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THE REPUBLICAN DEBATE AFTER THE 2007 ELECTION 
 

THE WRONG SEER 
 
I will be blunt. I’m only here for the money. Not the Australian Republican 
Movement’s cash – or even Yellow Edge’s money. No – I’m here for one last 
plea to that false prophet, the Seer of Palm Beach, to pay his wager to me. 
 
As history will recall – I’m trying to write this part of it myself – in May 2000 
Bob Ellis forced me into taking two bets.  I entered into the wager to silence 
his verbosity during a lunch with the Canadian writer John Ralston Saul, which 
was arranged by the Canadian Consul-General in Sydney. I did not care that 
Seer Ellis believed that John Howard would lose his seat of Bennelong at the 
2001 Federal election –Bennelong, of course, was a much safer Liberal Party 
seat in 2001 than it became, following an electoral redistribution, in 2007.  But 
I was concerned about his second (forced) wager.  Namely, Seer Ellis’ 
conviction that Australia would become a republic within three years – that is, 
by May 2003. 
 
As indicated, I accepted the bet to silence the Seer – and also to indicate to 
Mr Saul (who is married to Adrienne Clarkson – who was Canada’s Governor- 
General in 2000) that an Australian head of state was not as close as Bob 
Ellis implied. For even Labor’s Kim Beazley, who was Opposition leader in 
2000, had not promised that if he became prime minister in late 2001 there 
would be a referendum on the republic by mid 2003. In view of this, it was 
important that Bob Ellis’ wish-fulfilment error be corrected – lest so influential 
a writer as John Ralston Saul be misinformed about the republican debate 
Down Under. 
 
I was in a no-lose situation. Even if John Howard was defeated in Bennelong 
in 2001 – Australia was not going to become a republic by 2003.  It took me 
some six years to receive payment for the first bet – I divided this between the 
Australian Catholic Jesuit Mission in India (I thought your man Ellis might 
appreciate this) and Anne Henderson’s refugee cause.  But no payment on 
the wager that Australia would become a republic by May 2003 has been 
made – and no payment has been promised.  Which is why I am here today – 
as a kind of debt collector in search of $500 and the publicity which might 
engender fiscal propriety per courtesy of humiliation-engendered guilt. 
 
 
FAILURE IN 1999 – A PRECEDENT  
 
The Australian Republican Movement meets in the aftermath of one of the 
most unusual elections in Australian political history – never before has a 
Commonwealth government been so comprehensively defeated at a time 
when the domestic economy had been so strong for so long. Clearly Kevin 
Rudd has a mandate – to do what?  Well, the mandate with respect to climate 
change and industrial relations and some other matters is clear enough.  But 



   

what about the republic? – or, to be more precise, what is the chance of 
Australia having an Australian head of state during the Rudd ascendancy? 
 
As we all know, the Australian Labor Party supports an Australian head of 
state and Kim Beazley – as ALP leader in Opposition – campaigned for a 
“Yes” vote in the constitutional referendum which was held on 6 November 
1999.  In other words, along with all of us who voted “Yes”, Mr Beazley 
supported the alteration of the Constitution to establish the Commonwealth of 
Australia as a republic – with the Queen and Governor-General being 
replaced by a President approved by a two-thirds majority of members of the 
Commonwealth Parliament. As you are aware, this was the indirect election – 
or appointment – model. 
 
As we know, the proposal did not obtain a majority in any State (but it did in 
the Australian Capital Territory) and experienced an overall minority of 
1,137,763 votes.  In view of the fact that the supporters of an Australian head 
of state were seriously divided, the fact that 45.13 per cent of Australians 
voted “Yes” was remarkable.  Remarkable – but, obviously, not enough. 
 
I remember talking to the (then) Liberal Party Deputy Leader – Peter Costello 
– shortly before the 1999 referendum.  As you know, he was the most 
significant of the Liberals who supported the “Yes” cause.  However, despite 
his important role in the campaign, Peter Costello was not confident of victory.  
He was also not confident of the future success of the republican cause if this 
proposal was rejected by a majority of Australians in a majority of the States.  
Peter Costello made the point that a referendum proposal, once defeated, is 
even less likely to succeed on the second attempt. 
 
