
Signs of hope despite the gloom
Peter Whiting

The Covid19 crisis has deepened sharply in Australia, with
Victoria going into Stage 4 lockdown, and other states on
edge. The situation in many other countries is far worse than
this, and prospects fill one with dread.
Last month, various of our articles were ‘urging policy
makers to move from the narrow focus of improving GDP
per capita to the broad goal of enabling people to flourish,
live their lives in safety, with dignity, and be able to fulfil
their potential’.
This August newsletter carries on this theme. Many
commentators are looking to a post-Covid world in the hope
of altering the pervasive economic priorities of recent
decades, and to improve outcomes for people and the
environment.
The Australian experience of
the pandemic must surely have
put to bed that famous
statement of Margaret
Thatcher’s in 1987, “… and
who is society? There is no
such thing”. Our federal and
state leaders have been keen to
convince us that it is
responsible behaviour to
respond urgently to the
pressing needs of the whole of
society, and not simply act
only in our own narrow self-
interest.
If this is true in a Covid world,
it is equally true in the post-
Covid recovery period. Indeed,
depending on the duration and
severity of the crises, we must
maintain awareness of the circumstances of others, and
support significant changes in policy priorities and
responses.
TimWoodruff writes that this is a chance to scrutinise the
power imbalances in our society. His assessment of the
current situation is damning: “Neglect describes it well”. He
works from a broad palette, sketching out taxation reforms,
increased spending on mental health and aged care, and
improved regulation of labour hire firms and employers. As a
doctor, he sees these needs through the lens of improving the
health of those who most need assistance. He doesn’t use the
term, but surely he is looking to post-Covid policy settings
which will help the powerless ‘flourish’.
Ray Bricknell takes up a similar theme, describing poverty
as “a policy choice made for the poor by the affluent”. He
calls for tax reform and altered spending priories to
underwrite a compassionate and cooperative approach. He
sees the current review of the Environment Protection &
Biodiversity Conservation Act as an opportunity to “reset the

dial”. He reminds us of the enjoinder by Herman Daly that
“the economy is a wholly owned subsidiary of the
environment, not the reverse”.
Bruce Duncan also argues for change in economic policy.
He contends that the neoliberal settings have not achieved
many of their supposed objectives. The so-called trickle-
down effect has not eventuated. Instead, increased inequity
has resulted in many if not most people enjoying little of the
economic gains of recent decades. The neoliberal agenda
should be abandoned, and equitable policies adopted.
Ian Dunlop reflects on Ken Henry’s views on how to design
a fair tax system in Australia, and particularly on solving
environment issues. Dunlop criticises the free market
ideology in governments which has allowed special interests,

notably in fossil fuels, to
capture political influence.
Despite natural disasters,
efforts to tackle climate
change are undermined,
resulting in mismanagement
and politicisation of the
public service. The pandemic
is a wake-up call for
Australia to lift its game.
Michael Mazengarb sees
a unique opportunity to plan
a different future. For him,
energy policy should focus
on renewable energy
sources. He identifies with
the new vision launched by
Beyond Zero Emissions for
an Australian economy
which embraces investments

in reforms and zero emissions technologies to help generate
more than a million new jobs in Australia over the next five
years.
Sue McIntyre is concerned that the rapid increase in
intensive farming in Australia is damaging the land and
increasing greenhouse gas emissions through mechanisation,
use of fertilisers and chemicals, and tree clearing. She
proposes a change in farming models towards sustainable
practices and biodiversity.
These contributors remind us that ‘enabling people to
flourish’ is about attuning economic priorities to the
‘battlers’, but also about providing a sustainable
environment in which to flourish. The Covid19 crisis is
forcing governments away from trying simply to balance the
budget; governments have to give increased support to those
in need.
Now is an opportunity to re-focus on priorities to address
inequities in wealth and access to services, while also
responding effectively to climate and sustainability goals.

SPC News articles can be read in full at socialpolicyconnections.com.au

social policy connections
0409 897 971 | admin@socialpolicyconnections.com.au
www.socialpolicyconnections.com.au
34 Bedford St (PO Box 505) Box Hill Victoria 3128

SEPTEMBER 2020
SPC News

Immunising the world. Jernej Furman. flickr cc.



SPC 2020-2021
Membership renewals &
donation appeal
Check our website for this year’s
membership appeal letter from
SPC and your Renewal form.

