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PART 3 

This is George Lewkowicz for the Don Dunstan Foundation’s Don Dunstan Oral 
History Project interviewing Mr Bruce Guerin.  This is part three of the interviews 
with Mr Guerin.  The date today is the 1st June 2010 and the location is the 
Malaysian Room of the University of Adelaide.   

Bruce, thanks for coming back and doing a third interview. 

My pleasure.  We’ve actually had a time in between, have we? 

What I thought we could look at today was your insights into how Don Dunstan 
actually worked himself, given your close relationship with him as Executive 
Assistant.  This area might best start with just any recollections and insights you 
would have on Don’s vision – that is, how what he did worked with some broad 
vision that he might have had.   

I think when you started with him we’d already had the electoral law reform; then 
you have the ‘fair go for people’ vision, if you like, on consumer legislation and 
protecting the small person, if you like; then you get the area of industrial 
democracy, where he broadens the idea of people’s participation in democratic 
activity and that’s extending it to the workplace; and then you get some initiatives 
like his Royal Commission into the Non-Medical Use of Drugs, which I guess he 
might have picked up and wanted to just see how far he might get with the 
community in freeing up some of the people’s personal practices, if you like, and 
that gets into the area of liberty and I’m not sure whether gets into the area of 
‘libertine’, but that’s one observation that I’ve made in this area.  Can you talk 
about, when you worked with Don, did he relate what he was doing to these broad 
visions he had or might have expressed sometimes earlier? 

I recall very few times when there was any reference to an explicit vision, you know, 

the overall big picture – partly because that wasn’t his basic technique, as I observed 

it; but partly because there was no real need to.  By the time that I was working 

within government he’d already established the lines that he was pushing in various 

areas and he didn’t characterise things as part of the protection of liberties or things 

like that; he tended to pick an area, or he tended to be pursuing an area, which was 

more confined.  So, going back to the time of consumer credit, he ran that, talked 

about it, strategised about it, as a matter of consumer credit, which might have been 

an important subset of an even more important category but he was not really 
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invoking fundamental principles in his presentation or in his dealings with public 

servants and others around him – which I guess was a little different from the time 

when he was working on franchise questions, because there it was expressed as the 

‘fundamental right to vote’ and the definition of franchise and so forth.   

But it seemed to me that he tended to run a package of not conflicting but not 

explicitly interrelated issues.  So, while he was doing those things, he was pursuing a 

major agenda on community welfare.  You can find plenty of in-principle links 

between them, but it wasn’t that he was proclaiming these philosophies.  And in 

many ways he was a very pragmatic, very locally-focused person, but at the same 

time he had activity and he projected an image beyond South Australia that tended to 

define those bigger issues more clearly.  So if he was talking, as he reasonably 

frequently did, interstate or if he was contributing to something overseas, or at one 

stage there was a meeting of the Socialist International in Adelaide, then he’d talk 

more about larger, longer-term objectives.  But essentially it was Don speaking to the 

audience of the occasion. 

And in a lot of these things it could be a moot point as to whether he was choosing 

not to deal with the principles, because that might just stir more people to oppose, or 

whether he just wanted to keep the discussion at the feet–on- the-ground level rather 

than present himself as an ethereal leader with some mystique.    

Right – and charisma.  I guess if you take the consumer protection area, it’s been 
said, for example, some of those ideas he got from people just coming to him in his 
electorate and saying, ‘I’m having a problem with my car’, or the dodgy car 
salesperson or whatever –  

Yes. 

– so he’d presumably use that as the initiative or an idea to be followed through. 

Yes.  I think there are a number of things like that where – whether it was the actual 

prompt, and I suppose we may never know – it was certainly the reality that helped 

form up his ideas.  I do recall, though not the exact chronology, that when the debate 

was going on about what to do with the North-East transport provision – I was going 
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to say ‘corridor’, but it was a matter of how do you get people from Tea Tree Gully 

to Adelaide and vice-versa, ending up with the O-Bahn – he asked me to go with him 

when he was talking to people in the electorate and it was a sort of normal visit of his 

to his electoral office, his electorate office, but it had been arranged that people 

interested in the issue would be coming so it was basically on that subject.  And my 

task was to make sure that we could keep track of the issues that had been raised and 

see how they related to what was going on.  We already had working parties in the 

Premier’s Department but [also] between the Department and others, like Planning 

and Highways and so forth. 

Transport, yes. 

But this was him deciding it was time to get a very direct feel from his own 

electorate about it, which of course was involved.  The thing that struck me was the 

number of people who were not what you would classify as intellectuals or strategists 

– reasonable ordinary people, but they’d thought through their issues and it wasn’t 

like, ‘I don’t want any buses by my place – fix it, Don’; it was actually people 

coming along and saying, ‘This is what we’re concerned about, and what do you 

think, Don?’  It was almost as if it was a local bubble that they were working in and 

he was interacting with them very much.  And I compiled, obviously, a wonderful 

list and very exact, but to me it was interesting we didn’t actually use that list very 

much at all.  I used it, but Don himself, he had it in his head, so when there were 

subsequent times when these issues came up and he was checking on progress he 

would be saying, ‘Well, there was this that Mrs So-and-so was raising:  what’s come 

out about that?’  And it wasn’t, ‘Whatever they said, you’ve got to do’; it was, ‘Well, 

how is that being addressed?’  And a lot of the things that he kept asking in a sort of 

– not actually in Cabinet because I wasn’t seeing that – but peri-Cabinet context were 

those sorts of issues.  So a good deal of what he was raising was from the ground up, 

and I guess that’s one of these things that comes into the description of him as a 

successor of Playford:  very different people, but in many ways the way they picked 
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up the things from the electorate but pursued courses that were based on other 

principles is quite striking to me. 

Interesting.  Did he ever talk to you about industrial democracy and what was 
happening or causing him angst in that area, given the unions had sort of woken 
up about midway through the process and were pressuring him to make all sorts of 
changes? 

Yes. 

One of the next questions is:  ‘Did he have an area where he just wouldn’t go back 
on – that is, getting back to fundamental principle about democracy and 
broadening that in the workplace?’ 

That’s an interesting bank of questions there.  I remember few times when industrial 

democracy was discussed as a standalone issue or ‘What are we going to do about 

industrial democracy?’, and in a number of those circumstances I was a bystander.  

Bill Voyzey had been within our department the person who had the main 

responsibility for it – and I don’t know whether he ever chaired a group – 

No, he was – – –. 

– I think he was a representative on it – but he was quite clearly the link with the 

Premier’s Department.  And Bill would report on what was happening and, in his 

subtle way, by an emphatic raising of his good eyebrow, (laughter) indicate that, 

‘Well, we’ve got to do something about this’.  Dunstan was quick on it but he tended 

not to focus on any details there.  It really was the overall objective.   

I don’t think that he ever expected to get fully-blown industrial democracy 

incorporated, but apart from the democratic side of it one of his objectives was to 

shake up the boards of Adelaide companies and I heard him on many occasions 

either express an opinion or fulminating, or sending-up as he called them ‘the fuddy-

duddies’, and pointing out that for the industrial development side of anything that 

was going to happen in South Australia to really progress these people needed to be 

shaken out of their complacency and they needed to have their eyes opened to reality.  

And I have to say that that’s something where my views would have been very 
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similar to his, because I was amazed at the coterie of Adelaide directors.  It wasn’t all 

sweetness and light and they didn’t all agree with one another or scratch each other’s 

back, but a number of the boards had overlapping if not interlocking directorships, 

and as a journalist I’d written about how there was a comparatively small number of 

directors involved in quite a large number of companies, but their lack of feel for 

social change, which in my view was very important for their businesses, was quite 

astounding.   

You might put it this way:  Dunstan’s views about the Adelaide Bank were 

emphatically expressed and he was very frustrated at their lack of ability to deal with 

emerging issues, and he was talking about that as his assessment of their 

personalities, the way they operated, but also principles of how you ought to manage 

people and so forth.  My experience had been slightly different:  that I’d been 

despatched from a company, The Advertiser, which had a number of these people on 

their board but wasn’t so much Adelaide Establishment as you might have expected.  

When I was writing finance things I was despatched to the headquarters of the Bank 

of Adelaide and I was literally met on the doorstep by a man in a frock coat.  Now, 

apart from in Mary Poppins I’d never seen anyone wearing a frock coat, and this 

large, somewhat portly gentleman said very little but very courteously conveyed me 

up to the top floor in this somewhat-antique lift – and it really was like a Mary 

Poppins set – to be met by a managing director who was, as I recall it, younger than I 

expected; and it might be good– I can’t remember his name – but he was 

self-confident, pompous, gave the impression that his oyster was the world, and he 

was very patronising to me.  I asked him a few basic questions which he either didn’t 

want to answer but he wasn’t saying that, or I was concerned that he didn’t have the 

capacity to answer, because they weren’t about accounting-based banking; they were 

about economics or general finance.  And so he hustled me off to the board lunch.  

So in this you get a Don Dunstan who knew the board lunch sort of context and I 

think – last time we were talking about people he took notice of – he quite often saw 

them as effective within their context or not effective.  And in that sort of vein you 
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came across people like John Spalvins who was not part of the Adelaide 

Establishment – he was Latvian and gone through uni and so forth and was making 

his way – he’d managed to attach himself to the powers that be in industry but tended 

to have a more enterprising and different approach, and Don was quite good at 

triangulating with these people and suggesting to them that they might like to raise 

some of these questions or calm down some of the more reactionary elements. 

Yes, interesting.  Well, just talking about economics, what was your feeling about 
what he put first:  getting the economic health of the State sorted out, which would 
then enable his social reforms, or was the economic side a bit of an important or 
but parallel at least if not subsidiary to what he was on about in his social, 
electoral – – –? 

Well, I guess what I’ve been saying in many ways is that Don didn’t proclaim ‘Here 

is the overall vision and these are objectives ranked in order of priority’ so much as 

have a number of areas where he was wanting to get results.  And he, in many ways, 

was seen as rejecting the Playford legacy, which was cheap land, cheap housing, 

cheap schools, cheap transport, whatever –  

Cheap labour. 

– and cheap wages, so that you can afford to do things which South Australia can 

sustain because we had an inevitable disadvantage compared with others.  Now, I 

think that’s partly a cherry-grower’s preoccupation, but it was a preoccupation with 

the economy at that time where, if you were going for a larger market, you were 

conscious of transport cost and so forth.   

But in many ways Don was quite happy to sustain a 10 per cent or so differential 

between South Australian wages and others, providing that of course the local costs 

were in the end giving a real outcome that would be fairly similar.  And in some 

ways – I’m not saying this is the major one – but in some ways his quality-of-life 

issues and his emphasis on those and making it a better community to live in was a 

particular contribution that he made that, whatever the amount of money you got 

paid, in fact you would get a more decent life and not necessarily all obsessed with 
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money.  And so when you get to things like community development a lot of that 

was of course getting access for ordinary people to things that people with money 

could get anyway, but it was also to get people to work together cooperatively so 

there was just actually a better context for ordinary people to live in. 

When the Federal Government changed and then there was that financial squeeze 
on the State – that’s no longer the largesse of the Whitlam Era for all sorts of 
things – how did that affect his general mood and what he was trying to do?  Or 
did he try and lay that aside and just keep on going? 

Well, he was very realistic at any time.  Like there was no suggestion that he would 

tell Treasury he didn’t believe them, go away and spend the money.  I don’t recall 

any times when I would have thought that he was some sort of political wastrel that 

would just power on regardless.   

He had a healthy respect for the Treasuries that he dealt with, because there were 

some changes and developments.  He had what was needed, which was an 

occupational mistrust of what they were saying, because you can’t ever expect 

Treasury to tell you the full truth first up and how many iterations are needed before 

they approximate 90 per cent of it, et cetera, et cetera.  And so he’d question them 

and if they said there was no money quite often he would be able to dig from the 

back of his mind or with a bit of assistance from the side, ‘Well, what about the 

money that you haven’t spent on such-and-such?’  ‘Oh, well – – –.’  And they would 

go off. 

These were these ‘hollow logs’, so-called?  

Well, it was partly hollow logs.  Partly – like the South Australian hollow logs were, 

in the beginning, a collection of – they’re not really accidents, but ad hoc things that 

were done:  ‘Okay.  We’ll set up a fund or hold this money here for a particular 

purpose and hold that money there.’  And that became useful in dealing with some 

national funds, because they could be kept earmarked for certain sorts of things but 

not necessarily spent; but, overall, it presented an opportunity to manage funds 

almost off the balance sheet – not in the sense that a lot of companies manage things 



 DON DUNSTAN FOUNDATION 
DON DUNSTAN ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 

 
Bruce GUERIN 

Part 3 
 

8 

 

off the balance sheet – and gave us a lot more resource.  And when we were dealing 

with issues like the railways it showed up there. 

That was a different situation.  We had this weird arrangement that we had State-

based railways and there was a Commonwealth Railways as well, but the State-based 

railways, because of corruption in public corporations back in the ’20s and ’30s – 

particularly in Victoria, I think it was, and happened in others, there was a lot of 

letting of contracts other than in the best interests of the Government and so forth – 

we had this big push to statutory corporations.  And the railways were made more 

separate than any others, and railways commissioners had almost absolute powers 

that they were voted money, given money, and they had to run the railways.  But 

what else can you do?  So in Don’s time there was an arrangement that the national 

Government automatically picked up the losses of the railways.  Like you’d go to a 

Premier’s Conference and Loan Council, and first item on the agenda would be, 

slightly embarrassed, but ‘Hmm.  Yes, er, well, the railways deficits, yes, that’s off 

the list’, then get on to the real things.  And he realised that that was a sort of hollow 

log, even though it was the filling up of an empty log, that if the system changed 

could set the State back quite a lot and that, as an example, was him thinking 

strategically so when it was suggested that he might like to sell the railways it was 

not so much a railways question or transport question but an understanding of the 

overall finances. 

