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This is George Lewkowicz for the Don Dunstan Foundation for the Don Dunstan 

Oral History Project interviewing Mr Bob Thomas, Robert Thomas.  The date 

today is the 29
th

 September 2009 and the location of the interview is the Malaysian 

Room at the University of Adelaide. 

Bob, thanks very much for doing this interview for the Don Dunstan Foundation 

Oral History Project.  You are a leading – I’ll call you a merchant banker, but you 

had various other roles in South Australia in the ’70s and you did a lot of 

important work for the later governments as well in the 1980s; but before we get 

into the full substance of the interview, can you just give us some background on 

yourself so people just know who you are and your experience and expertise? 

Thank you, George.  I am happy to do this interview.  I‟ll try and be as brief as I can 

on my resumé but there are a number of things that I do, or did, which I think might 

be relevant to what I did later.   

Sure. 

I was born in Sydney in 1922 and I grew up in Sydney, had my education there and 

by the time I was nine or ten of course it was still the Depression years, and as they 

were quite a part of the early 1930s, what I experienced then of course, like anybody 

else, influenced me in my thinking later. 

When I completed my secondary education, I went to the Commonwealth Bank.  

Working straight from school was very common in those days.  And I worked with 

the Bank until the war years when I served four years in the RAAF as a pilot.  I 

returned to the Commonwealth Bank in 1946 and completed the Bankers‟ Institute 

course which I had started before, which was very similar to accountancy with 

additional banking subjects.  I then studied Economics at Sydney University and 

graduated with first-class honours with Economics and second-class honours in 

Government.   

When the Commonwealth Bank was divided into the Commonwealth Bank and 

Reserve Bank I went to the Reserve Bank Division as part of the staff of the 

Economic Research Department.  In 1959, accompanied by an anthropologist, I spent 

four months in Papua New Guinea on a research project for the Reserve Bank on the 
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subject of “the use of money and need for credit by the indigenous people of Papua 

and New Guinea”.  Little, if any, was known about what the indigenous people did 

with money or whether they needed it or how they treated it.  The joint report, which 

was submitted after the end of the four months up there, provided the background for 

the establishment of banking legislation in Papua New Guinea in 1962.  I wasn‟t 

around in those days because, in 1960 under an arrangement between the Reserve 

Bank and the International Monetary Fund, I went to Washington to work with the 

IMF. 

While at the IMF I worked on many missions, mainly in South America in 

countries such as Colombia and Ecuador, Chile, Brazil, and in Asia in Indonesia and 

Taiwan.  Most of these countries had inflation and had problems with their fiscal 

situation and foreign exchange shortages, and the matters that I worked on were 

particularly dealing with fiscal and in foreign exchange and, in many cases, 

negotiating loan arrangements from the IMF which were always based on the 

country agreeing to follow a subscribed economic policy; there was no other security 

taken for the money that the IMF provided. 

In 1964 the Reserve Bank informed the IMF that they wanted me to return to the 

bank and I came back to Australia in the last quarter of 1964.  I worked on a number 

of projects that were new in the bank for a year or two, and then I became Secretary 

of the Reserve Bank Board.   

In 1969 I left the Reserve Bank to join Elder Smith Goldsbrough Mort as General 

Manager Finance and, after a year, I established their merchant bank, Elders Finance 

and Investment Company Limited.  Moving to work for Elders was my first occasion 

to come and work in South Australia.  I continued in this role until 1977, when I was 

approached to become the chief executive of the Australian Industry Development 

Corporation, which in effect was a development bank.  I took up this job in mid-1977 

and remained with AIDC until I retired from executive duties in 1986.   

I returned to South Australia in 1987.  While I was with the AIDC I became a 

member of a committee established by the then Premier, John Bannon, while he was 
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Premier and Treasurer, which was called the Committee of Review of South 

Australian Government Financial Management Arrangements, which met for about 

six months.  The committee involved three public servants, who were heads of the 

different departments, the Under-Treasurer as chairman, and three outside people:  

two from business, like myself, and one from the university. 

For ten years after I retired from executive duties I was corporate director of a 

number of companies with head offices in four different states and amongst those 

was I was Chairman of Sagasco and Country Road.   

In December 1993 I was appointed by Dean Brown, who was then Premier, as 

Chairman of the Commission of Audit to undertake a review of the State‟s finances 

and to report within four months.  The report of this committee was delivered in 

April 1994 and included three hundred and thirty-six recommendations for the State 

Government to take; and I‟m very pleased to say, and I felt satisfied as a result of 

that, that the Brown Government accepted three hundred of the recommendations 

and implemented most of them, or began implementing them, within three months of 

the report.  Some others were implemented within the next five years. 

That covers briefly my role, and I finished being a director mainly of private 

companies about two years ago. 

That’s pretty extensive and in-depth in the banking and industry end, the 

management of public finance and companies, of course.  I was going to ask you 

about some recollections of what you thought about South Australia when you 

arrived and the general atmosphere, that’s socially and economically.  But before 

we do that have you got some thoughts about good public finance and the role of 

government that you wanted to put on record?  Particularly as you mentioned 

these two major reviews of public finance activities and financial management. 