He had a point.  In May 1977 Malcolm Fraser’s Coalition government put 
forward a proposal to alter the Constitution to ensure that Senate elections are 
held at the same time as House of Representative elections.  It obtained a 
majority in three States and an overall majority of 1,825,860 votes – but not 
the required majority in four States.  In December 1984 Bob Hawke’s Labor 
government put forward a similar proposal. It obtained a majority in only two 
States and an overall majority of only 112,211. 
 
 
LABOR AND THE REPUBLIC 
 
It seems that the view that a particular republican model, once defeated at a 
constitutional referendum, would be defeated again if put to the vote, in the 
short to medium term at least, has influenced Labor.  Certainly, Labor has 
made no commitment to put an indirectly elected head of state model to the 
Australian electorate by means of a referendum.  Rather Labor is committed 
to putting – in the first instance - a plebiscite to the electorate to ascertain 
support for a number of models. 
 
During his second term as Opposition leader, Kim Beazley came to the view 
that a Labor government should ask the Australian people whether they 
favour a directly elected head of state.  At an interview on 11 November 2005, 



   

Mr Beazley acknowledged that “there are many people in this country who 
won’t vote for a republic unless they think they have a say in the selection of 
the head of state”. He said that, if elected to office, Labor would seek the 
public’s view on “the structure they wanted” and added: 
 
 If you’re going to do an elected president, then you also have 

to be absolutely certain you would strictly codify the powers to 
make sure there’s not, if you like, a double mandate in 
operation. A mandate for a president and a mandate for a 
prime minister.  You must, as the Irish do, make a sensible 
division. 

 
Shortly after becoming Labor leader just over a year ago, Kevin Rudd said 
that he was “relatively relaxed” about the idea of a directly elected president of 
an Australian republic if this is what the majority of voters want (The Age, 14 
December 2006).  However, on the eve of the 2007 election he said that a 
referendum on Australia becoming a republic was “not a priority” (The 
Australian, 23 November 2007). 
 
 
A MATTER OF PRIORITIES 
 
Like the Prime Minister, I am relatively relaxed – in principle at least - about 
the Australian head of state being chosen by direct election. I have always 
been.  Moreover, I understand why Mr Rudd does not regard a referendum, or 
apparently even a plebiscite, on the republic as a high priority.  Peter Costello 
is a republican – albeit only of the indirect election genre.  However, if the 
Coalition had won the 2007 election – and Mr Costello had replaced John 
Howard mid-term – it is unlikely that he would have regarded a republican 
referendum or plebiscite as a high priority.  The same would probably be the 
case if Malcolm Turnbull happened to become Liberal leader and happened to 
win an election anytime soon. Mr Turnbull is on record as maintaining that the 
republican cause should not be activated again until there is a significant 
change in attitudes to the constitutional monarchy.  
 
Put simply, no new prime minister wants to tarnish a first-term mandate by 
proposing a referendum or plebiscite on the republic which might be defeated.  
Kevin Rudd wants to implement as much of Labor’s agenda in the first term as 
is realistically possible – and then be re-elected for a second term.  He does 
not need – and does not want – distractions. And there will be distractions 
while the constitutional monarchists remain influential and, perhaps more 
importantly, while the republicans remain divided. 
 
 
THE LIBERALS AND THE REPUBLIC 
 
The immediate good news for republicans is that Australians have an 
Australian head of government who believes that Australia should have an 
Australian head of state.  The immediate bad news for republicans is that the 
Opposition leader, Brendan Nelson, supports the constitutional monarchy.  Dr 



   

Nelson told the national conference of Australians for Constitutional Monarchy 
on 25 August 2007 that he was “not a royalist” and added “but I am a 
monarchist” (Sun-Herald, 26 August 2007). He argued the importance of the 
Queen or the Governor-General turns not on the power they wield but rather 
on “the power they deny others” and added: 
 
 If you transferred that across to a person who may be elected 

in some form or another, either by the public or a majority of 
the parliament, then the fundamental balance of power in our 
country will change.  People will expect, quite understandably, 
a person who is the president perhaps under a republic to 
exercise power in the name of what is popular. 