Who drove that deal, was it him or Treasury? 

Drove which deal? 

The railways deal, from the State end? 

From the State end.  (laughs)  Well, the railways deal was particularly interesting 

because – and I can’t remember all the chronology of this, but most of it was before I 

was in the Premier’s own office – I had been given a couple of tasks looking at 

aspects of budgeting rather than the budget, and capital works was another area 

which Treasury hadn’t really got their head around.  And capital works in particular 
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was an area which was managed I would say extremely meticulously by Treasury, 

but pretty stupidly because they were dealing with it as a pot of money into which 

you put more money and out of which you spent other money. It was not in terms of 

economic cost or advantage or whatever, and they didn’t have any assessment of the 

economic value of projects or commitments.  Not that that should necessarily prevail 

– like whatever, you’d get an X per cent return, therefore we do it or whatever – but 

as part of the context.  And in the points that I’d made to him he was aware that that 

was a vulnerable point.  He was also concerned, I guess from an electoral point of 

view as well as a service point of view, that there were economic pressures, financial 

pressures, to close down country lines particularly, and his natural reaction was he 

didn’t want to do that because it would have an impact but he didn’t really have a 

vision of what should replace it.  So it was something that was difficult.   

There had been changes to the transport area so that a Transport Department was 

set up which had supervision of that area, but he wasn’t altogether happy with what 

was happening there.  Geoff Virgo was the Minister and was a peppery character and 

by that time had become quite a strong supporter and ally of Dunstan, rather than the 

opposite, but there were problems with the management of the State Transport 

Authority and parts of it that didn’t seem to go away.  So in that sort of context he 

was alerted, or not exactly looking out for things to do but, yes, there was a context 

there. 

At some stage Gough Whitlam talked to him and said that he would rather like to 

buy the (laughs) South Australian Railways.  As he recounted to me, he had to ask 

Gough was this actually what he had in his briefing paper or something like that, 

because, ‘Are you for real?  You want to buy the railways?’  ‘Yes.’  And why was 

this?  And this was because of his national strategy, and a subtext was he wasn’t 

getting much joy from any other State and he needed to start things going anyway, 

and it wasn’t that South Australia was crucial; it was almost – not a bargaining 

counter, but a demonstration thing.  So, as I recall it, Don rang me at home, which 

was very rare – like he didn’t bother people after hours because he knew that the 
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world wasn’t made up of real crises, there are very few real crises – but he said that 

he would rather like it if I could think about what could be done.  And I’d had a 

discussion, maybe, or two with him before; there was a Premier’s Conference, and at 

the Premier’s Conference there were more offers made.  Now, I don’t even recall 

whether any of this was – I was going to say ‘public’, or ‘open’.  It wasn’t declared 

publicly publicly, but it was sufficiently open for the offer to have been made, or the 

request to be made, to Dunstan and the officers, so it was known.  And after that Bob 

Bakewell organised Bill Voyzey to look after this because he thought that it needed 

somebody like Bill in the Policy Division to handle it; you couldn’t go and talk to the 

STA people and expect them – you wouldn’t give it to Geoff Virgo, et cetera, et 

cetera.  So then Bill Voyzey got on to me and said he didn’t think that he was the 

best person to do this; he thought I would be far more fitted.  And I said, ‘Well, why 

is that, Bill?’  (laughter)  And he said, ‘Well, I know damn well that you’ve been 

working on it already’. 

Oh, right. 

So I think what we did was he kept the overt responsibility for it but I made most of 

the bullets.  And we just decided very quickly that this was a smart thing to do, that 

there was no realistic prospect over the next 10 years or so that South Australia 

would be able to give that enough priority to shape up our railways.   

We used Derek Scrafton to some extent for some advice and so forth, but 

essentially it came down to a pragmatic thing of ‘How do you sell the railways and 

screw the Commonwealth at the same time?’  So, having decided that the sale was a 

good idea, and Gough wanted it urgently because he wanted to link our railway with 

the other State that had agreed, which was Tasmania (laughs) – 

Tasmania!  Oh, right.  An underground one? 

– (laughter) yes, that’s right – one of the more bizarre ways of getting a national 

network, so rhetoric didn’t always match up with reality – it really came down to, 

‘Well, what is a railway?’  So we had surveyors and all sorts defining as narrowly as 
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possible the amount of land that was required to run the Commonwealth, non-

suburban railway, and they were busy drawing lines on maps.  And a lot of the 

strategising was, even in technical railways terms, how could you give them as little 

as possible; and we were so vigorous that I think we’d almost reached the first 

agreement on it when everybody realised that all the supplies of ballast around the 

State had been included in suburban railways, (laughter) so we had to ’fess up a bit 

on that.  But from that time it was really just a matter of, ‘Okay, what greater 

advantage can we get out of it?’ 

One of the parts of it we got included was that we’d have a commissioner on the 

National Commission, and Derek Scrafton was appointed there, which turned out to 

be an interesting test of the Dunstan-type approach and I guess it was mine as well, 

because the idea was that he would look after the service interests of South Australia 

as well as any economic interest in the deal and do his best to ensure that lines 

weren’t scrapped, et cetera, et cetera, and communities were protected.  Derek never 

seemed to have that idea in practice.  His idea was to have a nationally-efficient 

system and we found that some of our lines were being closed down quicker because 

he was very open and he offered the sacrifices.  So it’s interesting there, because like 

in strict economic terms I guess Derek’s view was appropriate and the transport 

attitude was probably appropriate too, but it didn’t fit it into any wider context of 

bargaining, like, ‘If we’re going to lose this, are we going to get more road funds?’ or 

whatever it might be. 

I was going to ask that.  And how was the final dollar value set?  All these surveys 
were being done and all sorts of things like that, but – – –. 

I don’t know.  Well, I did know; I have forgotten.  I rather think that there was a 

good round sum that was come to and if you find other justifications for it it was 

because they essentially fitted in with a good round sum.  Like some of the 

calculations that we went through were ‘How much is it costing the Commonwealth 

per year?’ and then, ‘Okay, what’s a reasonable forward estimate?  Look at it, how 

many years of that are we going to save them?’  And, on top of that, just ‘What’s the 
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value of the real estate and the installed infrastructure and so forth?’  But it was not 

closely-costed. 

Just earlier we talked about Don and where he got some of his ideas.  One of the 
observations that’s been made about him was that he was very open to ideas and if 
something was put to him he’d be on the side of ‘Let’s go with it or have a look at 
it’ rather than ‘No, no’, sort of thing.  Is that your impression of him? 

Yes.  I think I might have given an example last time about an underwater city, at the 

extreme.  But I guess my perspective on Don was that he was somebody who came 

to the job with political, legal, constitutional ideas, priorities, objectives and so forth 

that he had worked through probably better than anyone else around him.  On issues 

like Indigenous land rights there are other people thinking it, but he was up there on 

that sort of issue. 

There were others where, if you like, from the ground up he had a formed view of 

what the problems of people were – for example, in community welfare aspects – 

and he’s told the story and I think Ian Cox has given a version of later events of how 

he was aware as a local Member before Labor came to power of the difficulties 

people had:  not much money; widows, families with no bread-earner, whatever, that 

it was really tough; and it seemed to me that he didn’t have a clear, philosophically-

worked-out schema to deal with that but he knew they needed more public support 

and it needed to be less burdensome and they needed to be less oppressed by the 

system, and that led to his contretemps with the head of the Widows and Orphans 

Board, which led to when he came back into power in the ’70s his enjoying the 

encounter with this character to tell him he was abolishing all that and starting up a 

Department for Community Welfare. 

And did you get the sense a lot of what he came up with his ideas, he was the prime 
originator?  Or was he also a bit of an absorber of what was going on around him? 

Yes, I think he was very much an absorber.  I think those examples I was giving were 

ones that had come from him individually, even if he had been influenced as a 
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Member.  But he stood out early on as a Member who had social – I was going to say 

‘agendas’ – but social awareness as well as just traditional representation.   

I think one of the problems in dealing with Don was that he was so open to 

suggestion, so there tended to be rats and mice things that he was interested in – he 

had a wide range of interests – or that people who came to him, either regularly or ad 

hoc, could make a plausible case on and he’d go with.   

One interesting thing – well, instead of saying ‘one’ interesting [thing], an area 

that this came up a lot in was, as it was called, ‘town planning’ and that developed 

into ‘urban development’.  Interestingly, in the late ’60s and early ’70s most of 

Adelaide had better urban infrastructure than most of the other cities, so in fact we 

had an excellent water and sewerage system; the roads were adequate for the 

purpose; et cetera, et cetera.  And in the late ’60s one of the national issues was the 

problem of the cities, and that’s one of the bases on which Whitlam came to power.  

And whatever the federal politics were, as I read it Billy McMahon as Prime Minister 

was essentially reacting to issues that Labor had been running on but – I think this 

would have to be in about ’71, but in the last year of McMahon’s time enough talk 

had gone on about regional development for him to announce a strategy that there 

would be a regional development approach which, given the politics, was essentially 

outside the cities.  Rather than doing something about the cities it was the, you know, 

Albury–Wodonga and the Bathurst–Orange – the hyphenated this, that and the 

others.  And that was emerging, being discussed, and as I understand it and not 

absolutely confirmed by Don, though he did smile at a particular moment, Bakewell 

heard this was coming, went to Dunstan late one day and said, ‘We’ve heard that the 

Prime Minister is about to announce a whole series of centres that will be supported 

for regional development’, and within the hour Don had said, ‘Well, we’re having 

one of those’.  (laughter)  ‘Where’s it going to be?’  Et cetera, et cetera.  And with a 

flurry of activity – I can’t remember all the people at all, but Bakewell was one of the 

people; Stuart Hart, who was the town planner; I think Alec Ramsay was another one 

and I think there was somebody else – they were given the task of coming up with 
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what he could announce and it was basically announced the next day.  Now, that to 

me is Don either not going to let any federal money go past if he could, but in a way 

if this was the new thing about urban development and he’d had parallel issues to be 

dealt with in Adelaide – not so much on infrastructure basis, but the more qualitative 

things – he was going to be in it; he wasn’t going to be missed out.  And that skewed 

the whole discussion/argument about urban development for quite some time. 

That touches on – did he ever talk about SA being a social laboratory?   

I don’t ever recall him saying that. 

Being in the vanguard, all that sort of thing. 

Well, that’s different.  If you’re talking about the words, I’ve seen him quite 

deliberately fail to use the words because it wasn’t politically of advantage.  The 

other thing was it would present him as somebody who was tinkering with people’s 

front yards, backyards, livelihoods and so forth.  I don’t know, you can read all his 

speeches and do a word search on them, but ‘The Athens of the South’ was 

something that was bandied around, and I do recall him using those words.  He never 

did the air punctuation marks at all, but was sort of saying, while he was saying it, ‘I 

don’t agree with this’, or ‘That’s a joke’, but he did aspire to making Metropolitan 

Adelaide something of a landmark for what could be done for workable 

communities, a fair community – you know, all his ideals – and he spent a good deal 

of time projecting that image.   

And of course during the ’70s in fact we were getting significant migration into 

the State; whatever the absolute numbers were, the quality of people that were 

coming in was quite remarkable, and there were a lot of people – you come across 

them still – who say, ‘I shifted from [wherever it was] to South Australia because of 

this mix of programs’.  And in Premier’s Department – well, in the Policy Division, 

Premier’s Department later – a significant, not a large but a significant, component of 

the job was dealing with other people who were wanting to know how to do it.  In 

fact, it became part of our interstate negotiation position to project ourselves as 
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leaders – this is at the bureaucratic level, if you like, the governmental level; yes, the 

same thing in some ways – but we were keen to project ourselves as leading because 

that would be a better case for us to get funded first, and our financial strategy, 

Commonwealth–State financial strategy, was basically not to fight the 

Commonwealth too much, though we did on occasions, but to say, ‘Okay, we 

understand what you want to do’, and we would look at what we wanted to do, and 

we’d patch it up and say, ‘Look!  And we’ve got a track record:  you give us money, 

you can get things done quickly’, and it was quite remarkable over that period that 

we got an extraordinarily large share of the funding that was going.  It was during 

Whitlam’s time and subsequently as well, and it wasn’t until late ’80s that the 

Commonwealth (a) woke up to it and then (b) did something about it and started to 

claw back in some way so that our share went down.  So to me you get the Dunstan 

mixture in that, that part of it was blue-sky stuff and ‘Yes, we’re proud of leading 

and we’re prepared to accept other people telling us that we were leading’ or 

whatever, but underneath it was a fairly hard-bitten way of raking in more resources 

that we wouldn’t otherwise have.   

Yes.  Talking about people, were there particular people Don sought out or 
listened to on whatever topic it might be?  I mean we have the arts, which was one 
of his deep personal interests –  

Yes. 

– and he was the Minister there, but where there other people in that area and 
other people that you knew as his Executive Assistant that, if they said something 
to him, he’d be really either repeating what they said or he’d be following through 
some of these people’s ideas? 

I don’t remember there being anybody that if they said, ‘You ought to do this’, that 

he would – well, he would never tug the forelock, but he’d just automatically say, 

‘Yeah, we ought to do it’.  In the arts I’d have more difficulty answering that because 

he was so interested himself and had been so involved from his personal interest but 

also as the Minister for the Arts in so long that basically he knew it, and I had very 
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little to do with that because he and there was Len Amadio as well, they’d obviously 

got a good working relationship and in many ways the issues weren’t all that big.  

They were significant but they weren’t all that demanding.  

