul.’ She gave a silly little wave although his back was to her, and 

returned the way she’d come, breathing out a silent ‘whew’. Before she reached the end of 

the corridor she’d started to run. 

 

She heard nothing that day or the next and abandoned hope. Trevor was right, she 

thought. The question wasn’t big deal enough. And you had to be someone really 

important, like the Chair of the Caucus Economics Committee, to get up a question to the 

Treasurer. However, late on Thursday morning she had a phone call from one of his 

minders. ‘Your question’s okay for today.’  

In a state of high excitement she rang the office of the Leader of the House to make 

sure she was on the Speaker’s priority list for a question. They already had her down. 

A few minutes later the phone rang again. It was an attendant at the main entrance of 

the building. ‘Mrs Perry? There’s a Mr Simcox here who wants to speak to you.’ 

‘Put him on.’ Who the hell was Mr Simcox? 

There was a fumbling noise, then, ‘Mrs Perry? It’s Bert Simcox here – from Oaklands 

Park.’ A constituent of hers – elderly, judging by the name and the voice. 

‘Oh, yes,’ she said. ‘How are you?’ 

‘Oh, can’t complain. You remember meeting me and the wife Marj at the Senior Cits 

last week?’ 

‘Yes, of course.’ She had no reason to doubt him. She’d met so many people at the 

Senior Cits. 

‘Marj and I are having a bit of a holiday in Canberra and since you said that if any of 

us came over you’d show us around Parliament House, I’m just ringing to let you know 

we’re here.’ 

She’d also said that they should let her know well in advance. 
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She greeted Bert and Marj in King’s Hall, signed them in and took them on the grand 

tour past the chambers, and the Prime Minister’s office and Cabinet Room. Bert had retired 

on superannuation a few years before and Marj had been ‘just a housewife’ all her married 

life. They spent a few weeks of each year travelling with a caravan to various parts of 

Australia. 

Alice said, ‘It must be nice having a caravan – being able to take a home with you 

everywhere you go.’ 

‘Well, we can’t afford to stay in motels,’ said Marj, making a sour face. ‘Only 

pensioners can afford that. Superannuants like us are really struggling. The pensioners get 

everything and we get nothing.’ 

At one point they crossed the path of a Labor member from New South Wales who 

made great play of stopping and greeting Alice effusively. ‘Alice!’ he cried, shaking her 

hand, ‘how good to see you. I’ve been meaning for ages to tell you what a good job you’re 

doing. You’re a real asset to the Parliament.’  

She sucked in her cheeks. ‘Thanks, Steve,’ she said, and he bustled on his way. 

Bert was wide-eyed. ‘Well, that was great praise,’ he said. 

‘It’s a joke,’ Alice said. ‘Whenever you see one of your colleagues walking around 

with a group of constituents you’re supposed to go up to them and say what a great job 

they’re doing. It impresses the constituents.’ 

‘Oh dear’, remonstrated Marj, ‘you shouldn’t have told us. We wouldn’t have known 

it was a joke otherwise.’ 

A little later Alice asked, ‘Are you going to stay for Question Time? I can get you 

tickets for the gallery if you like.’ 

Bert and Marj said that they would love to stay for Question Time. 

As they crossed King’s Hall again, Marj suddenly nudged Alice. ‘How do you get on 

with him?’ she asked in a conspiratorial tone, inclining her head towards the other side of 

the hall where an instantly recognisable figure was walking in the direction of his office. 

Alice’s guard went up. ‘Paul Keating, you mean? He’s a nice bloke.’ 

Marj grimaced. ‘Wish I could agree with you.’ 

Alice had learned that it was futile to argue on this particular subject. Better to play the 

ingénue. ‘Oh, you know him, do you?’ she asked. 

‘Oh no – only from the telly. They say he’s so arrogant.’ 

‘Who?’ 

‘Keating.’ 
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‘No, I mean who says he’s arrogant?’ 

Marj looked at her pityingly. ‘Everyone!’ 