Are you meaning public finance in South Australia or in general? 

Oh, just generally and then we can go back through South Australia, if you like. 

Well, I think – if one sticks to Australia, because sometimes these things are relevant 

to a country –  

Sure. 
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– the underlying basis of which public finance is put together now is different to 

what it was thirty or forty years ago.  If you look from the war years up till probably 

part of the 1990s it was customary for all state governments not to borrow from the 

public.  The situation then was different to now in that the Loan Council existed, 

decided on the total quantum of borrowing and the Commonwealth government did 

all borrowing, whether it was domestically or overseas; the states were lent the funds 

by the Commonwealth; they were not empowered to go into the market and borrow 

themselves.  They could have short-term overdrafts, but in fact the question of them 

borrowing funds from the public was not raised.  As a result, most state governments 

operated in a way in which there was a deficit, but it was more a deficit that was used 

for capital works and things of that nature.  It‟s different today when in fact they do 

borrow themselves and, secondly, there is a different attitude to borrowing and 

running at a deficit.  And I think one‟s got to consider the different situation because 

it is relevant in today‟s world market; the other one was a situation which existed.  

Of course, for many of those years up till the mid-‟70s at least, we were in a 

somewhat controlled economy and opportunities for borrowing from overseas were 

limited. 

What was the reason for the controls, was it simply to stop profligate state 

governments – – –? 

Well, the Loan Council stems back to 1931, when with the Depression the states had 

a great deal of overseas borrowings in those days and they faced the situation where 

they were going to be in default in being able to make repayments to the London 

banks, as they were known.  And the Commonwealth Government stepped in and 

met the amounts that were due but, in return, it was agreed that the Commonwealth 

would exercise the borrowing power through the Loan Council, of which all the state 

treasurers were members, and they met annually to decide how much borrowing 

Australia would do overall.  In the main, the total was determined by the 

Commonwealth, who looked at it in terms of what the country could afford to do 

without increasing inflation.   



 DON DUNSTAN FOUNDATION 

DON DUNSTAN ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 

 

Bob THOMAS 

 

5 

 

Allocations were then made to each state as to what they could borrow, and that 

was borrowed from the Commonwealth.  The Commonwealth then had a total 

borrowing target which was met during the war years and primarily from 

domestically, and some was borrowed overseas. 

When Chifley became Prime Minister, he had lived through that situation of the 

early 1930s when some states were almost in default, he set out with a goal of paying 

off all overseas borrowing.  It took him quite some years to do so, but when that was 

done he would not borrow overseas once he was in power.  He only raised funds 

domestically.  So this continued for a long time because Australia was short of 

foreign exchange, we had exchange control, and therefore that was the 

Commonwealth that was implementing that power and the whole borrowing was 

looked at in that way, and particularly also to stop there being too high inflation.   

After the War there was so much to be done and building prices were quite high, 

and there was high inflation.  It wasn‟t given as much publicity in those days as it is 

today, governments weren‟t measured on it because in the main economic 

knowledge was not great, there wasn‟t given much press on it, very few newspapers 

had economists on their staff who wrote for them, and so that in fact it continued in 

that way.  But as it got on, like a lot of these things, they don‟t become suitable for 

the current climate and there was a gradual movement to give the states more power 

and therefore not restrict the government. 

The Loan Council still meets, still does work, but it‟s not to the same degree as it 

did before. 

Interesting.  And what was the role of the Reserve Bank in the ’60s and ’70s? 

Well, the Reserve Bank really came into being in about 1958.  It had existed before 

as the Central Bank Division of the Commonwealth Bank. Within the bank you 

worked for one division or the other, and although a lot of people outside of the Bank 

often didn‟t see the difference there was a complete difference inside the bank. 

In the 1940s through to the 1980s one thing that was very important was 

Commonwealth borrowing with Commonwealth loans that in fact were raised 
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several few times during a year and to which ordinary people could subscribe for 

small amounts.  It was regarded by the public as one way in which you could safely 

invest your money. 

These were bonds?  ‘Bonds’, were they called? 

Yes, bonds.  And the Commonwealth Bank and later the Reserve Bank, issued them 

on behalf of the Commonwealth Government and ran the registry for those and 

collected the money; other banks and stockbrokers were agents in the sense that they 

could take forms, but the bank ran the registry.  The bank did have quite a role in 

terms of economic policy.  The Commonwealth Treasury was the Department, which 

was obviously quite important and was in many ways the more important in defining 

the budget and things of that nature; but, as regards day-to-day operations in the 

market and the control of money, that was the responsibility of the Reserve Bank, 

and the Governor of the bank would make his views known to the Treasurer directly 

and sometimes through the Secretary of Treasury.   

The Board of the Reserve Bank included the Secretary of the Treasury who was 

an ex officio member of that Board, and so he saw everything, and then the banking 

division in the Treasury saw the board papers that went up and were well aware of 

the situation that way.  So the Reserve Bank had a considerable role in the overall 

monetary structure of the economy – which they were required to do under the Act. 