In other areas, I didn’t become aware of any individual or individuals who had an 

overall ability to lead Don or whatever.  There were quite a number of people whose 

opinions he respected quite a lot.  So, for example in Community Welfare, you could 

say that, after the beginning period when Len King had been appointed as Minister 

and Ian Cox ended up as the head of that department and they’d sorted out their 

relationships and the issues, that Ian Cox had the run of it and it was basically, well, 

not ‘Whatever he wants, get for him’, but, ‘Well, he talks sense about it.  If you’ve 

got questions, talk to him about it and sort it out’.  And one of the tasks we had to do 

in Policy Division and I, as Executive Assistant, was in some ways to get Ian Cox to 

change the Ian Cox ‘formula’.  He’d become so successful in setting it up in a certain 

way that he sort of lost his oomph and we were trying to get the Department to open 

up in various ways and think about new things.  But in that Don was essentially 

saying, ‘Well, okay, that sounds right.  You go and argue it out with him and, if you 

can satisfy him, I’ll be satisfied’.   

In another area, Health, I don’t know the early beginnings of this but we had four 

health-related departments and the head of the Hospitals Department was Brian Shea.  

Don had a program of improving our health services because, basically, he had seen 

them as the pits when he’d first come into politics and later on, and the Royal 

Adelaide Hospital, the main hospital, was really – whatever it was, compared with 

other States, was just not good and it was certainly not customer-oriented, to use the 

modern terminology.  ‘We’ve got to do something about that.’  And, as the city grew, 

one of the problems was access, but because he realised that people with less income 

lived further away that meant they had less access to facilities.  So in Brian Shea he 

had an enterprising doctor – and having a doctor in charge of medicine is logical, 

isn’t it? – who seemed to be managing things well, who seemed to be able to manage 

Health Ministers quite well, because in those days they were the least-capable of the 
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Ministers.  You could look down the list:  didn’t matter how many in the ministry, 

the last one was always Health.  (laughter)  And Brian had ideas about changing 

things, modernising things and so forth, so in many ways whatever Brian Shea said 

about health he would try to back up.   

Somebody else might be able to tell you about the history of the Modbury 

Hospital, but that’s one area where plans for decentralisation and modernisation 

happened to bump into an election campaign and I do recall as a journalist being told 

to go out to Modbury to listen to the announcement about this hospital, and there was 

Bert Shard standing on a dusty hill and a D9 Caterpillar all revved up ready to go, 

(laughter) and we had the ground-breaking ceremony for this.  And I didn’t feel 

motivated to ask Bert Shard about operating a D9, but I did ask him about a hospital, 

and he had no idea. 

Oh, really? 

No.  ‘I’m here to announce a hospital – – –.’ 

‘They’ve sent me down here.’ 

Yes – well, it wasn’t quite as bad, but it was ‘A hospital is a hospital’, you know, 

‘and it’s going to be a good one’.  But what sort of good one?  ‘Well, you know, has 

doctors’, and it was at that stage.  And I think there the push for the vote out in that 

area got ahead of the planning.  But in the end this reliance on Brian Shea did turn 

out to be a really big problem, which was hitting just as he was finishing his term and 

Corcoran had to deal with it, because Shea and the people who he was dealing with I 

think had not really had any background in management or administration; they were 

good – without meaning this in a derogatory sense – good, naïve managers, in the 

sense that they knew how the patients had to be fixed up and you need bedpans in 

quantity and linen and this sort of thing, so they’d gone on to do things like 

modernising the laundry and they were planning to replace the food provision with a 
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frozen food factory and all the rest of it.  They had depended on people like Michael 

Berry at Flinders to work up computer systems and people in the IMVS 1 to do 

others, but in fact a lot of this was pretty ragtime and, by the end of Don’s time, there 

was already a pile of Public Accounts Committee reports saying ‘This is no good’.  I 

think there were seven of them or something like that.  They did the traditional thing,  

when in doubt reorganise, so they’d set up the Health Commission, which was going 

to solve these problems; but the people on it, as a group, couldn’t work out how to 

plan and strategise and actually run the thing at the same time, and so in Corcoran’s 

time it had become untenable. 

So there the reliance on Brian Shea brought forth lots of good things – for 

example, at Flinders Medical Centre, the functional way it was set up and 

relationships with the university and attracting excellent medical academics or 

medicos who became good teachers or whatever – but they wasted a lot of money, 

too, on modern aspirations of having endlessly-changeable walls and so forth, which 

in the end turned out not to be very good.  But that was all great, doing the project.  

But it showed up in other areas with projects that didn’t work.  I’m sure that you 

would remember the Yes, Minister series where they have the hospital that is 

working best because it has no patients? 

Very broadly, yes. 

Yes.  Well, there was an episode where the argument from the public servants is, 

‘We don’t want patients because it’s far more efficient without them’.  Well, under 

Brian’s leadership, I guess you’d have to say, we managed to build one of those at 

Noarlunga.  And they’re the indications:  that you’re following through, you’re 

getting some good results, you’re getting prestige for it; but actually it’s not working. 

Where I used to take a different point of view, Dunstan as the conservative, 

dealing with the Treasury, he didn’t push change there, he didn’t demand change; he 

                                        
1 IMVS – Institute of Medical and Veterinary Science. 
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was much more willing to rely on them to do things in the proper way, et cetera, et 

cetera.  He didn’t look to them or didn’t push them to become creative or innovative 

or whatever.  And any pushes that were made there are essentially from outside the 

Department, and he might have backed them from time to time but that was, well, 

pretty well you trust the Under-Treasurer.  And he did trust Under-Treasurers in that 

way. 

What about his Ministers?  Were there any particular ones that he really took note 
of? 

Could you define ‘took note of’?  (laughter) 

My next question was going to be people he wanted to avoid or were a bad 
influence on him, so I guess in that spectrum. 

Yes.  Well, it’s interesting.  Even though I got to be working very closely with him 

and with a number of his colleagues, Don almost never said anything directly 

negative or derogatory about his fellow Ministers.  I could have kept quite a 

notebook full of times of raised eyebrows or sighs or whatever, but – well, for one 

thing, when I was working directly with him, he’d sorted out pretty largely his 

problems with Geoff Virgo and Des Corcoran and I guess Hugh Hudson, though 

Hugh was always the same Hugh; but I do recall going into the House of Assembly 

once when I was a journalist and being quite amazed because there was this fellow 

speaking when I’d turned up – I can’t remember what I was there for – when I was 

up in the press gallery, and this guy was absolutely tearing strips off Dunstan and not 

mincing the words at all.  And I asked somebody there, ‘Who is this?’  Shows how 

well up I was with the politics of that time.  He said, ‘Oh, that’s Geoff Virgo, the guy 

from the unions’. 

Oh, really? 

And that had stayed vividly in my memory.  So later on, when I was working with 

Dunstan, he told me on something to go and sort it out with Geoff Virgo, and I said, 

you know, ‘Geoff?’  And I sort of intimated I thought that he’d been sticking it into 
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him, and Don said, ‘Oh, Geoff’s okay.  You know how to work through that’, or 

whatever.  And quite a lot of time, if he had a problem with a minister, he wouldn’t 

necessarily take them on, but he’d argue with them if he needed to, but a number of 

times I was asked to go and talk about the issues and Don would be very careful not 

to say, ‘What you’ve got to get him to do is to agree with this’.  It was either – I’m 

not sure whether I was a bunny for the slaughter or whatever, but it’s a good way to 

operate – ‘Go and talk to them and see what you can work through’, and that was 

assuming that I had a fair idea of what he’d be interested in, but then it meant that I 

could come back to him and he could then do some trading with them.  So sometimes 

I’d say, ‘Well, he seems to be absolutely dyed-in-the-wool about this and da-da-da-

da’, and later on, like during Cabinet or after or whatever, he’d do a bit of horse 

trading and it’d be fixed.  So there was that.   

So on transport things, by the time I was in the Executive Assistant role, Geoff 

Virgo would as often as not ask me, ‘What does Don want?’  And I would tend to 

avoid answering the question until we’d gone through the issues, so it wasn’t an 

antagonistic thing. 

Interestingly with Corcoran, although I’d had an agenda as a journalist (laughs) 

chasing down Corcoran and showing him up a bit, partly on the West Lakes 

development, that type of thing, but also his pride in having a huge army of daily-

paid labour in all his construction department, which as time has gone by has been 

shown to have been not absolutely necessary. (laughs) He – well, he was an 

interesting character:  he would very often be verbally-rough, I mean abusive as well 

as using foul language and whatever, but that was the sort of army major-type thing 

and you just had to deal with that in the way you did.  I was lucky because, having 

had a previous record with him, I could give him back as good as he gave, but I 

never tried to match the swearing because he was much better at that.   

But a lot of things, for example the Urban Development Coordinating Committee 

and a lot of agendas that Don wanted to be pushed through, he not only saw the 

importance of using those ministers and the value of using them, but recognised that 



 DON DUNSTAN FOUNDATION 
DON DUNSTAN ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 

 
Bruce GUERIN 

Part 3 
 

21 

 

using them as the ministerial front rather than himself gave him a lot more flexibility.  

So I found Corcoran almost always very accommodating, almost respectful – maybe 

actually respectful – of work that people in the Policy Division were doing.  

Sometimes he’d protest or didn’t like it or whatever, but most times – like ‘Can you 

do this?’ and he was asking us to do extra work.   

But when Don was on leave or away or whatever it was quite extraordinary 

because I had developed a standard approach in Policy Division and kept it going, 

that if Don was away we didn’t go near the Acting Premier for at least the first day.  

(laughs)  Usually I couldn’t avoid it until the second day, but when you got there 

there would be an absolute tirade of abuse – not at me so much, because it tended to 

be an individual thing I was going on – but it was about Dunstan, and the epithets 

about his racial background, sexual proclivities and all the rest of it were full-on.  

And then that was usually a meeting that we could get at least one thing done and 

maybe one and a half but no more, you just had to weather that storm.  Then after 

that he would sometimes trot out things that he wanted done and which he had 

thought that Don wouldn’t want done, so there was a bit of subversion going, but he 

was actually most interested in what he saw as the Policy Division’s capacity to spy 

on other ministers and he thought that somehow that’s the way we operated.  So he 

kept on saying, ‘Why don’t you go and sort this out?’   

‘Well, that’s another minister’s area.’ 

‘Well, you can do it.’ 

I said, ‘Well, you tell the Minister that you want to – – –.’ 

‘Oh, no, no, no, no, no, no.  I don’t want to do that.’  (laughter)  So for all his 

gruff army approach he was a bit delicate with other ministers. 

Going on to other ministers, though, it depended very much who they were.  For 

example, Don in many ways, I think, didn’t think that Don Hopgood cut much ice 

but he thought that he was rational, consistent, loyal and sensitive enough to spot 

when things needed to be done or not be done, and it was interesting to me that he 

used him as assistant minister to him in Economic Development or whatever a 
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number of times before he actually gave him full responsibility in the area.  But there 

was never any feeling of difference there, but on the other hand you were encouraged 

to keep on thinking rather than just go and help the Minister out. 

If you got down to the other end of the history – no, I won’t go to the other end of 

the history just yet; I’ll go to the other end of the capacity scale – there are some 

ministers who, with any choice, you wouldn’t have in a ministry at all.  It’s not 

because they were nasty people or just nice or whatever, but they had nothing 

obviously to offer.  And there, sometimes I was given the closest thing to ‘Go and 

sort him out’, as you could imagine, but no such words were ever used, nobody could 

quote that, but it was essentially, ‘You might go and have a talk with So-and-so’.  

(laughter)  Or, ‘In Cabinet it seemed that So-and-so didn’t quite get the point of what 

we were doing’, et cetera, et cetera.   

Now, going down to the other end of the capacity scale, when John Bannon came 

in, which was at the later stages, it was, ‘Get him set up’, and then that’s all, you 

don’t have to worry about him at all. 

Yes.  I’ve just been doing some reading about Housing and Urban and Regional 
Affairs and Hudson getting that area, and it seemed to me theoretically a very 
powerful position Hudson had as the Minister, that’s a pretty powerful 
coordinating position, so I guess I know broadly what happened or didn’t happen 
in the end, but can you recall why it was set up like that and how it then was set 
aside alongside the Premier’s Department and its coordinating role?  I know one’s 
very broad and that’s Premier’s, and Housing and Urban and Regional Affairs is a 
narrower scope, but when you’re talking about major infrastructure and planning 
and town, physical planning, that’s quite a powerful block of things, and how that 
worked in the end or didn’t work? 

Well, I guess the ’70s in particular were a time when the focus on urban development 

– I was going to say ‘matured’ – started to mature, and people started to recognise 

that there was something called ‘infrastructure’ as opposed to water, sewerage, roads, 

bridges and so forth.  I don’t know whether I mentioned before one of the first things 

that I had to do going into the Premier’s Department was to look at population 

estimates and I found out that all the infrastructure agencies and some of their sub-
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parts were using different projections for their planning in a way that didn’t matter 

all that much, but it did indicate that there wasn’t any overall perspective.  So 

whether you say that the Whitlam Government gave leadership or whether you say 

that everybody was heading towards concepts of urban and regional development 

and they named it and so forth I’m not sure; but the federal funding and the 

department they set up to dish it out, Housing and Urban Development, gave a lot of 

formal focus on interrelationships of issues, which was good.   

That sat quite well with us in South Australia because of the way things had been 

done.  Most of our suburbs that were newly created in fact had a number of services 

there, if not all the services.  This was largely due to the influence of Alec Ramsay, 

because, with the Housing Trust, apart from working with and influencing the 

Engineering & Water Supply Department and the Highways Department, he had a 

concept of what was a workable community, and it might look limited now but it was 

as simple as you have to have some shops, and you have to have local shops as well 

as bigger shops.  You have to have a sporting team, so he was an emissary of the 

national football code – there was no AFL then, but he made sure that there was a 

local focus.  Interestingly, with Central Districts up in Elizabeth where almost 

everybody was English at one stage, he did that.  You needed a pub, even though he 

was not a big boozer; you needed a church.  And land was set aside for these things.  