 
The new leadership of the parliamentary Liberal Party comprises Brendan 
Nelson (leader), Julie Bishop (deputy leader), Nick Minchin (Senate leader) 
and Eric Abetz (Senate Deputy leader). As I understand, only Ms Bishop 
supports an Australian head of state.  It is worth noting, however, that Dr 
Nelson softened his approach slightly during his first one-to-one interview 
following his election as Liberal leader.  Last Sunday on the ABC TV Insiders 
program, the following exchange occurred: 
 
 Barrie Cassidy:  What about a republic?  Are you still a 

constitutional monarchist? 
 Brendan Nelson: I most certainly am. I think the current 

arrangements in Australia, as we’ve seen over the last week 
or so, serve our nation very well.  However, I think it is very 
important that Australians at some point in the future – and 
this is not the main constitutional issue facing Australia – at 
some point in the future, I expect Australians will revisit the 
republican issue.  My view on that is no more or less important 
than anybody else’s. I will continue to argue it. 

 
In other words, while Brendan Nelson remains a constitutional monarchist he 
does acknowledge that – at some point in the future – Australians will revisit 
the republican issue.  And, of course, Opposition Deputy Leader Julie Bishop 
and Shadow Treasurer Malcolm Turnbull believe in an Australian head of 
state – as do quite a number of the recently appointed Opposition front bench, 
including Shadow Foreign Minister Andrew Robb and Shadow Education 
Minister Tony Smith. 
 
 
A MODEST PROPOSAL 
 
So (in Vladimir Lenin’s over-quoted terminology) what is to be done?  I am 
only a rank-and-file republican, but I  put forward (in Jonathan Swift’s over-
quoted terminology) a modest proposal. 
 
�  A Plebiscite Option Makes Good (Initial) Sense 
There have been only three plebiscites in Australian history. One in 1916 and 
again in 1917 – over military service for overseas conflicts (i.e. conscription) 



   

and one in May 1977 over the national song.  By the way, the losing “Yes” 
vote in the first conscription plebiscite was significantly larger than that 
achieved the second time round – suggesting that plebiscites, like 
referendums, which do not succeed in the first instance tend to do less well 
the second time round.  
 
The republican cause would best be served if Australians first had the chance 
to vote in principle as to whether or not they want an Australian head of state 
– who might be termed a “president” or perhaps even a “governor-general”. If 
a majority of Australians agreed in principle to have an Australian head of 
state – then it would be up to our elected politicians to put a specific proposal 
to alter the Constitution to achieve this effect. 
 
The problem here is that a “Yes” vote in a plebiscite is likely to be more 
difficult than if such a ballot had been held in 1999.  As you will be aware, 
following his re-appointment as Liberal leader in January 1995, John Howard 
felt the need to declare that, if he were elected prime minister, he would hold a 
Constitutional Convention.  He also promised that he would take any 
consensus arrived at during the Convention to the electorate as what would 
be, in effect, a take-it-or-leave-it alteration to the Constitution – and that if no 
consensus was achieved then the issue would be dropped.  When there was 
opposition to this proposal, Mr Howard said that, if no consensus was 
achieved at the Convention, then he would put the general case as to whether 
or not Australia should become a republic to a non-binding plebiscite vote. 
 
Soon Mr Howard realised that he had been forced into a position which he 
would have preferred to have avoided. Put simply, John Howard did not want 
a plebiscite – since, as a constitutional monarchist, he knew that a majority of 
Australians were more likely to support a republic in principle at a plebiscite 
than to support a particular model of a republic at a referendum.   
 
As we know, the model backed by Malcolm Turnbull and the Australian 
Republican Movement did not achieve a consensus, nor even gain an 
absolute majority, at the Constitutional Convention held in February 1998.  But 
Mr Howard was happy to put this model to the Australian people in a 
referendum – and Mr Turnbull was so overcome with the fact that his model 
had received the most support at the Convention that he failed to appreciate 
Mr Howard’s tactics. 
 
And so it came to pass that the republican referendum was defeated in 
November 1999 for a number of reasons – including the fact that a significant 
number of republicans voted “No” because they did not like the republican 
model on offer.  The direct election republicans probably would have voted 
“Yes” to a plebiscite as to whether Australia should have an Australian head of 
state. But no such option was on offer.  
 
Malcolm Turnbull should have taken the plebiscite option in 1998.  He didn’t.  
Kevin Rudd is correct in favouring the plebiscite option but, for understandable 
reasons, he has not set a time-frame.  A plebiscite remains the best option for 
the ARM – in the short term at least. 