Right, they weren’t as independent in those days as they seem to be these days? 

Yes, they were independent.  When it was established in 1958, the Act contained the 

provision that‟s still there, that the bank is independent and the board is to determine 

the policy and it‟s the one that determines whether interest rates will rise or not.  But 

obviously it does require cooperation with the Treasury and with the Treasurer.   

There is a provision in the Act that, in fact, if there‟s a disagreement on policy, the 

Government can direct the bank to do what it wants to do but it must in that case 

table in Parliament all the recommendations and all the discussions that went 

between the two of them so everyone can see it.  In those cases, the bank can take 
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direction.  It‟s never been officially ever done.  I would say in some cases the 

arguments have been long and hard, but it never got to the stage where there hasn‟t 

been some modification on both sides. 

And you went to Canberra to be the head of the AIDC.  What was the role of that 

– and I’m particularly interested in relation to the states? 

Well, the AIDC was somewhat of a unique body in the sense that the Act contained a 

clause that the board of the AIDC were not subject to direction by the Australian 

Government.  Also it paid income tax exactly the same as companies do.  It was set 

up, in fact, to provide finance as necessary on commercial terms for the development 

of Australian industry.  Australia at the time (1970) was facing a situation where 

there was a lot of overseas companies coming in and buying up Australian 

companies; and the fact was that Australian companies weren‟t allowed to borrow 

overseas, and they just couldn‟t get finance; and there were a lot of other projects 

that were wanted to be done but nobody here to really organise or finance it; and that 

is what it was set up to do.  Initially, for many years, it had no direction to provide 

any of its profits to the Commonwealth.  There were modifications while I was Chief 

Executive of the AIDC when Senator Button was the Minister, who was an excellent 

minister, which brought the AIDC onto the same sort of basis as the Reserve Bank, 

in that it could be directed by the Government on policy, using the same procedure as 

the Reserve Bank and that all the relevant correspondence had to be tabled in 

Parliament. 

AIDC borrowed independently in the markets, both overseas and locally, but it 

did have a government guarantee of the loans – which was given up later, because 

when Keating was Treasurer AIDC refused to pay the amount that he wanted for the 

government guarantee when a charge was brought in for all government guarantees. 

AIDC gave up the guarantee because we couldn‟t afford it.  AIDC did develop to 

finance some very large operations.  It was the lead bank in Australia for the 

consortium loan that was raised for the North West Shelf development; both the first 

development and the second development there; and the second development was 
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financed by a consortium of fifty-five banks with five lead managers; AIDC was the 

Australian one.  It was a very extensive borrowing and at that stage it was the largest 

borrowing that had ever been done commercially. 

AIDC did provide finance for a number of big developments and also medium-

sized.  It didn‟t do small loans.  In some cases it took equity or the right to equity.  

Were there any South Australian companies that got moneys through your 

process? 

Yes, there were.  Some of them were more medium-sized.  One was one of the 

smelters.   

BHP? 

Well, no.  BHP didn‟t get any, directly.  There was one, it did finance Poseidon. 

Poseidon, right. 

And when that got into difficulties we were the ones who appointed the receiver to it, 

and in fact we probably ran that the company for about three years.  One of the 

policies we followed was, that if there was any possibility of saving the company, we 

wouldn‟t just do as was common for the trading banks, which was to sell it off and 

get their money back; we would see whether we couldn‟t work with it and bring it 

back again.  And so for about three years we effectively ran Poseidon; we had a 

receiver but we also had a staff, member, who was completely reconstructing 

Poseidon and gradually managed to sell off some of the assets to get sufficient funds 

to pay the loans and reduce them to a stage where it eventually was refinanced by 

one of the trading banks.  It was a question of being willing to put the energy and 

time in to do it. 

Interesting.  And was your bank – I forget when Sagasco, there was the attempt by 

I think it was Alan Bond or a rather large company to buy out Sagasco and the 

South Australian Government of the time, maybe the Dunstan Government got in 

and put restrictions on private borrowing. 

On a fifteen per cent shareholding. 
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Yes. 

No, AIDC wasn‟t really involved in that at the time.  That was a thing in the ‟70s 

which was when Alan bond tried to take over Santos not Sagasco. 

You didn’t have any reflections back on that when you were on Sagasco, you were 

one of the directors? 

No, Santos was still there when I was Chairman of Sagasco and it was after the 

merger between what had been the South Australian Gas Company and the resources 

company which was totally owned by the Government, and the Government took 

shares and brought it together.  I came back to South Australia at about that time and 

the Government wanted a new board, and asked me would I be chairman of it.   

But that existed, of course, until very recently, and in my view was a very good 

move because losing head offices to Adelaide is bad in terms of its standing and 

employment, and it not only is that company, it‟s all the resources that it used:  it 

affects the accountants, the solicitors and so many other people that service head 

office, which don‟t service necessarily, are not needed, for companies that are only 

branches.  And because the work goes elsewhere the solicitors and accountants and 

other services – if the head office moves, so do the people who support those things, 

and they go to another capital. 