And you needed to make sure that the letters were delivered, which was a strange 

idea in South Australia because letters were always delivered; but he’d seen it 

interstate, quite often in new suburbs for years they’d have to hoof off to the post 

office, whatever.  So there was a good basis there. 

To get the best out of the Commonwealth funding and our own planning, we 

started coordinating things after the Corbett Report.  It’ was partly because of the 

Corbett Report and partly it was opportunistically cashing in on – well, it was 

actually reflecting the previous two or three years of Whitlam-type funding; and in 

that context there was the Urban Development Coordinating Committee chaired by 
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Corcoran, and so this rationale of ministerial oversight of related areas was being 

developed.   

Hudson was good on a number of areas and eventually the – I can’t remember, I 

think we had some sort of inquiry or investigation or whatever about the structures, 

but it seemed to be a logical grouping to (a) get those things together and (b) get 

them out of the Premier’s Department because, while there are some things that 

Premiers can and should oversee, beyond a certain point it just becomes self-

defeating if you’ve got everything.  And also there were people around who were 

well-suited to that sort of thing, like John Mant, and you can speculate as to whether, 

if there hadn’t been a Mant, whether it would have been done in that way at that 

time.  But it would have been something similar around about that time. 

Don wasn’t worried about alternative power bases, like a fairly theoretically-
strong coordinating department – – –? 

Well, he was quite well aware of, if you like, public service power bases and he was 

quite happy about that.  He reckoned that we could beat them hands-down anyway.  

That’s being facetious, but he actually observed that at some stage, that ‘They won’t 

give me any trouble’.  But in terms of the political side, because his Cabinet had 

matured to a certain point, essentially the people who were going to hold that 

coordinating power were going to be either Hudson or Corcoran or Virgo; there were 

no others that had personal power plus the likelihood of doing anything.  And, 

because they were working so closely then, I don’t think he ever expected that there 

would be a problem there, which is why when he went off to London and Europe et 

cetera on the uranium mission he was more than mildly perturbed by the news that 

the Cabinet minus him had had a talk, because he had basically expected that no such 

thing could happen, either because those three Ministers would see it as shifting the 

power from them or just from loyalty to himself. 

Interesting.  We’ll come back to uranium later on.  But just when you were talking 
about Geoff Virgo, and area of interest I thought might be worth exploring is 
Don’s thinking and relationship with the worker, if you like, given his background 
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in the school he went to and university studies, and this early conflict if you like 
about Geoff Virgo.  Did Don ever talk to you about, ‘Well, I don’t feel comfortable 
with the worker’, if you like, or ‘I’ve got to use other Ministers to get my messages 
through to the unions’, or anything like that? 

I’ve never heard any suggestion like that at all.  I know that there’s been this thing 

about him having a plummy voice or if he was having a beer in a pub that didn’t look 

quite like him, or whatever.  In some ways, though, I’d have to say that that image of 

not fitting was something that was much later than the fundamental Don.  Like if you 

think back to the days when he was, well, the 7-stone weakling in a dark suit and 

slicked-back hair –  

And big, black glasses, yes. 

– yes – he didn’t make a habit of spending hours on end in one pub on Friday night, 

but he did get around – a lot of the stories that he told were sort of very basic, down-

to-earth ones about dealing with ordinary people or with people, politicians, who 

represented those sorts of people and interactions with them.  And stories, like it was 

easier or there were more prompts for him to talk about trips into the country areas; 

and he obviously liked dealing with people like Gabe Bywaters because of their own 

character and their own interesting personality, but also because of the contacts that 

they had and the introductions to ordinary people.   

In some ways, if you think through this stereotyping of Don, it ends up as 

something interesting because he was obviously very much at home, very good with 

and valued very much interacting with the migrant population in his areas and others 

– Greek and Italian, and I still come across people who talk partly about him being a 

wonderful Premier and all the rest of it, but just him as a person helping them out in 

their own family problems – I don’t mean in family disputes, necessarily, though he 

probably did that; but money or building difficulties or whatever it might be.  And 

there’s certainly no doubt that he was very happy mixing with people in that sort of 

context, like at some of the clubs that the Italian groups set up, partly doing the 
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formal thing as the local Member or the Minister for this or that, but very obviously 

joining in, and he was always willing to join in with whatever was happening. 

On the other hand, I don’t recall him spending a lot of waking hours thinking 

about Australian Rules Football or things like that.  (laughs)  He was quite 

sympathetic in dealing with the code.  But pubs – well, yes, he’d go to the pub.  But I 

certainly haven’t got in my mind him being flummoxed by having to deal with 

ordinary people. 

Or he didn’t express that – you know, ‘I don’t understand this because I haven’t 
been one of them’, or something like that. 

Oh, never, never that.  In fact, it’s more likely the other way round, that some people 

were saying, ‘Oh, yeah, he knew that’.  ???Said, ‘Well, if he knew anything, there’s 

So-and-so over there’,??? and he was very well-grounded.   

When he asked you to follow areas up, was he clear about what he wanted?  Or did 
he just have a general idea – you know, clear in the sense of, ‘Well, here’s an idea 
and these are the things I want you to – – –.’  Or, ‘Here’s an idea and these are the 
reasons why it’s an idea, and these are the things I’d like you to check out for me’? 

Please be explicit, George.   

Yes. 

It really depends on the subject area.  Like there were some things where he would 

just say, ‘We need to do something about such-and-such’, like in a starting up things, 

whenever we got something going, if I myself or somebody from Policy Division or 

elsewhere with me, it’d be, ‘Well, what are you trying to do?’  And very often it was, 

‘Well, you go and sort it out’.  But then you’d go back to him and say, ‘Well, we 

think this is the lie of the land; now, in particular, what?’  And he was quite good in 

that he very rarely said, ‘This is the answer I want’; he would make useful comments 

which were quite often – I was going to say ‘contradictory’, but on one side or the 

other.  In fact, the best illustration for me was later on, when John Olsen was Premier 

– I can’t even remember what the subject was – he asked for something to be 

followed up or done and I was leading a group - I don’t know what it was, but I do 
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remember going back to him and saying, ‘Well, we’ve got a fair distance on this but 

we would like some input from you because we want to be able to take that into 

account rather than finish the whole thing and then you say, well, you want 

something else’.  And he said, ‘Oh, that’s Yes, Minister.  Next’.   

Really? 

(laughter)  Yes.  And to me that was the polar opposite of Don.  I suspect John Olsen 

had no idea what he wanted to do but he didn’t want to say it.   

But there were some times when either Don did know what he wanted to do or the 

direction he wanted to go in, or it might be that somebody had suggested to him that 

he needed to have a look at something, and he was – well, I was going to say he was 

‘guarded’; that’s the wrong atmospherics; but he was careful not to say, ‘Just go and 

do this’, because he actually wanted us to do the work on it and find out the pros and 

cons.  And in Felicia I think he said the greatest value of his department was when it 

told him not to do things, not that he necessarily agreed.  So in that way there was 

lots of context because there were so many issues where you could work out what he 

thought or what he was trying to achieve but he wasn’t just saying, ‘Well, I want five 

houses built in Morphett Vale’, or whatever it might be. 

Sometimes he’d dictate a relatively short memo, in the sense of a page or a page 
and a half, and outline some of the things on a particular topic that I recall, 
anyway. 

Do you recall the topic? 

I can’t recall a topic.  I have a vision of his memos and his signature, but I can’t 
recall a topic. 

I can recall doing some of those memos to you, George –  

Right, okay. 

– which he signed – – –.  (laughter)   

Well, that answers another question. 
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What, ‘Did I sign them as well?’   

No, no, no; whether it was – like my next question was going to be did he have an 
idea of the next stages of some of the things, in the sense of, ‘Well, here’s an idea, 
but about three steps later this is where this ought to be’, or he had some ideas 
about how it might best get followed through but he would wait and see what 
others came up with? 

Yes, he’d do that.  But I guess overall it depended on the area.  For example, with 

urban development and say the North-East transport things, he had an interest in 

certain sorts of things and would have been quite pleased to have certain sorts of 

answers, but for him essentially it was an overall urban dynamic, that, ‘Okay, we’ve 

worked out how to do Golden Grove and we’ve got people going out there and it’s 

going to grow.  We actually haven’t sorted out the transport thing, we actually need it 

for a whole variety of reasons.’  And he had that fairly clearly.  Within it, well, it’s 

quite interesting:  the whole transport infrastructure debate which he had with Steele 

Hall involved, I guess.  Well, at various stages there was the idea, the MATS2 Plan, 

that you would carve up the city and have freeways and big interchanges and all the 

rest of it, which was the fashion of the time, and that had a logic to it and some of the 

logic has continued until now – we’re a bit behind on major arterial connections and 

so forth – but his view was if you do that there are going to be a series of 

consequences.  He could see the urban consequences.  His policy was not to do that, 

rather than to have a replacement policy, and in many ways the urban policies or 

plans that came after the abandonment of the MATS plans were not just attempts to 

do something worthwhile but they were groping towards a solution which didn’t 

come. 

In it, there are some fundamentals.  It was about community viability, access for 

ordinary people, convenience for ordinary people – you know, the full range of 

facilities available to people on modest incomes and so forth; but there was also this 

                                        
2 MATS – Metropolitan Adelaide Transport Study. 
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aspect of him which was, ‘Well, let’s not get stuck in the past.  Why can’t we do 

something very modern?’  And I remember one of the things that he put forward was 

to have one of those passenger transit systems – I forget what they’re called now – 

but rail systems with little cars on them and interconnected with computers, 

whatever.  And some of that was quite sensible but just not proven in practice, and he 

was able to be tempted to put that up as his policy even though it wouldn’t 

necessarily work.  And I quite remember that sequence of things quite well because I 

was writing editorials for The Advertiser over this period and I had the interesting 

experience of having to comment for The Advertiser on Steele Hall coming up with 

one of these transit systems which he had previously told Don Dunstan he was a real 

idiot for and, you know, ‘You can’t possibly do that’. 

This is a side anecdote, I suppose.  I started this editorial off:  ‘Don Dunstan must 

not know whether to laugh or cry’, that Steele Hall had rejected his thing but now 

was trumpeting it.  And I had huge problems in The Advertiser that day about that 

editorial, but they wouldn’t actually tell me what was wrong; I just had to rewrite it.  

And then the old guy who’d been writing editorials for some time sidled up and said, 

‘I think I can help you’. 

‘Okay.  What is it?’ 

And he said, ‘Well, it’s a very prominent mention of Don Dunstan there.  If you 

took that mention out, I think you’d find it’s all right’.  (laughter)  I think I shifted it 

down. 

And once an idea had been framed, like a Cabinet submission had been done and 
things ticked off and sent off to the appropriate minister and department, did you 
get any sense that Don still recollected what – I guess it depended on the area 
again, but I’m talking here about implementation, whether he was really 
concerned about how it might best get implemented on the ground as well. 

Well, two aspects of that.  In anything we did, apart from us having it as our 

operating method, he always expected us to follow through on – well, not follow 

through; make it a part of – how it would work.  So even those formats for Cabinet 

submissions and other approvals which would go through were a useful background 
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for that because, at the end, you really had to say, ‘Well, what comes next?  What is 

the recommendation?  That you approve urban development in Adelaide?  No.  Or 

this sort?  Or break it down.  And when we were preparing things for him it was not 

uncommon for us to put up the initial thing, a draft, and for him to ask questions or 

whatever.  Sometimes it would be questions that he didn’t think there was enough in 

there to explain it, like he didn’t understand it enough to say, ‘I can agree with that’.   

But the normal way of dealing with him, which I think had been started with Bob 

Bakewell and certainly been used by Bill Voyzey and me, was whenever you met 

with him you’d have an agenda which would have what you thought needed to be 

dealt with but in order of priority, and like you would try to keep it to 10 or not more 

than that.  But it was also the bring-up system and the progress thing, that you might 

spend 10 minutes on number one and five minutes on number two, but then you 

would be checking through quickly and very often, if it wasn’t on the list, he’d be 

saying, ‘Oh, and what about such-and-such?’  And then it might just be, ‘Oh, well, 

they’re due to come in next week’ or whatever, or if he wanted something earlier we 

could change that.  But he was very trustful of the various people working with him 

to keep track of things, but he had a quite large capacity to operate without the bits of 

paper and ‘What’s happening about this?’ 

And did he ever talk to you about, like ‘We seem to be having a bottleneck or a 
problem in an agency or a combination of them and we ought to get somebody in 
to push this along or set up a different sort of structure or special unit’? 

I don’t know.  Probably.  (laughter)  But there were so many occasions I’m not quite 

sure.  Like we’re talking mainly in these times – well, most of this is about the 

second half of the ’70s when he had pretty well settled in and he had trained us up, in 

some ways, or we’d trained him up, so there was a lot of that that was almost dealt 

with by routine, even if you’d say what’s not working.   

For example, with the Health Commission, the Public Accounts Committee 

reports, there were things that he’d be prodded to some extent through Parliament, 

not very much but some.  But then dealing with it bureaucratically the Treasury 
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might have something to say about it, we might have something to say about it, and 

in doing that there’d quite often be a quick discussion.  Like I do recall about 

computing at the Medical Centre:  ‘It seems to be that there is an individual who’s 

very bright but may not be able to follow it through.’  ‘Okay, well, check it out’ or 

something like that, rather than ‘We’ve got to demolish him’.  It’s not so much 

assuming omniscience about all the things that are going on, but what is causing a 

significant enough problem to deserve attention. 