Facing the crisis in mental
health
Michael Yore
In so many ways, the Covid19
pandemic has laid bare the broken
social systems essential to a healthy,
well-functioning, and genuinely just

society. The aged care sector springs immediately to mind at
this time, revealed now as a system broken from years of
neglect and profiteering. Mental health is another. The
pandemic has exposed the inadequate provision of mental
health services in Australia. Yet its failures have been flagged
by mental health professionals for years.
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Young people send strong
climate message
Maggi Coggan
We live in the most interesting and
uncertain times ever. The rate of change
today is an order of magnitude faster
even than a hundred years ago. So let’s
try a new economic policy mindset.

In today’s pandemic-stricken world, we have the Morrison
government abandoning a belief in a neoliberal economic
philosophy which compares national economies to grocery
stores in having to balance their budgets. Until recently,
budget surpluses have been pursued to pay down
government debt. In this mindset, social welfare must be
rationed to fund other political priorities, even during the
reign of Labor governments.
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40 years of climate
warnings ignored by
Australian politicians
Ian Bayly
In January 2020, the journal Bioscience
published a brief but data-rich paper,
World Scientists’ Warning of a Climate
Emergency. This article had five

principal authors, but was endorsed by 11,285 scientists from
153 countries. It commences: “Scientists have a moral
obligation to warn humanity clearly of any catastrophic
threat and ‘tell it like it is’. On the basis of this obligation and
the graphical indicators presented below, we declare —
clearly and unequivocally — that planet Earth is facing a
climate emergency”.
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Pope Francis : take climate
change & unfair economic
systems seriously
Bruce Duncan
Francis is in no doubt about the
‘catastrophic’ threats of climate change,
and reflects the overwhelming views of

climate scientists. Laudato Si’ was launched in Rome on 18
June 2015 by one of the world’s most eminent climate
scientists, Professor Schellnhuber of the Potsdam Institute
for Climate Impact Research.
Francis continues to insist on the importance of Laudato Si’
in hundreds of talks and speeches, giving copies to eminent
visitors and political figures, and, in collaboration with other
churches and religious traditions, urging everyone to focus
on these issues as matters of utmost urgency.
Pope Francis said on 19 August “we must also cure the virus
of social injustice, inequality of opportunity, marginalisation,
and lack of protection for the weakest”.
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Australia’s farmers want
climate action in their own
(huge) backyards
Richard Eckard
The National Farmer’s Federation says

Australia needs a tough policy on climate, and is calling on
the Morrison government to commit to an economy-wide
target of net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050.
It’s quite reasonable for the farming sector to call for strong
action on climate change. Agriculture is particularly
vulnerable to a changing climate, and the sector is on its way
to having the technologies to become ‘carbon neutral’, while
maintaining profitability.
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Are Thatcherism &
Reaganomics your best
answers, Josh?
Roger Beale
Treasurer Josh Frydenberg has
suggested we look for inspiration to the
Reagan and Thatcher supply-side

economics legacies to climb out of the Covid19 recession. In
his terms, this means tax cuts, increased workplace
flexibility, and reduced green tape.
Thatcherism and Reaganomics were characterised by huge
transfers of income and wealth from the poor to the rich.
During Margaret Thatcher’s 11 years in power, the spending
power of the poor actually fell, while that of the top 10%
increased strongly. Low-income groups only maintained
their spending by borrowing.
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Young Australians told to be
resilient as Covid-19 wipes
out jobs & housing hopes
Michael Tanner
The mental health of young people –
already teetering on the precipice of a
health crisis – has surely been pushed
over the brink with the onset of Covid-

19. A recent Swinburne University survey found that, in
June, more than 40% of 18 to 24-year-olds surveyed thought
at least once in the past month that they would be better off
dead, or wished they were dead. Other age groups have also
shown increases in depression, anxiety, and stress, but not
the catastrophic increases of rates in young people.
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Big business, energy, &
unions call on Morrison to
wake up to climate risks
Michael Mazengarb
An alliance of Australia’s leading
industry groups has called on
governments to commit to zero net
emissions by 2050, warning that

without a “coherent national response to climate change the
prosperity of the nation will be at risk”.
“The starting point for climate debate is not policies or
targets, but climate impacts. The evidence is disturbing.
Huge climate costs face Australian businesses and the
communities, infrastructure, and workers they sustain and
rely on”, Australian Industry Group Innes Willox said.
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