So you had perspectives from the private sector and from government, given the 

roles you had with the Reserve Bank and the Australian Industry Corporation – 

although they were probably closer to the spectrum of private sector activities.  

Did you have a view about the role of government in an economy, particularly a 

state economy?  Or have you got a view about that, particularly given when you 

did these studies on public finances in South Australia:  what should the 

Government be really involved in and what shouldn’t it be involved in? 

Well, I think that if you have a statutory corporation that has independence in its 

operations and is only very tangentially subject to government it can operate 

effectively and it can be measured effectively.  If it‟s not like that, it‟s where all the 

final decisions can be and in many cases are taken by the then government, you find 

it‟s very difficult to run it on commercial lines.  And it‟s the case – it was very 
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obvious here in ETSA, as an example:  that was subsidised by the Government so 

that it could give cheaper rates, and it was competing with the say the Gas Company.  

Now, that isn‟t a good way of going about it.  The whole philosophy about setting up 

statutory corporations is something that really came out of the British Government 

post-World War II and there was a lot of writing on it, and the object was to give it 

independence to do this sort of thing without all the political pressures for it to make 

things easier or to give bad loans or give cheaper rates.  Now, that didn‟t say they 

didn‟t have to report annually, or something like that, and be judged in that way if 

they weren‟t performing, but I think that you have good examples here of how 

efficient Qantas was.  The Commonwealth Bank was run that way, too.  They were 

independent and they didn‟t just do their work in a way in which somebody got 

benefits or they didn‟t worry about the political implications; they had to have that 

independence.  So that who owns it, in the main, is not important as long as it‟s got 

the independence to operate on a business model basis. 

And what about the role of government in providing subsidies and incentives, like 

we’re coming from the Playford Era and through the Housing Trust and other 

subsidies and incentives to BHP and others there was a bit of a tradition – and it 

probably occurred in the other states as well – and the tradition I guess was 

followed through by the Dunstan or Steele Hall and Dunstan Governments, to 

provide incentives, or if some companies found it difficult to get loans either to 

provide guarantees or even direct subsidies for them.  Did you have a view about 

that from your perspective? 

Well, I think the thing about this is you‟ve got to look at the world situation.  If 

they‟re competing actually against other countries where their companies are being 

subsidised to operate in that manner, you haven‟t got a chance of existing if you 

don‟t consider following a similar policy,.   There‟s been a great deal of work done 

on this in recent years, outlawing these or reducing them and countries agreeing to do 

so.  But that‟s fine if you can get rid of them, but I think otherwise you‟re restricting 

your own company if you don‟t recognise that in fact there are reasons why you 

should subsidise them. 
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Also it‟s often a case that some of these things, if they‟re worked on a basis of an 

initial situation and then it terminates – and of course this was the case of Ireland ..... 

..... giving people tax holidays, not only Ireland but other people, or tax reductions – 

and they know that if they don‟t make it in that time to get a certain basis then in fact 

they won‟t go on with those things.  The point is that to do this they‟re starting to 

compete with a company in another country which in fact is operating already and 

may be profitable, and if you don‟t do it you don‟t develop it.  A very good example 

is the example here of what‟s been done with the Australian Submarine Corporation.  

I know it comes in for a lot of criticism, a lot of which is wrong and other is plain 

ignorant.  The thing is, while I was the chief executive of AIDC we were one of the 

four companies who established ASC.  The Government requirement then was that 

ASC had to be at least fifty-one per cent Australian-owned and the rest could be 

foreign-owned, and the people who had the secret technology – – –.  Oh, going back 

one step:  the Government said the submarine could not be a nuclear submarine, so it 

did mean that in fact it had to be of a different nature.  Now, at that time, the people 

really with the most advanced technology were the Swedes with Kockums.  The 

Germans, people believed, were far ahead; they weren‟t, in fact.  They had very good 

PR that made everyone believe that they were very far ahead, but in fact they had 

never built one with an engine that could in fact recharge batteries under the water 

without putting a snorkel up.  The Swedes already had submarines operating around 

the fjords with their secret engines.  Now, the Australian Submarine Corporation was 

one which brought together four companies with different skills:  Kockums with the 

being able to provide the platform, as it‟s called; Chicago Bridge from the US that 

had skills in management of these type of things, a very advanced company; and 

Wormalds here, who were very much in the instrument field as well as having 

security experience; and AIDC from the point of finance.  And we formed that group 

and that gave us the fifty-one per cent Australian owned with Wormalds and AIDC, 

and the decision to build the one, build it here in Adelaide, was actually made two 

years before we even won the contract and it was made at a meeting in Malmö in 



 DON DUNSTAN FOUNDATION 

DON DUNSTAN ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 

 

Bob THOMAS 

 

12 

 

Sweden in February 1985 and I can assure you, you don‟t go to Malmö in February 

for pleasure (laughs) –  

Bit cold, yes. 

– except for business.  And that meeting we looked at sixteen different places in 

Australia that could build it and came out clearly in favour of Adelaide.  So it was 

one where you can get cooperation in this manner. 