Yes.  I’m thinking of the sort of things used these days, get in a super-duper 
management consultant to do something or set up a special unit, and I guess in his 
time the Women’s Advisers area and disability area. 

Oh, those sorts of things, yes. 

What’s another one?  You get a David Cappo type of person to stir things up.  I 
mentioned some that were set up and run through, but were there any particular 
areas that really needed to get kicked along? 

You’re challenging my memory.  You know, there are probably a lot in that sense.  

Well, I think we talked previously about the grape-growers and using Brian 

Chatterton as a Member there. 

Well, there was a Corbett Inquiry, for example. 

Yes.  Well, if we’re talking about inquiries generally –  

Well, yes – special things to get things moving. 

– you should know more about this than I do, because there was work on setting up 

the Land Commission, for example, and in some periods you could be excused for 

thinking it was government by inquiry.  Some of those things were genuinely to find 

out what was needed, what could be done; some of them were part of the agenda, 

that you set something up, you appoint somebody to it who understands what the 

issues are and then you see what comes out of it, and then you can use the report as a 

prop and whatever.  So there are lots of those sorts of things:  inquiry into the 

restaurant industry or bread pricing or whatever.  And it’s interesting in a way.  Like 
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the bread pricing, parts of it were bizarre because I think the person who did most of 

the work was chosen because he happened to walk past Bob Bakewell’s door at the 

critical moment.  (laughs) 

Peter Mills, yes. 

Yes.  But we had a Prices Commissioner who was part of the furniture, sort of well-

respected, innocuous in many ways, but was regarded as independent and probably 

capable.  But nobody else really knew what was going on or couldn’t quite remember 

why you had a Prices Commissioner.  So – I may be reconstructing history here – but 

I think that Mr Baker, which is a strange name for somebody who’s going to be 

interested in bread prices – Les Baker?  I can’t remember.  Mr Baker – was asked 

about it and he said, ‘Well, there’s no issues, really.  We apply the standard formula’.  

And it turned out that the standard formula was that he’d analysed, because he’d 

been there a long time, the constituent cost components of the standard loaf of bread 

in 1948 or something and had just done escalators since then.  So there was no 

question of was it baked the same way or was that a valid price in the beginning or 

whatever.    

Yes, productivity improvement. 

Yes.  And so in that context what do you do?  Well, you can go and ask the bread 

industry to tell us, though it’s less likely.  And so you go down a path of inquiries 

and policy secretariats and so forth, or committee secretariat first. 

Were some of those special units, like the Women’s Adviser or Disability, were 
they a help or a hindrance or a bit of both, in your recollection?  Like I recall the 
Women’s Adviser’s area doing good work, they’d be out there pushing things and 
probably stirring up some people as well, as much as the disability area. 

Yes.  Well, I don’t know who invented advisers, it might have been Don, but I think 

it’s a very astute way of dealing with things because, as an adviser, they could be 

appointed from outside the government structure, they didn’t just have to be 

somebody selected within the public service; they could be given an agenda of 
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highlighting issues and pushing for change, which was more difficult for somebody 

working halfway down a department; and for example Deborah McCulloch as the 

Women’s Adviser I thought did an immense job in raising issues and getting change 

moving in a way that I can’t imagine happening if it had been a minister or 

somebody in a department or whatever.  And it also created some interesting 

opportunities and tensions.  I do recall that there was a time when, as a lunchtime 

activity, we used to get Deborah to come with us and we would liberate bars in 

Adelaide.  (laughter)   

Front bars. 

Yes, because even though women were by that time permitted to drink beer they 

were actually not being served.  So Deborah, being an imposing figure herself but 

with a few other people with grey suits or whatever, in my recollection, although 

there was intent not to serve us, there was never non-service; they always gave in.  

But there are other areas where that sort of direct activism and advocacy and so forth 

wouldn’t work, but we had departments who had people who would think, ‘Well, the 

Government will forget about this one after a while and we can just keep our heads 

down’, and on sex discrimination generally, I think we’ve spoken previously about 

how some people had difficulty, but I do recall the Education Department in 

particular laughing off the idea of any sort of equality, even-handedness between 

males and females, and the Assistant Director or whoever he was – pretty high up – 

spent the time to write a poem of about 30 lines about ‘What next?  We’ll have boys 

playing with dolls!’ 

Really? 

‘My god!  The world’s coming to an end.’  And somebody like – well, the tactic of 

adviser enabled things to be stirred up so that the Premier could calm them down if it 

was not appropriate or do other things. 

With disability, it was a much less recognised issue but the technique I thought 

worked well, but a lot of the problem there was not just so much public attitude but 
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internal governmental institutional attitude, and that was a pretty hard row.  But there 

again Richard Llewellyn I think, who could be very peppery at times, did a good job. 

But I think when we got to the second generation one of the big failures and big 

disappointment to me has been equal opportunity officers.  The idea was to put 

resource into every significant department and at any rate having an equal 

opportunity officer.  Very soon, the old hands worked out what to do with that:  you 

know, ‘I’m the head of the department.  I don’t want to deal with this.  Oh!  We’ve 

got an equal opportunity officer, we can pass it six layers down and I’ll never hear of 

it again’.   

They’re in HR somewhere.   

Yes. 

Just talking about some of these ginger units, I’ll call them, did Don ever use shock 
therapy on departments or agencies or the private sector, in your view, to stir 
something up and then come in and get some things happening but a bit of a lower 
level down on what might have been stirred up or used as a diversionary tactic?  
I’m just thinking about his techniques of getting some reforms through that he was 
particularly interested in. 

I’m racking my brains, I can’t think of that.  I think at the larger level, if we go back 

to industrial democracy, some of that was there.  I think that he was vociferous 

enough and intransigent enough at times to show that he was following that sort of 

agenda, that he was wanting to quite significantly stir people up but ultimately he 

was never going to do a stand-or-fall think for his Government on that.  And I 

suppose some people recognised that.   

But an interesting thing that transpired there, and this is about drawing people in, 

to partly create a demonstration effect and partly to convince people that business 

people could actually agree with some of his ideas, on that Industrial Democracy 

Working Party which we talked about last time he had Lyndon Prowse. 

No, he wasn’t on the Working Party.  He came in later. 

No, sorry.  He was on the board or steering committee that was set up. 
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Yes, the head of the unit, yes. 

Yes, that’s right, the head of the unit.  So he was there partly because he was 

somebody who had spoken publicly about these sorts of things and partly because 

he’d made heaps of money in business and therefore had at least that credibility; 

partly because he was not based in South Australia and I suppose there are other 

‘partlys’ as well.  And I’m sure that he had some positive influence in the 

boardrooms around town and elsewhere and so forth, but in the end he was impatient 

with the political process that Don was following and the rate of progress and there 

was this glorious occasion at a pre-election – I’m not sure whether it was an actual 

election speech, but there was a function in the Adelaide Town Hall where the 

Premier was speaking, and I think it might have even been his policy launch or 

something – but Prowse was sitting in the front row and started heckling him.  

(laughs) 

Really?  Gosh. 

And to me that’s a nice little picture of Don actually being less radical than the 

non-radical person he’d brought in. 

Interesting. 

So a mixture of techniques. 

And did Don ever muse with you about an issue and how he might sell it to a group 
or the community at large?  Think through, talking with you about this? 

Well, a lot of our contact was about that sort of thing.  Like a daily event was how 

things either could be or were being handled in government.  That might be him 

saying to me or to anybody else that was there, ‘Now, you go and do it this way’.  It 

might be, ‘Okay, we’ve been doing this, that and the other and these are the results 

and this is what else we need to do’, and he might say, ‘Well, have you thought  

of – – –?’ or we might be saying, ‘Well, one way around this would be to [such-and-

such]’, and see if he (a) cared, (b) thought it was a good idea, and all the rest of it. 



 DON DUNSTAN FOUNDATION 
DON DUNSTAN ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 

 
Bruce GUERIN 

Part 3 
 

36 

 

What about when he had to crank himself up to get out and convince people about 
something?  Was that a sort of end-point, or he was interested in something in 
particular and he – – –? 

Yes.  A lot of this is almost like a continuous beltway and you’re saying, ‘Well, what 

happened at that point?’ 

I’m just wondering if there’s any pattern in any of this. 

Well, the biggest pattern was that all these things were considered at the same time 

all the time, so it wasn’t so much a matter of, ‘Ooh, let’s sit down and think out what 

to do next’; it was more that you’d been talking about it yesterday and ‘We’re 

heading in that direction’, that was going well, ‘Should we do some more?’ or ‘No, 

that didn’t work out’.  It was more a flow of management.  The times that I can think 

of more explicitly talking through those things were perhaps more often when we 

wanted him to do something and had to make a case for it.   

One thing that I can think of, with the follow-on from the Corbett Report there 

were changes in departments and changes in the legislation and all the rest of it and 

he kept up a fairly astute arm’s-length approach on that.  But at a certain point the 

PAPAC – Planning and Priorities Advisory Committee – and people in the Policy 

Division formed a view that Corbett was at most a halfway house; it’d be better to do 

some other things.  And one was to remove tenure from the public service heads of 

department, because there it had been you were appointed specifically to a job and 

you had that – 

Called a ‘permanent head’. 

– that’s right, called a ‘permanent head’, and so we had actually been talking to a 

variety of people but we had started meetings of heads of departments, all of them 

together, to discuss mutual interest and whatever and we’d raised some of these 

questions.  And on tenure not only were people not fussed about it, they were saying, 

‘Well, we don’t want to be permanent head of that department.  Can you think of 

anything worse than life in one place?  We want to actually have opportunities to 
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shift and move on’.  So we said, ‘Well, okay.  There are various options.  One might 

be that you have tenure at that level but, under certain circumstances or at the end of 

that period, you’d be shifted on, and you might not be a head of anything for a period 

and then you might get – – –.’  You know, whatever.  And there was a lot of interest 

in that and people were asking for it more than opposing it.  In fact, as I recall, there 

was only one person who was opposed from amongst that batch of heads of 

departments and he happened to be a great student of Yes, Minister, which I thought 

was a little bit bizarre.   

But any rate, we had started this thing in ’77, I think it was, of getting Don to talk 

to the heads of departments as Premier at least once a year, maybe twice a year, and 

that was quite revolutionary because Premiers hadn’t done that before.  Ministers 

talked to them individually but you didn’t have these mass gatherings.  And on the 

1978 one we had a variety of things, I can’t remember what the others were, but on 

this one we said to him, ‘Well, really, this has been on the list of to-do when we get 

around to it; what say you say to them that you want to do this?’  And I think there 

was some other change to the Public Service Act or the way things were done or 

whatever.  And he was very uncomfortable about that and it was partly that he didn’t 

want to stir them up, like he’d rather manage them another way; it was partly that 

‘Yes, I can see the logic but we can manage it anyway, can’t we?’  But he was very 

hesitant.  (laughs)  And it was quite funny because he then asked me to write his 

statement or whatever it was and we got them together, and you will recall the 

Premier’s Dining Room? 

Down on the first floor? 

In the Education Department. 

Yes, that’s right, yes. 

They managed to get Gough Whitlam to pay for a Premier’s Dining Room for State 

occasions that he didn’t realise, and they carpeted the walls as much as the floor – 

somewhat strange.  But any rate, we had them there and I’d written his piece, and he 
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said, ‘Well, let’s limit it to that and then I’ll talk informally about other things’.  So 

mainly his statement was about this, and there were balances of this and that and the 

other.  And at the end he said, ‘Well, I’ve got some other things to say informally’ or 

whatever, but ‘What do you think about that?’  And it was my role to elicit questions 

and so forth.  (laughter)  There was sort of dead silence and so I filled it in a bit 

saying, ‘Well, when we discussed it there were some pros and cons, anyone who’d 

bring that up?’  And then, when it was a little bit embarrassing, unsurprisingly 

Graham Inns leapt to his feet and asked a question or made a statement that was 

almost relevant but not much.  But what it was was that everybody there agreed with 

it and said, ‘Well, why are you wasting our time talking about it?  Get on with it!’   

Really? 

So in that way they were well ahead of this reluctant Premier. 

Interesting.  Why was he reluctant?  Because his sort of bells were saying he might 
be stirring up something that doesn’t need to be stirred up? 

Yes.  And – well, I don’t know if this is analysing his or a Premier’s brain:  it might 

be that if you’ve got however many, 30 of these people – I can’t remember, I think it 

was less than that – potentially each one of them will go back to a minister and stir 

up trouble and then they’ll all come and whinge, ‘And they’ll either whinge to me as 

Premier or they’ll whinge, “Your damn policy people, they’ve been doing this”.’  So 

it was that sort of feeling, that it wasn’t an overwhelmingly significant thing so why 

bother?   

And I think generally the experience in Australia has been that governments, the 

elected governments, have been on the whole more reluctant than their advisers to 

change some of those structures.  The rhetoric can be quite different, you know, that 

I’m going to demolish the public service or this, that and the other; but when it 

comes to it there is partly a fear that if you streamline things and tighten them up you 

reduce ministerial discretion and in the end we’d rather stick with the devil we know 

than the devil we don’t.  Now, you can find lots of specific examples to contradict 
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that, but I found quite often that Cabinets will draw into themselves things rather 

than delegate them out, in many instances.   

Just talking about 1977 and the election, after that did Don sit down with you and 
say, ‘Well, look, here’s our program we announced.  Let’s sort out what we’re 
going to do’?  Or just let things roll along?  I’m asking that in the sense of just 
trying to work out again whether there are any patterns in his thinking:  ‘Well, 
let’s get this one done because it’s easier and that’ll lead on to something else’, or 
‘Let’s get this one done because it’s the trickiest’, or ‘There is going to be more 
political capital in that one and I need to get somebody onside’, or whatever else?  I 
know you’re talking about a beltway, but – – –. 