   

 
 
�  The Problems of a Divided Movement    
A plebiscite can succeed even while republicans are divided as to the 
appropriate republican model.  But a constitutional alteration is most unlikely 
to succeed in the face of a divided republican movement. And, of course, for 
Australia to have an Australian head of state there will eventually have to be 
an alteration to the Constitution by virtue of a constitutional referendum. 
 
Indeed, there is little point in a referendum unless supporters of an Australian 
head of state are reasonably united as to how an Australian head of state 
should be chosen.  The lessons of 1999 are evident for all to see.  Remember 
the launch of The No Case Papers by Sydney broadcaster Alan Jones?  It 
contained an introduction by Kerry Jones and a preface by Dame Leonie 
Kramer. Turn to Page 7 and there is a chapter by former Labor Independent 
MP Phil Cleary – who was wont to proclaim his Irish republican background to 
anyone prepared to listen – along with those not so inclined.  But in 1999 Mr 
Cleary voted “No” - along with Ms Jones and Dame Leonie. Then turn to Page 
37 and read the avowed republican Bill Hayden advising why, along with 
Kerry Jones and Leonie Kramer, he will also be voting “No”.  Then turn to 
Page 95 for a similar view by former Independent MP Ted Mack. 
 
It’s much the same with Kerry Jones’ apologia pro vita regina - somewhat 
pompously titled The People’s Protest: Being A True And Accurate Account of 
the Republic Debate, 1992-1996 and The 1999 Republican Referendum as 
observed by Kerry Jones and published by ACM Publishing in 2000.  Turn to 
the photo section and there is a republican muso James Blundell, who wrote 
the ACM song “The People’s Protest”, photographed next to the royalist 
Jones.  An unlikely couple, to be sure. But the 1999 campaign was like that.  
On occasions sandal-wearing leftist vegetarians walked hand-in-hand with 
monarchists (wearing twin-sets or exhibiting soup satins on their ties) to 
support the proposition that Queen Elizabeth – and her heirs and successors 
according to law – should long reign over us. 
 
The cause of an Australian head of state will only prevail if key republicans 
recognise that, in democracies, change comes about as a result of 
consultation and compromise. None of us can realistically hope to get the 
precise model which we advocate – on this or any other issue.  
 
�  The Need for a Consensus Model 
As indicated, I have no problem, in theory, with a directly elected president.  
Certainly Ireland manages this – even to the extent that Eamon De Valera 
(who was an instigator of the Irish Civil War of the early 1920s) was a non-
controversial president of Ireland from 1959 to 1973. However, as Kim 
Beazley and others have recognised, the role of the Irish president is 
restrained by the Constitution.  Moreover, the upper house in Ireland cannot 
deny supply to the government and, consequently, the Irish president has no 
need of reserve powers to resolve constitutional deadlocks over supply. 
 



   

Even if the prospect of dual authority between a prime minister (chosen for the 
position by his or her parliamentary colleagues) and a president (directly 
chosen by the electorate) could be resolved – there will remain considerable 
problems with this model of an Australian head of state.  Namely, political 
support. 
 
Cast your mind back a decade or so.  Peter Reith (when a senior member of 
the Howard Government) was the only member of the Federal Coalition who 
supported a directly elected president.  So much so that he voted “No” along 
with Phil Cleary and was published, along with Phil Cleary, David Flint and Sir 
David Smith in The No Case Papers. 
 
The importance of Mr Reith’s role is that he travelled all over Australia in a bid 
to obtain support from Liberals and Nationals for a directly elected head of 
state.  He failed – comprehensively. The fact is that no prominent member of 
the Liberal Party or the National Party – not one – signed up to the Reith 
agenda. 
 
The lesson is clear.  There is no support – or almost no support – within the 
Coalition for a directly elected head of state.  Moreover, we know that 
referendums and/or plebiscites usually lead to “No” votes.  This is especially 
so when the leadership of either the politically conservative Coalition or the 
social democratic Labor Party advocates a “No” vote.  In other words, it is 
most unlikely that a direct election republican model would ever succeed at a 
referendum – since it is most unlikely that such a model would be supported 
by the Liberal Party leadership of the day. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Unlike Bob Ellis I am not a prophet, not even a failed one, – I do not know – 
and I do not claim to know - what the future holds. Except that all of us will 
eventually die. So, I do know that - some time into the future - the reign of the 
popular, respected, dutiful and professional Queen Elizabeth II will end.  This 
will provide an opportunity for the cause of an Australian head of state – in 
colloquial terminology, a Mate for Head of State – to be revived.  As opinion 
polls indicate, there is much more support for the Queen to remain Australia’s 
head of state than for Prince Charles to assume this role. Also, some 
unexpected circumstance may take place – either in Australia or in Britain – 
which might give impetus to the republican cause during the reign of the 
current Monarch. 
 