Good.  Getting more specifically into South Australia, you came here in 1969 with 

your wife.  What were your recollections of the State then and particularly – well, I 

think the Steele Hall Government was in power then, but in 1970 the Don Dunstan 

Government came in.  Did you have any views about all of that? 

Well, when I came here – and these were very general views – I think I was, having 

by that time worked in a lot of other countries around the world and seeing what 

people were doing and what they weren‟t doing and how their economies were, I 

came back to Australia particularly with a view that Australia was extremely 

well-placed in world terms.  And when I came to South Australia I found people 

were very pessimistic, too pessimistic, and they didn‟t realise, in my view, the 

opportunities that existed in this State; they had a feeling that things were always 

done better in Sydney or Melbourne, and that was wrong and in many cases Adelaide 

was a much more efficient place and it was also a much more desirable place to be.  

And it was difficult to convert people‟s views on this and, as a result, it was hard to 

get them to initiate and do things.  They almost had a view that they wouldn‟t be able 

to compete or they would fail. 

These were businesses already in action? 

Yes.  And getting new projects. 

New projects, yes. 

They all seemed to think there was not much to do in this State where in fact there 

was an enormous amount that could be done but nobody would start it.  And I was a 

bit surprised about this and I kept saying to people, you know, this was not as it was, 
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but it was in people‟s minds.  And I‟m not talking only of business people, I‟m 

talking about the general population that had lived here for all their lives didn‟t 

realise how well they were placed if they‟d just do something about it.   

Of course at that time, in the early ‟70s, was when Whitlam came into power and 

by ‟73, around that time, was when the basic wage went up one pound.  That of 

course caused inflation and everybody was suffering from those sorts of things. 

Interesting.  Do you think about why there was this pessimism?  Was it just 

everybody being relatively comfortable but didn’t want to advance much further, 

or was it the lack of business leaders pushing things along? 

Well, I did wonder sometimes about the pessimism.  There was, as you say, a general 

comfort about it:  „We like the situation, we don‟t really need to do very much.‟  But 

the thing was that people, as a result, were attracted to go to other states because they 

could see there was more opportunity, people were willing to do these things.  It took 

a lot of time to get them out of it.  It existed for a number of years, in my view. 

And at the same time Adelaide was losing some head offices like one or two of the 

banks, I think, fell over at some stage and there was this view that whatever 

Adelaide had that was going to the Eastern States anyway or falling over because 

of competition.  Do you recall any of that? 

Yes.  There was a situation –  

I think there was the ES&A Bank. 

– there was a number of other things like Menz biscuit factory was one of those sorts 

of things.  People interstate were wanting to expand and they found what they 

wanted was nice, efficient things here that they could buy.   

Yes. 

Now, that wasn‟t listed, but other things took place by being taken over.  It was a 

period when I think there was a lot of American investment, too, and they tended to 

make takeovers. 

And Japanese. 
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So that the mining industry wasn‟t big.  SANTOS had had a long run from the ‟50s 

without paying a dividend.  It was in the 1970s before it paid its first dividend.  There 

was a bit of an atmosphere that it was a bit of a gamble, these things, and they didn‟t 

expect a lot.  They didn‟t get enthused about them.  Didn‟t realise that other people 

had to take the same risk elsewhere. 

And what were your impressions of Don Dunstan and what he was trying to do, 

say firstly on the social side but then on the economic side, if you tuned into that? 

Well, I believed he wanted to change things, I think they indicated that, and he 

wanted there to be a more liberal environment for the individual.  He wanted more 

development of the arts, he was particularly interested in the arts in all its forms, and 

he wanted – and to some degree he did achieve this, too – he wanted to widen the 

social norms.  I mean there were a number of things he did which changed the 

attitude or attempted to change the attitude of people – homosexuality was one, 

marijuana was another, and those sorts of things.  He didn‟t bring those all forward at 

the one time but he brought them in over a period but initially he had this objective 

he wanted to change things.  And I think that‟s one of the things that did impress me, 

whether you agreed with it or not, but he wanted to bring those out. 

There was something happening. 

Yes. 

And do you recall any – like your business networks, what they were saying about 

him, if anything? 

Well, I can‟t remember a great deal about what they said at the beginning.  I can 

remember (laughter) what they tended to say later.   

Whatever period, yes. 

But he did achieve a lot in some areas – – –. 

Did you have a feel that he understood business and what business was trying to do 

in the State, or was it a lot of people with a lot of talk but not really understanding 

how things worked? 
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No, I never got the impression that he understood business very well.  He certainly 

wanted businesses to be active and prosper, because that affected employment, and 

he came more from the employment side than the business.  If he saw that some 

company was in difficulties he was more interested in what could be done so they 

wouldn‟t go bust.  And whether it was worth keeping or let flounder is not highly 

relevant.   

And the Economic Development Division and then Department, did you come 

across them at all, the State Government arms of all of this economic 

development? 

I thought they did a reasonable job of what they were trying to do, yes.  I think the 

person running it, Rod Hartley. 

It was Bob Bakewell for a while. 

Bob Bakewell was later, I think. 