Well, it is a bit like that.  In some ways.  Like looking at it from a public service 

point of view, you’re coming up to an election and increasingly we were talking 

about, well, standing away from the political part of the Government once the 

campaign had been declared and, two, after it was over.  And while there had been a 

Canberra tradition that the permanent secretaries during the election time would 

actually go on holidays, most of them – well, they had to look after their Canberra 

cattle farms, didn’t they? – but they would distance themselves, their department still 

kept working but it was a symbolic-type thing, at State level there was less of that 

convention and there was less of a specific caretaker convention about decision-

making.  And in fact there were some egregious breaches of the caretaker 

convention.  But my recollection of ’77, as much as I can get one, is that we 

informed the Premier that at caretaker time we were going to be looking through the 

Government’s policies and the Opposition’s policies and preparing for whatever 

government might be.   

Eyebrow goes up.  (laughs)  ‘Why are you wanting to do this?’   

‘And the request to you as Premier is if there are things that we specifically need 

to work on, let us know’, et cetera, et cetera. 

I think that it was also raised whether we should be available to the Opposition for 

briefing if they wanted it, and I believe that was mumbled off in the sense that, 

‘Well, wait till that happens’, or something.   
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And so there was this interregnum - the belt was turned off or whatever.  At the 

end, though, when the Premier comes back in, instead of it being, ‘Okay, now, this is 

what we’re going to do’, obviously everybody knew what had happened during the 

campaign.   

I don’t recall anything specific that he said but at the next routine meeting it was, 

‘Well, these are the things that we’ve got on our list; are there other things that you 

want to talk about?’ 

And he’d look down the list:  ‘Oh, well, there might be such-and-such we need to 

do, whatever.’   

But I think I said before that, when we raised questions of, ‘Well, here’s your 

platform during the election, what about these things on it?’ he said, ‘Well, I’ll tell 

you when we need to do any of those things’. 

Okay, so he had some idea, or very loosely. 

Well, no.  What you’re going to election on is not necessarily your agenda on 

Monday after. 

Fair enough.  I probably should have asked you this at the start, but it relates to I 
guess the role of a Premier:  did he ever talk to you about the role?  You know, 
‘I’m the Premier’, and that’s got a certain role as leader of the State, chair of 
Cabinet and those sorts of things, but he also had specific ministerial portfolios like 
the Arts, at one stage Treasury, I think Economic Development. 

Yes, for most of the time. 

And did times come up when one got in the way of the other one, or he might have 
been seen to, or comments about ‘Well, he’s the boss’, if you like, ‘but he’s also 
Minister for the Arts and they’re getting special treatment’, sort of thing? 

(laughter)  I never had any problem with that myself.  I guess at the public service 

level there was all this business of competing for his attention because we had more 

things on the go than he was dealing with directly, and one of the things that 

everybody in the group had to learn was when was it worthwhile using up your five 

minutes of time.  I think that within the divisional heads of the Department there was 
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occasionally some difficulty or jealousy or whatever it was, but Don was pretty clear 

in terms of how he handled most things.  For example, if it was Arts it was Arts and 

he’d just deal with it directly.  If there was something that he felt needed other 

attention as well, he’d say that – though Arts wouldn’t welcome it – or, if somebody 

in the Department considered there was an Arts issue that needed to be dealt with, 

then that would be.  And I vaguely recall that there were times when Bob Bakewell, 

for example, said, ‘These Arts people need to be squared up a bit’, and whatever.  

And the same sort of issue came in, not so much ministerially, but the question of 

Women’s Advisers’, Disability Advisers’ access, and at least as time went on it was 

more a question of us facilitating their access rather than competing with them.  And 

like I never differentiated that their agendas were different from ours; they were just 

another thing that we had to progress. 

But sometimes – for example, with an adviser – you can spend your life out there 

campaigning and doing wonderful things and if you haven’t seen the person you’re 

doing it for for some time it can be a bit difficult.  So just getting access, even if 

nothing was transacted, could be quite significant. 

Just broadening it a bit, his relationships with the media were seen as fairly, I’ll 
call it ‘advanced’, in the sense he was seen as one of the first new media politicians, 
if you like, with television and things like that. 

Yes.   

Did he enjoy relating to the media, or did he just see it as something he had to do 
because it was expected of him?  Did he use it as an opportunity to project himself 
and things like that? 

Yes.  I suppose you could find an example of any of those, and others.  But overall 

he was a confident dealer with the media.  He saw a great amount of advantage in 

being able to address the media and, through them, the general public.  He also had 

substantial irritations and annoyances with either how the media were structured or 

the decisions they made or if he felt they’d done him in the eye.  And he had 

developed quite a degree of angst with the media generally or with specific parts of it 
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so that, while he was comfortable with some people, he was not necessarily 

comfortable with what they represented and their paper or whatever.  So, as time 

went on, he was increasingly combative with an increasingly-combative media. 

And he felt sort of put-upon – – –? 

Well, he felt put-upon.  Like I’ve told a story before of me putting on (laughs) and 

demanding access ‘Or I’ll shop you’, and that was the game.  Like it can be quite a 

tough game.  And in some ways it can be more disconcerting to have a soft story 

done about you than a hard one, because the rules are all different in that.  But he 

certainly depended a great deal on projecting his own image and his own apparent 

priorities, or also presenting himself as representative of South Australia.  So 

Premiers’ Conferences, for him and for others, could be quite a valuable time to be 

seen over there ‘fighting for us’ and whatever.  

But he also took on quite a number of other, softer-type things that he felt 

projected him but also what he was on about without having to say, ‘This is what I’m 

trying to do’.  So if he was cooking on television or if he was reciting poetry at the 

Zoo or whatever, or I think he did a soft-shoe with somebody –  

Keith Michell, I think.   

– that’s right, Keith Michell – at the Festival Centre, those sorts of things counted. 

And was he pretty confident in his knowledge and intellectual ability to either 
sidestep or out-argue, if you like, or fully brief somebody? 

Well, he was generally pretty confident, like he had no doubt about his own 

capacities.  And in some ways he ended up trading too much on his own capacities 

and he developed this stance of high dudgeon – well, sometimes I couldn’t work out 

whether it was mock rage or actual rage or whatever – but if you go round the other 

side as a journalist or television journalist it’s not always easy, even if you do it three 

or four days a week, to front up to the Premier who was showing significant focused 

emotion against you (laughs) and persist.  And doing these interviews I’ve been 

trying to think of examples, but I’m conscious that there are a number of times, 
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particularly in the last couple of years when he was Premier – I mean my memory is 

particularly of those times – when I thought, ‘Well, the next question they ask can 

destroy him’ – well, not destroy him, but destroy his argument – and they never 

asked it, and some of that was just the contest of intensity.   

In terms of whether he felt well-equipped, there are a number of times when any 

Premier or politician going before the microphones or the cameras doesn’t really feel 

confident of all the facts, or might have all the facts but not the grasp of them, and 

there were times when he felt hesitant.  And there are plenty of times when he’d 

come out of a media thing really hot under the collar the way they were treating him.  

That’s emphasising the belligerence, but one of the people he used to get under his 

skin, or the office’s skin I suppose it was, was Philip Satchell, who was running the 

usual ABC morning talk show and I think they thought that he belonged to a political 

party, supported the Democrats or something like that; but (laughs) to me it didn’t 

really matter very much, but the annoying thing was that you could present your best 

arguments and analysis and then he would say, ‘Oh, but’ – and, you know, do 

something that a non-politician would say.  Well, what do you expect him to do?  

(laughter)  But he’d get under their skins.  And then they’d say, ‘Oh, well, no-one 

ever listens to him’.  Well, if no-one listens, why do you bother?  But you can get 

intense about it.  Whereas people who more played a political game, so-called 

political game, like the chief political reporter for The Advertiser or there was a News 

at that stage or whatever it might be, or the television reporter, they’d tend to get 

locked into a certain way of looking at things and it’s much more just the other side 

of the game of tennis and easier to deal with because of that.  (break in recording) 

We’re talking about Don’s relationship with the media and some things he liked 
and some things he didn’t.  Just generally speaking, in your time with him as 
Executive Assistant and even before that, what sort of things did you pick up as 
those he really liked doing and if you wanted to get him into a good mood or were 
aware of things he enjoyed you’d steer him into or be expecting that he might want 
to do something? 

I left his amusement agenda to others. 
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Oh, okay.  But what gave him a buzz, for example? 

Yes.  Well, in many ways you could see a Premier’s role as a performer, and if a 

performance went off well he was on a bit of a high.  But in a sense it was a 

continuation.  Before a major parliamentary occasion, like a ministerial statement or 

a debate or whatever, or before a press conference that was particularly significant 

because of the issue or whatever, he wouldn’t psych himself up but in fact you get 

pumped up, you’re anticipating, you get yourself ready, et cetera, et cetera, and 

coming out of that you remain on a high and that high could be shown in a 

determination to, ‘Well, now we’ll get on with this’, or it might be, ‘Gee, that was 

good; we can relax for a while’, or whatever it might be.  And in the course of a 

normal office morning, for example, you could see things that he really liked dealing 

with and some that were less-than-delightful, and again, if he had a media call, there 

was a somewhat different persona:  the voice became plummier and the words more 

considered or whatever.   

I always remember that Gretel Dunstan at some stage described him as a ‘poseur’, 

and I thought that that was grossly unfair at the time; but if you don’t take that as a 

negative thing, if you have a fairly neutral attitude to ‘poseur’, I suppose in other 

ways he played many roles and there was a certain amount of theatricality about him 

and certainly things of presentation about him – like he was concerned about his 

physical appearance and his clothing and all the rest of it, he was never a dag.  So in 

that sense he felt that he was having to play a variety of roles.   

When he wasn’t playing those roles it was sometimes difficult to work out 

whether he was playing anything.  So he worked extremely hard and one of the 

problems we had to deal with was that on occasions he might nod off or be less-than-

obviously awake.  Well, my introduction was sessions with Bill Voyzey with a list of 

10 things from the Policy Division:  you could see the eyes go down and sometimes 

he was dog-tired and we would just abandon ship at a certain point or whatever.  But 

he also had the capacity to be extremely awake when he was asleep – he looked very 

sleepy, but you could be droning on in due public service style and suddenly he’d be 
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bolt upright and saying, ‘What!’  (laughter)  So it was like he had these antennae, I 

suppose, and a lot of it was I guess quite flattering as he would take the advice or the 

factual assertions or what was asserted as fact from advisers, like us, and only was 

dealing with exceptions.  And so he’d pick out things that, ‘Well, have you thought 

about that?’ and yes, you’d fill that hole in, or ‘No?  Well, you’d better go and deal 

with it’. 

He quite liked public occasions.  He liked mixing with people when he was quite 

clearly the Premier, but it wasn’t necessarily the formal occasions.  Like there were 

meetings after Cabinet that sometimes he hated because they were useless, or other 

meetings with people from the Football League or whoever it might be, and he was 

quite interested to have that guaranteed contact with nongovernmental, non-public 

service people.  He enjoyed times out of the office and I think not just because it 

liberated him from the office but when it offered him genuine opportunities to mix 

with ordinary people.  They might be quite eminent ordinary people, but people who 

were not operating in a preconceived context.  So sometimes there might be a 

reception or some public function which could be as boring as hell potentially:  

depending on the people there, he would enjoy it; or, if there were other pressures on 

him or the same old bores, he would be very happy to be winkled out of there. 

Right, yes – some emergency would come up to require him elsewhere.   

Yes.  ‘Minister, there’s Mr Walker on the phone.’ 

Just leading on from that, were there particular things he hated to do or avoided 
like the plague, if you like? 

I can’t actually remember.  I’d probably be damned by a lot of people for saying this, 

but he was fairly docile, in the sense that he – well, actually a more complimentary 

way of saying it – he had a real appreciation of public responsibility.  So, whether 

you wanted to talk to Bill Voyzey and me about 10 items or not, that’s what your 

role was and it was of advantage to him, we hope, but it was getting things 

somewhere.  So he wasn’t somebody who would only deal with the flossy bits on the 
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top or only core issues; he was willing to get into the whole thing.  And I guess one 

of the things about talking to ordinary people was that it also enabled him to get back 

into some sort of a real environment because it can be quite artificial to operate there. 

All right.  Well, thanks very much, Bruce, for continuing our discussion of this 
area, particularly about your very close work with Don Dunstan and his 
characteristics of leadership and overall performance and the way he operated.  
This is the end of part three.  Thanks. 

My pleasure.  

END OF PART 3 


	This is George Lewkowicz for the Don Dunstan Foundation’s Don Dunstan Oral History Project interviewing Mr Bruce Guerin.  This is part three of the interviews with Mr Guerin.  The date today is the 1st June 2010 and the location is the Malaysian Room ...
	Bruce, thanks for coming back and doing a third interview.
	My pleasure.  We’ve actually had a time in between, have we?
	What I thought we could look at today was your insights into how Don Dunstan actually worked himself, given your close relationship with him as Executive Assistant.  This area might best start with just any recollections and insights you would have on...
	I think when you started with him we’d already had the electoral law reform; then you have the ‘fair go for people’ vision, if you like, on consumer legislation and protecting the small person, if you like; then you get the area of industrial democrac...

	I recall very few times when there was any reference to an explicit vision, you know, the overall big picture – partly because that wasn’t his basic technique, as I observed it; but partly because there was no real need to.  By the time that I was wor...
	But it seemed to me that he tended to run a package of not conflicting but not explicitly interrelated issues.  So, while he was doing those things, he was pursuing a major agenda on community welfare.  You can find plenty of in-principle links betwee...
	And in a lot of these things it could be a moot point as to whether he was choosing not to deal with the principles, because that might just stir more people to oppose, or whether he just wanted to keep the discussion at the feet–on- the-ground level ...
	Right – and charisma.  I guess if you take the consumer protection area, it’s been said, for example, some of those ideas he got from people just coming to him in his electorate and saying, ‘I’m having a problem with my car’, or the dodgy car salesper...