‘That’s funny,’ said Alice. ‘I’ve never heard anyone who actually knows him say that.’ 

‘It’s his manner,’ Bert chipped in, ‘on the telly. He’ll never admit he was wrong.’ 

‘Maybe he doesn’t think he was wrong.’ Alice stopped at the lift. ‘Anyway, when 

have you ever heard any politician say he was wrong? According to your reasoning we’re 

all arrogant.’ 

Marj touched her on the arm. ‘Oh, please don’t take offence, Mrs Perry. I don’t mean 

you’re arrogant. You’re a very good member. Everybody says so.’ She smiled sagely. ‘But 

you’ll never change my mind about Keating. 

 

The Question Time bells were still ringing when Alice took her seat in the chamber. 

She ran her eyes along the rows of faces in the gallery, finally spotting Bert and Marj. She 

smiled and nodded and they waved back. 

There were three questions to the Prime Minister. Then, as Alice jumped up for the 

fourth time, the Speaker consulted her list, looked over at Alice and intoned, ‘The 

Honourable Member for Holder.’ 

Alice cleared her throat. She’d learned the question by heart because she always 

thought it looked amateurish to read it.  

‘My question is directed to the Treasurer and concerns Government retirement income 

policy. Is the Treasurer aware of claims that people already retired on superannuation gain 

nothing from this year’s Budget?’ 

 She sat down to a concerted groan from the Opposition benches. 

The Treasurer stood and took the necessary step or two to the dispatch box, starting his 

answer, as he always did, before reaching the microphone. ‘Mr Speaker,’ he began in his 

customary unruffled tone, ‘I welcome the question from the Member for Holder and 

commend her for her close concern in the interests and the welfare of retired people...’ 

She heard Trevor Norman, two seats away, let out a low whistle. 

The chair of the Caucus Economics Committee turned around to look at her. ‘Allo, 

allo!’ he said. ‘He never says things like that about me.’ 

The member next to her started to speak but she silenced him with a hiss. ‘Shh! I’m 

trying to listen to the answer.’ 
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After Question Time she rejoined Bert and Marj at the gallery exit and took them to 

the Members and Guests Dining Room for afternoon tea. Over scones, jam and cream the 

visitors chatted excitedly about their impressions of Question Time. 

Alice asked, ‘What did you think of the Treasurer’s answer to my question?’ 

They looked a bit disconcerted. ‘Well,’ said Bert hesitantly, ‘I can’t say I was listening 

very closely.’ 

Alice looked dismayed. ‘You weren’t? Oh, what a pity. He answered that question 

especially for you.’ 

Bert and Marj were stupefied. ‘He answered it especially for us?’ 

‘Of course,’ said Alice. ‘You’re getting a part Age Pension, aren’t you?’ 

‘I’m a superannuant,’ said Bert. 

‘Yes, but you’d be getting some pension as well.’ 

‘Yes,’ admitted Marj. 

‘So you’re part-pensioners. That’s why I asked that question.’ 

‘Really?’ 

‘Yes.’ Alice helped herself to another scone. ‘As I was going into Question Time I 

happened to bump into Paul Keating in the lobby and I said, “Paul, a couple of my 

constituents, Bert and Marj Simcox, are in the gallery and they’re a bit concerned about 

their financial future. Would you mind if I asked you a question on their behalf?” “Not at 

all,” he said, “I’d be happy to.” ’ She could see this was going over well, so forged ahead 

brazenly. ‘Paul said to me, “Alice, I only wish that more people like Bert and Marj would 

direct questions to me through their local member. It would prevent so much 

misunderstanding and unwarranted bad feeling in the electorate. And if there’s anything 

else I can do to assist them, just let me know. Any friends of yours are friends of mine.” ’ 

Bert and Marj were speechless. Then Marj swallowed. ‘He really said that?’ 

‘Sure’ – Alice dropped a big dob of cream onto her scone and laid it on thick – ‘that’s 

the kind of bloke he is.’ 
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