Yes.  And Max Scriven for a while. 

Yes, Max Scriven was there and then later Rod.  Bob Bakewell came later into the 

Premier‟s Department, he wasn‟t there initially in the Economic Development 

Division. 

You were involved in the Australian Dance Theatre on the board, that was part of 

the art scene; what were your recollections about what the Government was doing 

there? 

Well, Dunstan was very keen to develop all sorts of arts and he did some good work 

and I‟ll tell you about some of them. 

Sure. 

The Australian Dance Theatre, well, it had been going for a few years and I was 

asked to go on the board – it hadn‟t been going long.  Around 1973 Whitlam gave a 

big grant to a whole lot of arts organisations and at the same time the State 

Government gave ADT a small grant, and Dunstan certainly was interested to see 

these things develop.  I remember during one Festival, it might have been the ‟74 
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Festival, I had to host him to a performance of the Australian Dance Theatre and he 

was interested in seeing it.  He did say to me afterwards he didn‟t know what the 

choreography was all about and what it was doing (laughter) and I agreed with him, I 

thought it was a pretty poor show.. 

One thing Dunstan did fairly early in the piece was set up a committee, it was – 

what was it called?  It was a committee, had about eight people on it, I suppose, and 

it was an inquiry and look into the means of encouraging the growth and design of 

craft-based industries in South Australia.  At this stage there were lots of people sort 

of doing crafts but there was nothing organised in this way and tuition was a bit 

haphazard.  I think the art school was running okay but some of the other things 

weren‟t that good.  And I know very much about this because my wife was one of 

the people who was appointed to that committee. 

That’s Marcia Thomas. 

Yes, and at that time she was National President of the Crafts Association.  And this 

Committee put out a report at the end of their investigation and some of the things 

they recommended were implemented, and one of the things they recommended was 

the establishment of the Jam Factory.  They didn‟t call it the „Jam Factory‟ because 

they hadn‟t even found a location till afterwards and the place that was eventually 

found was an old jam factory pre-War and they used the name.  And that has been a 

great success, both from where it was and now in the city, from what it‟s done, and 

what they‟ve set out in that report of what they should do in terms of getting people 

overseas to either come to Adelaide and give a demonstration or, alternatively, come 

and be here for a period to teach people, and that led to the situation which you get 

today.  And I think in the crafts there‟s been enormous lift in standards and it‟s 

become a major industry.  Part of the report looks also into Kangaroo Island.  

Kangaroo Island at that time, in the early ‟70s, was in a lot of difficulties in terms of 

employment because the rural situation wasn‟t good, getting the produce across was 

expensive and a lot of the women there were doing crafts, particularly with wool, and 

it was considered if they could get them organised they would provide another 
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income for the family because life was very hard.  And things like that did happen 

and they did set up very good schools and courses in that. 

And I think on the arts scene and what he did, he made a big impression.  For 

instance, when he came in, the decision to have a Festival Theatre had been made, I 

think Steele Hall made the decision.  But the thing is that it was talked about that it 

was to be located at the building Carclew . When Dunstan came in he just knocked 

that on the head straight away and said no, it‟s going to be built down where it is 

now, and that was an excellent decision.  It‟s shown ever since how it has worked so 

well as part of the city.  And so I think in that area he did a lot because he knew more 

about it and he was interested in it.   

I think in terms of other areas of industry he was not aware of a lot of – I don‟t 

think he had the same feeling about them as he did about the arts. 

And what about his other ministers, did you come across any of them – Hugh 

Hudson or Geoff Virgo? 

No, I didn‟t know Virgo, I didn‟t know Corcoran.  I did know Hugh Hudson rather 

well because he‟d been at Sydney University at the same time as I was and so I knew 

him well there, before he came to South Australia and before I came.  I didn‟t use to 

see him very often, but when I did we always had a chat, and particularly giving me 

an impression of how he was finding the situation.  I think he played quite an 

important role in terms of the economics.  To what degree his advice was taken I 

can‟t be certain of; in some cases he may have given advice and it wasn‟t taken.  He 

did have influence I know in one major decision that was made:  he was, after all, 

Minister for Mines –  

Yes, that’s right. 

– and he did have a – and that was a very important decision. 

Which one was that? 

I prefer not to mention which one it was, if you don‟t mind. 
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Okay.  There was one, so we’ll have to dig that one up somewhere.  And did you 

ever see Don Dunstan talk to captains of industry at all, whether it was some social 

occasion or – – –?  There was an advisory group that I think Noel Roscrow chaired 

for a while, but I don’t know if you came across that or were involved. 

Didn‟t see that.  I saw him at luncheons, for instance at Elders.  I also saw him at 

another dinner and I think this is the sort of thing that irritated people at times:  the 

dinner was a private dinner for this company to celebrate a particular event and he 

was the guest of honour, and it was said on the invitations „black tie‟, and everyone 

turned up in black tie except him who turned up in a dinner jacket with a white 

rollneck skivvy and no tie. 

Yes, that’s right. 