	Yes.
	– so he’d presumably use that as the initiative or an idea to be followed through.

	Yes.  I think there are a number of things like that where – whether it was the actual prompt, and I suppose we may never know – it was certainly the reality that helped form up his ideas.  I do recall, though not the exact chronology, that when the d...
	Transport, yes.

	But this was him deciding it was time to get a very direct feel from his own electorate about it, which of course was involved.  The thing that struck me was the number of people who were not what you would classify as intellectuals or strategists – r...
	Interesting.  Did he ever talk to you about industrial democracy and what was happening or causing him angst in that area, given the unions had sort of woken up about midway through the process and were pressuring him to make all sorts of changes?

	Yes.
	One of the next questions is:  ‘Did he have an area where he just wouldn’t go back on – that is, getting back to fundamental principle about democracy and broadening that in the workplace?’

	That’s an interesting bank of questions there.  I remember few times when industrial democracy was discussed as a standalone issue or ‘What are we going to do about industrial democracy?’, and in a number of those circumstances I was a bystander.  Bil...
	No, he was – – –.

	– I think he was a representative on it – but he was quite clearly the link with the Premier’s Department.  And Bill would report on what was happening and, in his subtle way, by an emphatic raising of his good eyebrow, (laughter) indicate that, ‘Well...
	I don’t think that he ever expected to get fully-blown industrial democracy incorporated, but apart from the democratic side of it one of his objectives was to shake up the boards of Adelaide companies and I heard him on many occasions either express ...
	You might put it this way:  Dunstan’s views about the Adelaide Bank were emphatically expressed and he was very frustrated at their lack of ability to deal with emerging issues, and he was talking about that as his assessment of their personalities, t...
	So in this you get a Don Dunstan who knew the board lunch sort of context and I think – last time we were talking about people he took notice of – he quite often saw them as effective within their context or not effective.  And in that sort of vein yo...
	Yes, interesting.  Well, just talking about economics, what was your feeling about what he put first:  getting the economic health of the State sorted out, which would then enable his social reforms, or was the economic side a bit of an important or b...

	Well, I guess what I’ve been saying in many ways is that Don didn’t proclaim ‘Here is the overall vision and these are objectives ranked in order of priority’ so much as have a number of areas where he was wanting to get results.  And he, in many ways...
	Cheap labour.

	– and cheap wages, so that you can afford to do things which South Australia can sustain because we had an inevitable disadvantage compared with others.  Now, I think that’s partly a cherry-grower’s preoccupation, but it was a preoccupation with the e...
	But in many ways Don was quite happy to sustain a 10 per cent or so differential between South Australian wages and others, providing that of course the local costs were in the end giving a real outcome that would be fairly similar.  And in some ways ...
	When the Federal Government changed and then there was that financial squeeze on the State – that’s no longer the largesse of the Whitlam Era for all sorts of things – how did that affect his general mood and what he was trying to do?  Or did he try a...

	Well, he was very realistic at any time.  Like there was no suggestion that he would tell Treasury he didn’t believe them, go away and spend the money.  I don’t recall any times when I would have thought that he was some sort of political wastrel that...
	He had a healthy respect for the Treasuries that he dealt with, because there were some changes and developments.  He had what was needed, which was an occupational mistrust of what they were saying, because you can’t ever expect Treasury to tell you ...
	These were these ‘hollow logs’, so-called?

	Well, it was partly hollow logs.  Partly – like the South Australian hollow logs were, in the beginning, a collection of – they’re not really accidents, but ad hoc things that were done:  ‘Okay.  We’ll set up a fund or hold this money here for a parti...
	That was a different situation.  We had this weird arrangement that we had State-based railways and there was a Commonwealth Railways as well, but the State-based railways, because of corruption in public corporations back in the ’20s and ’30s – parti...
	Who drove that deal, was it him or Treasury?

	Drove which deal?
	The railways deal, from the State end?

	From the State end.  (laughs)  Well, the railways deal was particularly interesting because – and I can’t remember all the chronology of this, but most of it was before I was in the Premier’s own office – I had been given a couple of tasks looking at ...
	There had been changes to the transport area so that a Transport Department was set up which had supervision of that area, but he wasn’t altogether happy with what was happening there.  Geoff Virgo was the Minister and was a peppery character and by t...
	At some stage Gough Whitlam talked to him and said that he would rather like to buy the (laughs) South Australian Railways.  As he recounted to me, he had to ask Gough was this actually what he had in his briefing paper or something like that, because...
	Oh, right.

	So I think what we did was he kept the overt responsibility for it but I made most of the bullets.  And we just decided very quickly that this was a smart thing to do, that there was no realistic prospect over the next 10 years or so that South Austra...
	We used Derek Scrafton to some extent for some advice and so forth, but essentially it came down to a pragmatic thing of ‘How do you sell the railways and screw the Commonwealth at the same time?’  So, having decided that the sale was a good idea, and...
	Tasmania!  Oh, right.  An underground one?

	– (laughter) yes, that’s right – one of the more bizarre ways of getting a national network, so rhetoric didn’t always match up with reality – it really came down to, ‘Well, what is a railway?’  So we had surveyors and all sorts defining as narrowly a...
	One of the parts of it we got included was that we’d have a commissioner on the National Commission, and Derek Scrafton was appointed there, which turned out to be an interesting test of the Dunstan-type approach and I guess it was mine as well, becau...
	I was going to ask that.  And how was the final dollar value set?  All these surveys were being done and all sorts of things like that, but – – –.

	I don’t know.  Well, I did know; I have forgotten.  I rather think that there was a good round sum that was come to and if you find other justifications for it it was because they essentially fitted in with a good round sum.  Like some of the calculat...
	Just earlier we talked about Don and where he got some of his ideas.  One of the observations that’s been made about him was that he was very open to ideas and if something was put to him he’d be on the side of ‘Let’s go with it or have a look at it’ ...

	Yes.  I think I might have given an example last time about an underwater city, at the extreme.  But I guess my perspective on Don was that he was somebody who came to the job with political, legal, constitutional ideas, priorities, objectives and so ...
	There were others where, if you like, from the ground up he had a formed view of what the problems of people were – for example, in community welfare aspects – and he’s told the story and I think Ian Cox has given a version of later events of how he w...
	And did you get the sense a lot of what he came up with his ideas, he was the prime originator?  Or was he also a bit of an absorber of what was going on around him?

	Yes, I think he was very much an absorber.  I think those examples I was giving were ones that had come from him individually, even if he had been influenced as a Member.  But he stood out early on as a Member who had social – I was going to say ‘agen...
	I think one of the problems in dealing with Don was that he was so open to suggestion, so there tended to be rats and mice things that he was interested in – he had a wide range of interests – or that people who came to him, either regularly or ad hoc...
	One interesting thing – well, instead of saying ‘one’ interesting [thing], an area that this came up a lot in was, as it was called, ‘town planning’ and that developed into ‘urban development’.  Interestingly, in the late ’60s and early ’70s most of A...
	That touches on – did he ever talk about SA being a social laboratory?

	I don’t ever recall him saying that.
	Being in the vanguard, all that sort of thing.

	Well, that’s different.  If you’re talking about the words, I’ve seen him quite deliberately fail to use the words because it wasn’t politically of advantage.  The other thing was it would present him as somebody who was tinkering with people’s front ...
	And of course during the ’70s in fact we were getting significant migration into the State; whatever the absolute numbers were, the quality of people that were coming in was quite remarkable, and there were a lot of people – you come across them still...
	Yes.  Talking about people, were there particular people Don sought out or listened to on whatever topic it might be?  I mean we have the arts, which was one of his deep personal interests –

	Yes.
	– and he was the Minister there, but where there other people in that area and other people that you knew as his Executive Assistant that, if they said something to him, he’d be really either repeating what they said or he’d be following through some ...

	I don’t remember there being anybody that if they said, ‘You ought to do this’, that he would – well, he would never tug the forelock, but he’d just automatically say, ‘Yeah, we ought to do it’.  In the arts I’d have more difficulty answering that bec...
	In other areas, I didn’t become aware of any individual or individuals who had an overall ability to lead Don or whatever.  There were quite a number of people whose opinions he respected quite a lot.  So, for example in Community Welfare, you could s...
	In another area, Health, I don’t know the early beginnings of this but we had four health-related departments and the head of the Hospitals Department was Brian Shea.  Don had a program of improving our health services because, basically, he had seen ...
	Somebody else might be able to tell you about the history of the Modbury Hospital, but that’s one area where plans for decentralisation and modernisation happened to bump into an election campaign and I do recall as a journalist being told to go out t...
	Oh, really?

	No.  ‘I’m here to announce a hospital – – –.’
	‘They’ve sent me down here.’

	Yes – well, it wasn’t quite as bad, but it was ‘A hospital is a hospital’, you know, ‘and it’s going to be a good one’.  But what sort of good one?  ‘Well, you know, has doctors’, and it was at that stage.  And I think there the push for the vote out ...
	So there the reliance on Brian Shea brought forth lots of good things – for example, at Flinders Medical Centre, the functional way it was set up and relationships with the university and attracting excellent medical academics or medicos who became go...
	Very broadly, yes.

	Yes.  Well, there was an episode where the argument from the public servants is, ‘We don’t want patients because it’s far more efficient without them’.  Well, under Brian’s leadership, I guess you’d have to say, we managed to build one of those at Noa...
	Where I used to take a different point of view, Dunstan as the conservative, dealing with the Treasury, he didn’t push change there, he didn’t demand change; he was much more willing to rely on them to do things in the proper way, et cetera, et cetera...
	What about his Ministers?  Were there any particular ones that he really took note of?

	Could you define ‘took note of’?  (laughter)
	My next question was going to be people he wanted to avoid or were a bad influence on him, so I guess in that spectrum.

	Yes.  Well, it’s interesting.  Even though I got to be working very closely with him and with a number of his colleagues, Don almost never said anything directly negative or derogatory about his fellow Ministers.  I could have kept quite a notebook fu...
	Oh, really?

	And that had stayed vividly in my memory.  So later on, when I was working with Dunstan, he told me on something to go and sort it out with Geoff Virgo, and I said, you know, ‘Geoff?’  And I sort of intimated I thought that he’d been sticking it into ...
	So on transport things, by the time I was in the Executive Assistant role, Geoff Virgo would as often as not ask me, ‘What does Don want?’  And I would tend to avoid answering the question until we’d gone through the issues, so it wasn’t an antagonist...
	Interestingly with Corcoran, although I’d had an agenda as a journalist (laughs) chasing down Corcoran and showing him up a bit, partly on the West Lakes development, that type of thing, but also his pride in having a huge army of daily-paid labour in...
	But a lot of things, for example the Urban Development Coordinating Committee and a lot of agendas that Don wanted to be pushed through, he not only saw the importance of using those ministers and the value of using them, but recognised that using the...
	But when Don was on leave or away or whatever it was quite extraordinary because I had developed a standard approach in Policy Division and kept it going, that if Don was away we didn’t go near the Acting Premier for at least the first day.  (laughs) ...
	‘Well, that’s another minister’s area.’
	‘Well, you can do it.’
	I said, ‘Well, you tell the Minister that you want to – – –.’
	‘Oh, no, no, no, no, no, no.  I don’t want to do that.’  (laughter)  So for all his gruff army approach he was a bit delicate with other ministers.
	Going on to other ministers, though, it depended very much who they were.  For example, Don in many ways, I think, didn’t think that Don Hopgood cut much ice but he thought that he was rational, consistent, loyal and sensitive enough to spot when thin...
	If you got down to the other end of the history – no, I won’t go to the other end of the history just yet; I’ll go to the other end of the capacity scale – there are some ministers who, with any choice, you wouldn’t have in a ministry at all.  It’s no...
	Now, going down to the other end of the capacity scale, when John Bannon came in, which was at the later stages, it was, ‘Get him set up’, and then that’s all, you don’t have to worry about him at all.
	Yes.  I’ve just been doing some reading about Housing and Urban and Regional Affairs and Hudson getting that area, and it seemed to me theoretically a very powerful position Hudson had as the Minister, that’s a pretty powerful coordinating position, s...

	Well, I guess the ’70s in particular were a time when the focus on urban development – I was going to say ‘matured’ – started to mature, and people started to recognise that there was something called ‘infrastructure’ as opposed to water, sewerage, ro...
	That sat quite well with us in South Australia because of the way things had been done.  Most of our suburbs that were newly created in fact had a number of services there, if not all the services.  This was largely due to the influence of Alec Ramsay...
	To get the best out of the Commonwealth funding and our own planning, we started coordinating things after the Corbett Report.  It’ was partly because of the Corbett Report and partly it was opportunistically cashing in on – well, it was actually refl...
	Hudson was good on a number of areas and eventually the – I can’t remember, I think we had some sort of inquiry or investigation or whatever about the structures, but it seemed to be a logical grouping to (a) get those things together and (b) get them...
	Don wasn’t worried about alternative power bases, like a fairly theoretically-strong coordinating department – – –?

	Well, he was quite well aware of, if you like, public service power bases and he was quite happy about that.  He reckoned that we could beat them hands-down anyway.  That’s being facetious, but he actually observed that at some stage, that ‘They won’t...
	Interesting.  We’ll come back to uranium later on.  But just when you were talking about Geoff Virgo, and area of interest I thought might be worth exploring is Don’s thinking and relationship with the worker, if you like, given his background in the ...

