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Labor alone can defang One Nation

SEAN
KELLY

Lastmonth, tax expert Bob
Breunig told aSenate committee:
‘‘I don’t thinkwe’re back to pre-
French-Revolution times, but I’m
worried about that.’’
OnSaturday,Australia got its

clearest indication yet of its
proximity to revolution. One
Nationwon around 20per cent of
the vote in theSouthAustralian
election. Onprimary votes, at the
time ofwriting, it is the second-
strongest party in the state. Yes,
preferential voting has kept its
seat numbers down. But any hope
the pollsterswerewrong, that
peoplewould not vote theway they
said theywould, turned out to be
misplaced. There are lots of
reasons. One is the awful
performance of the SALiberals.
Federal Liberals, take note.
WhyOneNation, then?There

are two broad points here, both
important. The first isOne
Nation’s specific appeal:
nationalist, racist, anti-Muslim,
anti-immigration. For some
voters, theOneNation taboo is
gone: they arewilling to declare
their fealty to the party’s values.
For others, their desperation to

vote for someone else is significant
enough for them to abandon
reservations. This is the second
factor –whereOneNation acts as a
proxy. Voters are dissatisfied.
Withwhat?With everything.
OneNation’s national rise is

recent but is only themost recent
symptomof a frustration growing
for years, apparent in the sliding
support for bothmajor parties.
How this frustration is expressed
is volatile: remember thatmost of
OneNation’s rise across the
country has happened in just the

past 12months.
Thismeanswe don’t knowwho

ismost likely to gain from it. One

Nationmight continue to rise. A
newpartymight appear. It is also
possible the Liberal Party figures
out how to use it.
But there is only one partywith

the ability to tangibly address
those feelings in the next few
years: not just to take advantage of
thembut to assuage them.Because
it is in government, that is the
federal LaborParty. Thismeans
thatAnthonyAlbanesemay be the
most consequential primeminister
of our time.
Interestingly, current

conditions favour change of
exactly the type youwould expect
Labor to pursue.
First, on climate. The fuel crisis

is a chance for Labor to push
harder than it has for a swift
transition to renewable energy. It
can do so becausewenowhave a
stark illustration of the need for
self-sufficiency outside of
pandemic conditions. Albanese
spoke lastweek of the need for a
‘‘new economicmodel’’ that allows

Australia to operatewithout
dependence on others. But
rhetoricwill never cut through to
voters like actionwill.
Second, on inequality. I pointed

out recently thatwhatOneNation
voters sharewith other voters –
except the diminishing number of
Liberal voters – is a desire to
shrink the gulf between rich and

poor. This is an area JimChalmers
has been talking about in the lead-
up to the budget.
The political case for strong

action has nowbeen underlined in
SouthAustralia. This iswhat

Breunigwas talking about – asked
ifwewere heading back to ‘‘neo-
feudal’’ timeswhen inheritance
defined a person’s life, he said,

‘‘That is the trajectorywe are on’’.
That’s howyou get a revolution –

orOneNation.
Finally, inflation gives Labor a

persuasive explanation for the
need to cut spending and close tax
loopholes. This government is heir
to a problem that has been
developing for years: growing
expectations of government
serviceswithoutmoney to pay for
them.Chalmers has been
foreshadowing difficult
conversations since 2022. In
recentweeks, he hasmade clear he
believes now is the time those
conversationswill be understood.
In its first term, Laborwas

active in each area –while
proceeding very slowly. There
were two reasons for this. First,
Albanesewanted towin voters’
trust by governing carefully.
Second, inflationmade reform
difficult and – after theVoice
referendum–pushed the
government towardsmanaging
whatwas immediate.

Wemaybe heading into another
such phase. Friday’swarning from
the International EnergyAgency
thatmeasures likeworking from
homeand rostered road use should
be implemented indicate this
possibility. But if war in Iran ends,
then focuswill be purely on the
resurgence of inflation. The
questionLabor then faces iswill it
allow inflation to kill the ambition
of its second term too?
This is an encapsulation of the

dilemma this government has
always faced. It has largely chosen
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a calm tone andmanagement over
large-scale reform, an effective
short-termpolitical approach.
But in delaying dramatic

reforms, another crisis – around
inequality and the desire of some
voters to change the system–
remains largely unchecked. In the
next twomonths that dilemma
reappears in concentrated form.
If Labormerelymanages, does it

win the short termwhile
sacrificing the long term, steering
the country through one crisis
while steering it into another?
There is no doubt the

government is caught in a difficult

spot. But then this is a
consequence of its approach in its
first term.That delay nowmeans
there is arguably toomuchweight
put on this budget. But the danger
is thatwithout a forcingmoment –
like the budget – delay is always
themore inviting option.
Perhaps the nextmonthswill

make clear that the government is
gradualist all theway: thatwhat
you have seen iswhat youwill get.
Or itmight be that Labor finds a
different, sharper definition, as the
themeswhich have so far hovered
in its background come to the fore.
A quiet revolution in its governing

q g g
approach, youmight say, in order
to head off a noisier, disastrous one
in the country at large.

SeanKelly is author ofTheGame:A
Portrait of ScottMorrison, a regular
columnist and a former adviser to
Julia Gillard andKevinRudd.

Voters are
dissatisfied. With
everything.
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