And I just thought that was plain rude.  I mean he was obviously making a point that 

he wasn‟t subject to those sort of things like that, but I thought it was unnecessary.  

And it didn‟t worry me, I just passed these things over; but some people get a little 

irritated and I think that‟s not something that‟s wise when you‟re in politics, to 

irritate people for no important reason.  He may have thought it was, but he didn‟t set 

the fashion that many people followed.  He did on some things, I think some of the 

other dress changes were – he was keen on wearing shorts; but the thing of the safari 

jacket and safari suit, I think they‟re fairly sensible for this climate and they were 

actually adopted by a lot of people for a while.  You don‟t see much of it now, but I 

think in many ways it was a good thing.  Some of these things were very common in 

other countries, normal.  I‟d been used to it very much, when I was in India during 

the war years it was the sort of dress the air force used. 

For the climate, yes.  Did you ever observe just broadly – you know, he was 

making all these changes, or trying to make changes, by his appearance, his dress 

and the arts and whatever else – whether you saw some sort of a coherent change 

process going on and pushing the boundaries, sensing what was going on but 

sometimes being prepared to risk his neck, political neck, notwithstanding some of 

the risks? 

I think that‟s true, yes.  I think he was certainly keen on widening things, as I said, 

and pushing boundaries.  Some of them I know he favoured and then others he felt 
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for other people with whom he was associated that he would make it easier for them.  

And some of them have stayed.  Not all of them.  And some of them I think people 

found not acceptable.  But he was, in fact, in many ways a reformer, but they weren‟t 

always things that people were willing to accept.  Some of the things – marijuana‟s a 

case where we‟ve stepped back the opposite way and changed the legislation 

completely. 

That’s right, yes.  

Sometimes these things are done in ignorance; others are done because in fact they 

believe this is good for people, and that can be wrong.  

Yes, interesting.  One area we talked about when we were having an informal 

discussion was the whole area of public finance and how it works, we briefly 

touched on it earlier in the interview, and you said you did this work on the review 

of financial management and later a commission of audit, and I think in our 

discussions – might have been by phone – you said that when you were looking at 

where the state governments were then with their systems and public finances you 

could see a structural impact, probably a negative impact from what was 

happening in the 1970s.  Do you want to talk about that a bit?  

Yes.  (break in recording)  Well, I came to the impression, and some of this was 

confirmed later, that Dunstan implemented policies at times without really taking 

into account the long-term economic cost.  I was trained as an economist and I 

worked many years as an economist and I do take an approach to things that one has 

to look at things that everything has to be financed in some way at some time and 

therefore when you start it you should be aware what the cost was.   

And one thing that I was conscious of at the time and became more conscious 

when I was Chairman of the Commission of Audit was the rises, increased benefits 

also that Dunstan put through for the superannuation fund of the public service.  At 

his request a review done of all the various states and Commonwealth public service 

superannuation funds and to see what benefits they offered. He then took the best of 

everything from each one so that in fact South Australia had the best superannuation 

fund, at that time, of any state in Australia.  He then gave them these benefits.  Now, 

under the Act as it existed, he could increase the rate at which contributors 
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subscribed.  At that time, I think they were all subscribing about six per cent and 

there was room to move it to a maximum of nine per cent.  I don‟t say it had to be 

moved that far; all I know is nothing was done, he just gave them that and he did not 

increase the rate at which they subscribed to the fund.  In addition to that, the cost of 

that for the Government, which had to subscribe funds to make up their portion, 

increased.  But in fact under what was fairly general at that time, most state 

governments didn‟t contribute annually to finance the deficit that there was or the 

amount that they had – the cost of that in the past year.  They just left it until the 

person retired and then put their benefit in at that time to pay the pension.  It was 

worked on a belief that in fact the public service will always go on increasing and 

therefore there‟ll be more people coming in and paying money that would help them 

in this process, and also that in fact governments were sound and would always be 

able to contribute anyhow, which I don‟t believe either; and the thing is it was 

compulsory for a private company to fund it every year and, if there was a deficit to 

do something about it, but not for the Government. 

Well, the result of that was that in 1993, when we did the Commission of Audit 

examination, the unfunded deficit for the superannuation commitments was 

4.4 billion dollars, and it was obvious that this couldn‟t be allowed to go on, 

something had to be done to fund it.  The Brown Government within two months of 

getting the Commission of Audit report closed that fund so there could be no more 

members; it also accepted one of the recommendations of three we gave them, and 

that was that it should be draw a line in the sand and from then on all annual 

increases in the amount that were necessary to meet the pension should be subscribed 

to a fund each year, and the 4.4 billion should be amortised over a period, in fact 

over thirty years, which in fact meant that by 2018 they would have in fact been 

square.  That continued for a few years and then, when Olsen took over, about a year 

later, he changed the thirty years to forty years, which meant that in fact it was going 

to be fully-subscribed by 2030.  When Labor came in later they accepted this 2030 
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and the Treasurer at the time said that that‟s what he was going to keep to, and I 

think he did actually subscribe for the first year. 