In the meantime there is something which supporters for an Australian head of 
state can do. Namely: 
 
�  Maintain the Australian Republican Movement as an organisational base 
from which a future campaign can be waged.  Committed monarchists, many 
of them retired or semi-retired, are able to sustain the ACM.  Committed 
republicans should be able to do as well – or better – with the ARM. 
 



   

�  Stress that the essential aim of the republican movement is to replace the 
London based Monarch with an Australian head of state. As I document in my 
article in The Sydney Papers (Autumn 2006), the monarchists falsely claim 
that the Queen is not Australia’s head of state. She is. Likewise in the 1999 
referendum the monarchists quickly dropped reference to themselves as 
monarchists. They are.  
 
�  Focus on creating the circumstances which will encourage a government – 
initially the Rudd government – to put forward a plebiscite on whether 
Australia should have an Australian head of state.  It is important to work with 
the Coalition to encourage as many Liberal and Nationals as possible to 
support the plebiscite. Here, of course, the argument should be that 
Australians can support an Australian head of state in the future and still 
acknowledge the historical significance of Britain’s constitutional legacy to 
Australia. You can be pro-British and support an Australian head of state.  
 
�  Network with fellow supporters of an Australian head of state to attempt to 
diminish the prospect of some republicans yet again voting “No” in any 
referendum or even in a plebiscite.  This requires that ARM members and 
supporters know their Australian constitutional history – including the fact that 
it is extraordinarily difficult to achieve even small and seemingly benign 
changes to the Australian Constitution. Here the aim should be to encourage 
fellow republicans to support the creation of an Australian head of state while 
advocating as few changes to the Constitution as possible.  
 
 
Finally I promise that if the (False) Prophet of Palm Beach ever pays his 
wagering debts in full, I will donate the said $500 to the Australian Republican 
Movement.



   

ABOUT GERARD HENDERSON 

Gerard Henderson is Executive Director of The Sydney Institute, a high profile 
privately funded policy forum for debate and discussion. In this role Gerard has 
continued a close involvement and observance of public policy and governance that 
has characterised his working life.  

After studying Arts and Law at Melbourne University, prior to completing his Ph.D., 
Gerard Henderson taught at Tasmania and La Trobe Universities. He then moved on 
to a period of close association with politics and government, working for four years 
on the staff of Minister Newman in the Fraser government. From 1980 to 1983 he 
was employed in the Commonwealth Department of Industrial Relations and from 
1984 to 1986 was Chief-of-Staff to John Howard, then Deputy and later Leader of the 
Liberal Party of Australia.  

Gerard Henderson is author of several books, notably Menzies' Child: The Liberal 
Party of Australia published in 1994 and A Howard Government? Inside the Coalition 
(1995). His contribution to public discourse and debate has been considerable 
through articles and papers and other media commentary in The Sydney Morning 
Herald and The West Australian. In addition he appears regularly on ABC Radio 
National Breakfast and ABC TV’s Lateline and Insiders programs.   

ABOUT THE ARM 
The Australian Republican Movement is an organisation that is committed to working 
towards an Australian republic. ARM is committed to: 

�  working to ensure Australia becomes a republic with an Australian as Head of 
State 

�  representing the views of republicans around Australia 
�  emphasising that an Australian republic embraces Australia’s heritage and is 

the next natural step in the evolution of Australia’s democracy 
�  promoting community discussion and developing various options for an 

Australian republic, and helping to ensure these options are discussed and 
understood by the Australian people 

�  encouraging greater understanding of Australia’s Constitution and system of 
government 

�  emphasing that Australia will only become a republic if Australians work 
towards it and vote to support it. 

 
WHAT YOU CAN DO 
Join the movement! Call 1800 80 2000 or visit www.republic.org.au 
 
There are branches of the ARM in each state and territory. These meet regularly to 
discuss establishing Australia as a republic, holding fundraising and social events to 
support this aim. 
 
You can be as active as you want – whatever support you can give the movement 
will be appreciated and will assist in establishing an Australian republic with an 
Australian as Head of State. 
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