Since that time it‟s very hard to believe that in fact he‟s fully meeting that 

commitment.  It seems to me that the figures have got less and less available and 

that, while he makes this statement that that‟s what we‟re going to do, it seems to me 

it is more dependent on people dying in the meantime to reduce the deficit.  So I 

think the State still has a very large deficit and, in my view, a lot of that was created 

when Dunstan increased the benefits and we‟re still paying for it.  I don‟t find that a 

satisfactory history for a man who people feel did a lot for the State.  He certainly did 

a lot socially; for the state‟s economic and fiscal situation I don‟t see much there for 

which he deserves any praise.   

He did do one thing or at least happened during his time and that was it was 

started to filter the water that came to Adelaide, and that was supposed to happen 

over ten years.  It happened shorter than ten years and I think they did a good job, 

and the water now is as good as you‟ll want.  Some people still haven‟t lost their 

memories that you don‟t drink it; to me it‟s perfectly good water. 

Something like the railways agreement and the State selling its bit of the railways 

or most of it off to the Commonwealth and getting a big windfall, does that throw 

public finances around so it I guess lessens the rigour of making sure that the 

public finances are sustainable, and then the impact later on – – –? 

Yes.  Well, that did provide funds for him to live on, there was no doubt about that.  

Yes.  I think the thing is I‟m sure the State couldn‟t afford to maintain the railways 

and I think it was a good thing to get rid of it.  It does seem to operate now 

satisfactorily because of course they don‟t own all the railways, but that did provide 

money from sale of a capital asset to be used in other ways. 

Yes.  And your review of financial management arrangements, the systems and 

things like that, that was done in I think the early ’80s, again looking back on some 

of the issues that had to be addressed, can you recall any of the major ones there? 

No, I can‟t recall much at the moment.  That was when Bannon was there.   

Yes. 
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Ron Barnes was Under-Treasurer, he was chairman of that committee.  Ron was a 

very good Under-Treasurer and of course Gilbert Seaman‟s been very good, too.  

There was no doubt about it, the top line public servants at that time through the ‟70s 

and ‟80s were really first-class.  I was quite surprised when I came to Adelaide to 

find the calibre of the people here, and they were well-known interstate and they also 

had good connections interstate, and it was a basis whereby everyone in those fields 

could talk to one another.  Alex Ramsay did an excellent job, too. 

The Housing Trust, yes. 

Well, yes, the Housing Trust, I think was started for the specific purpose and I think 

it was a very sensible idea.  It was particularly to give houses for new migrants to 

create industry, and I think that was a very sensible way of going about it, otherwise 

you wouldn‟t have got the migrants.  Later they tended to widen it and its initial 

purpose changed, and I think that‟s why there‟s been a lot of these other problems. 

Yes.  It’s pretty well disappeared –  

Yes, that‟s true, now. 

– partly because of lack of government funding. 

Well, of course, a lot of it was the Commonwealth which also had funds put into 

housing, and I think it was very effectively spent.  There is a value in using these 

things in capital where they‟re needed rather than just for day-to-day purposes.  

Yes.  (break in recording)  Well, thanks very much for that.  Just in terms of 

rounding up our discussion I’m just wondering if you wanted to make any general 

observations on the Dunstan legacy, whether it’s the social side or the economic 

side, just summarising some of those observations you’ve made on more specific 

areas. 

Well, thinking overall, I think Dunstan‟s made impact on the State was on the social 

side.  Some of those things have been very good and they‟re lasting.  He was 

interested in those sort of things and there has been a great development of them and 

I think we benefit as a result.  On the economics side, I really don‟t feel he left 

anything of a major impression in terms of developing industry, of that nature.  I 
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think a lot of activity went, but I don‟t believe it was primarily stimulated by 

Dunstan.  The thing is he certainly left the State a great deal of cost for things that he 

did do, and I think that he may have been unaware of the long-term cost or believed 

it didn‟t matter at the time because in fact it was going to perhaps show good things 

immediately, and it was more of a nature that was popular in a political sense, and I 

think a lot of the people who have great support for Dunstan, see the social side of 

the benefits, don‟t realise underneath the economic cost that it cost in the decisions 

and that we‟re still lumbered with those costs.   

Just another perspective, from a national perspective, you went back to Canberra 

in 1977 and you were with the AIDC.  Do you recollect any views from a national 

point of view, like national politics or the other states about South Australia of that 

time?  And Don Dunstan in particular, was he seen as a national figure and what 

he was doing was setting the scene for others to pick up, or was it just South 

Australia seen as, notwithstanding what was going on, a bit of a small-beer state?  

I think the thing is that certainly in New South Wales and Victoria they don‟t look to 

South Australia for much at all.  They always think that it‟s sort of an area that‟s not 

as good as they are.  And, while they were conscious of Dunstan and that he did 

unusual things, I don‟t think there was a strong view amongst the people I met that 

they wanted to copy it.  I think it was more a situation that, „Well, that‟s what 

Dunstan does and he‟s different‟.  (laughs) 

‘He’s different’, okay.  Well, on that note, thanks very much, Bob, that’s a good 

ending point. 

END OF INTERVIEW 