	I’ve never heard any suggestion like that at all.  I know that there’s been this thing about him having a plummy voice or if he was having a beer in a pub that didn’t look quite like him, or whatever.  In some ways, though, I’d have to say that that i...
	And big, black glasses, yes.

	– yes – he didn’t make a habit of spending hours on end in one pub on Friday night, but he did get around – a lot of the stories that he told were sort of very basic, down-to-earth ones about dealing with ordinary people or with people, politicians, w...
	In some ways, if you think through this stereotyping of Don, it ends up as something interesting because he was obviously very much at home, very good with and valued very much interacting with the migrant population in his areas and others – Greek an...
	On the other hand, I don’t recall him spending a lot of waking hours thinking about Australian Rules Football or things like that.  (laughs)  He was quite sympathetic in dealing with the code.  But pubs – well, yes, he’d go to the pub.  But I certainl...
	Or he didn’t express that – you know, ‘I don’t understand this because I haven’t been one of them’, or something like that.

	Oh, never, never that.  In fact, it’s more likely the other way round, that some people were saying, ‘Oh, yeah, he knew that’.  ???Said, ‘Well, if he knew anything, there’s So-and-so over there’,??? and he was very well-grounded.
	When he asked you to follow areas up, was he clear about what he wanted?  Or did he just have a general idea – you know, clear in the sense of, ‘Well, here’s an idea and these are the things I want you to – – –.’  Or, ‘Here’s an idea and these are the...

	Please be explicit, George.
	Yes.

	It really depends on the subject area.  Like there were some things where he would just say, ‘We need to do something about such-and-such’, like in a starting up things, whenever we got something going, if I myself or somebody from Policy Division or ...
	Really?

	(laughter)  Yes.  And to me that was the polar opposite of Don.  I suspect John Olsen had no idea what he wanted to do but he didn’t want to say it.
	But there were some times when either Don did know what he wanted to do or the direction he wanted to go in, or it might be that somebody had suggested to him that he needed to have a look at something, and he was – well, I was going to say he was ‘gu...
	Sometimes he’d dictate a relatively short memo, in the sense of a page or a page and a half, and outline some of the things on a particular topic that I recall, anyway.

	Do you recall the topic?
	I can’t recall a topic.  I have a vision of his memos and his signature, but I can’t recall a topic.

	I can recall doing some of those memos to you, George –
	Right, okay.

	– which he signed – – –.  (laughter)
	Well, that answers another question.

	What, ‘Did I sign them as well?’
	No, no, no; whether it was – like my next question was going to be did he have an idea of the next stages of some of the things, in the sense of, ‘Well, here’s an idea, but about three steps later this is where this ought to be’, or he had some ideas ...

	Yes, he’d do that.  But I guess overall it depended on the area.  For example, with urban development and say the North-East transport things, he had an interest in certain sorts of things and would have been quite pleased to have certain sorts of ans...
	In it, there are some fundamentals.  It was about community viability, access for ordinary people, convenience for ordinary people – you know, the full range of facilities available to people on modest incomes and so forth; but there was also this asp...
	This is a side anecdote, I suppose.  I started this editorial off:  ‘Don Dunstan must not know whether to laugh or cry’, that Steele Hall had rejected his thing but now was trumpeting it.  And I had huge problems in The Advertiser that day about that ...
	‘Okay.  What is it?’
	And he said, ‘Well, it’s a very prominent mention of Don Dunstan there.  If you took that mention out, I think you’d find it’s all right’.  (laughter)  I think I shifted it down.
	And once an idea had been framed, like a Cabinet submission had been done and things ticked off and sent off to the appropriate minister and department, did you get any sense that Don still recollected what – I guess it depended on the area again, but...

	Well, two aspects of that.  In anything we did, apart from us having it as our operating method, he always expected us to follow through on – well, not follow through; make it a part of – how it would work.  So even those formats for Cabinet submissio...
	But the normal way of dealing with him, which I think had been started with Bob Bakewell and certainly been used by Bill Voyzey and me, was whenever you met with him you’d have an agenda which would have what you thought needed to be dealt with but in...
	And did he ever talk to you about, like ‘We seem to be having a bottleneck or a problem in an agency or a combination of them and we ought to get somebody in to push this along or set up a different sort of structure or special unit’?

	I don’t know.  Probably.  (laughter)  But there were so many occasions I’m not quite sure.  Like we’re talking mainly in these times – well, most of this is about the second half of the ’70s when he had pretty well settled in and he had trained us up,...
	For example, with the Health Commission, the Public Accounts Committee reports, there were things that he’d be prodded to some extent through Parliament, not very much but some.  But then dealing with it bureaucratically the Treasury might have someth...
	Yes.  I’m thinking of the sort of things used these days, get in a super-duper management consultant to do something or set up a special unit, and I guess in his time the Women’s Advisers area and disability area.

	Oh, those sorts of things, yes.
	What’s another one?  You get a David Cappo type of person to stir things up.  I mentioned some that were set up and run through, but were there any particular areas that really needed to get kicked along?

	You’re challenging my memory.  You know, there are probably a lot in that sense.  Well, I think we talked previously about the grape-growers and using Brian Chatterton as a Member there.
	Well, there was a Corbett Inquiry, for example.

	Yes.  Well, if we’re talking about inquiries generally –
	Well, yes – special things to get things moving.

	– you should know more about this than I do, because there was work on setting up the Land Commission, for example, and in some periods you could be excused for thinking it was government by inquiry.  Some of those things were genuinely to find out wh...
	Peter Mills, yes.

	Yes.  But we had a Prices Commissioner who was part of the furniture, sort of well-respected, innocuous in many ways, but was regarded as independent and probably capable.  But nobody else really knew what was going on or couldn’t quite remember why y...
	Yes, productivity improvement.

	Yes.  And so in that context what do you do?  Well, you can go and ask the bread industry to tell us, though it’s less likely.  And so you go down a path of inquiries and policy secretariats and so forth, or committee secretariat first.
	Were some of those special units, like the Women’s Adviser or Disability, were they a help or a hindrance or a bit of both, in your recollection?  Like I recall the Women’s Adviser’s area doing good work, they’d be out there pushing things and probabl...

	Yes.  Well, I don’t know who invented advisers, it might have been Don, but I think it’s a very astute way of dealing with things because, as an adviser, they could be appointed from outside the government structure, they didn’t just have to be somebo...
	Front bars.

	Yes, because even though women were by that time permitted to drink beer they were actually not being served.  So Deborah, being an imposing figure herself but with a few other people with grey suits or whatever, in my recollection, although there was...
	Really?

	‘My god!  The world’s coming to an end.’  And somebody like – well, the tactic of adviser enabled things to be stirred up so that the Premier could calm them down if it was not appropriate or do other things.
	With disability, it was a much less recognised issue but the technique I thought worked well, but a lot of the problem there was not just so much public attitude but internal governmental institutional attitude, and that was a pretty hard row.  But th...
	But I think when we got to the second generation one of the big failures and big disappointment to me has been equal opportunity officers.  The idea was to put resource into every significant department and at any rate having an equal opportunity offi...
	They’re in HR somewhere.

	Yes.
	Just talking about some of these ginger units, I’ll call them, did Don ever use shock therapy on departments or agencies or the private sector, in your view, to stir something up and then come in and get some things happening but a bit of a lower leve...

	I’m racking my brains, I can’t think of that.  I think at the larger level, if we go back to industrial democracy, some of that was there.  I think that he was vociferous enough and intransigent enough at times to show that he was following that sort ...
	But an interesting thing that transpired there, and this is about drawing people in, to partly create a demonstration effect and partly to convince people that business people could actually agree with some of his ideas, on that Industrial Democracy W...
	No, he wasn’t on the Working Party.  He came in later.

	No, sorry.  He was on the board or steering committee that was set up.
	Yes, the head of the unit, yes.

	Yes, that’s right, the head of the unit.  So he was there partly because he was somebody who had spoken publicly about these sorts of things and partly because he’d made heaps of money in business and therefore had at least that credibility; partly be...
	Really?  Gosh.

	And to me that’s a nice little picture of Don actually being less radical than the non-radical person he’d brought in.
	Interesting.

	So a mixture of techniques.
	And did Don ever muse with you about an issue and how he might sell it to a group or the community at large?  Think through, talking with you about this?

	Well, a lot of our contact was about that sort of thing.  Like a daily event was how things either could be or were being handled in government.  That might be him saying to me or to anybody else that was there, ‘Now, you go and do it this way’.  It m...
	What about when he had to crank himself up to get out and convince people about something?  Was that a sort of end-point, or he was interested in something in particular and he – – –?

	Yes.  A lot of this is almost like a continuous beltway and you’re saying, ‘Well, what happened at that point?’
	I’m just wondering if there’s any pattern in any of this.

	Well, the biggest pattern was that all these things were considered at the same time all the time, so it wasn’t so much a matter of, ‘Ooh, let’s sit down and think out what to do next’; it was more that you’d been talking about it yesterday and ‘We’re...
	One thing that I can think of, with the follow-on from the Corbett Report there were changes in departments and changes in the legislation and all the rest of it and he kept up a fairly astute arm’s-length approach on that.  But at a certain point the...
	Called a ‘permanent head’.

	– that’s right, called a ‘permanent head’, and so we had actually been talking to a variety of people but we had started meetings of heads of departments, all of them together, to discuss mutual interest and whatever and we’d raised some of these ques...
	But any rate, we had started this thing in ’77, I think it was, of getting Don to talk to the heads of departments as Premier at least once a year, maybe twice a year, and that was quite revolutionary because Premiers hadn’t done that before.  Ministe...
	Down on the first floor?

	In the Education Department.
	Yes, that’s right, yes.

	They managed to get Gough Whitlam to pay for a Premier’s Dining Room for State occasions that he didn’t realise, and they carpeted the walls as much as the floor – somewhat strange.  But any rate, we had them there and I’d written his piece, and he sa...
	Really?

	So in that way they were well ahead of this reluctant Premier.
	Interesting.  Why was he reluctant?  Because his sort of bells were saying he might be stirring up something that doesn’t need to be stirred up?

	Yes.  And – well, I don’t know if this is analysing his or a Premier’s brain:  it might be that if you’ve got however many, 30 of these people – I can’t remember, I think it was less than that – potentially each one of them will go back to a minister ...
	And I think generally the experience in Australia has been that governments, the elected governments, have been on the whole more reluctant than their advisers to change some of those structures.  The rhetoric can be quite different, you know, that I’...
	Just talking about 1977 and the election, after that did Don sit down with you and say, ‘Well, look, here’s our program we announced.  Let’s sort out what we’re going to do’?  Or just let things roll along?  I’m asking that in the sense of just trying...

	Well, it is a bit like that.  In some ways.  Like looking at it from a public service point of view, you’re coming up to an election and increasingly we were talking about, well, standing away from the political part of the Government once the campaig...
	Eyebrow goes up.  (laughs)  ‘Why are you wanting to do this?’
	‘And the request to you as Premier is if there are things that we specifically need to work on, let us know’, et cetera, et cetera.
	I think that it was also raised whether we should be available to the Opposition for briefing if they wanted it, and I believe that was mumbled off in the sense that, ‘Well, wait till that happens’, or something.
	And so there was this interregnum - the belt was turned off or whatever.  At the end, though, when the Premier comes back in, instead of it being, ‘Okay, now, this is what we’re going to do’, obviously everybody knew what had happened during the campa...
	I don’t recall anything specific that he said but at the next routine meeting it was, ‘Well, these are the things that we’ve got on our list; are there other things that you want to talk about?’
	And he’d look down the list:  ‘Oh, well, there might be such-and-such we need to do, whatever.’
	But I think I said before that, when we raised questions of, ‘Well, here’s your platform during the election, what about these things on it?’ he said, ‘Well, I’ll tell you when we need to do any of those things’.
	Okay, so he had some idea, or very loosely.

	Well, no.  What you’re going to election on is not necessarily your agenda on Monday after.
	Fair enough.  I probably should have asked you this at the start, but it relates to I guess the role of a Premier:  did he ever talk to you about the role?  You know, ‘I’m the Premier’, and that’s got a certain role as leader of the State, chair of Ca...

	Yes, for most of the time.
	And did times come up when one got in the way of the other one, or he might have been seen to, or comments about ‘Well, he’s the boss’, if you like, ‘but he’s also Minister for the Arts and they’re getting special treatment’, sort of thing?

	(laughter)  I never had any problem with that myself.  I guess at the public service level there was all this business of competing for his attention because we had more things on the go than he was dealing with directly, and one of the things that ev...
	But sometimes – for example, with an adviser – you can spend your life out there campaigning and doing wonderful things and if you haven’t seen the person you’re doing it for for some time it can be a bit difficult.  So just getting access, even if no...
	Just broadening it a bit, his relationships with the media were seen as fairly, I’ll call it ‘advanced’, in the sense he was seen as one of the first new media politicians, if you like, with television and things like that.

	Yes.
	Did he enjoy relating to the media, or did he just see it as something he had to do because it was expected of him?  Did he use it as an opportunity to project himself and things like that?

	Yes.  I suppose you could find an example of any of those, and others.  But overall he was a confident dealer with the media.  He saw a great amount of advantage in being able to address the media and, through them, the general public.  He also had su...
	And he felt sort of put-upon – – –?

	Well, he felt put-upon.  Like I’ve told a story before of me putting on (laughs) and demanding access ‘Or I’ll shop you’, and that was the game.  Like it can be quite a tough game.  And in some ways it can be more disconcerting to have a soft story do...
	But he also took on quite a number of other, softer-type things that he felt projected him but also what he was on about without having to say, ‘This is what I’m trying to do’.  So if he was cooking on television or if he was reciting poetry at the Zo...
	Keith Michell, I think.

	– that’s right, Keith Michell – at the Festival Centre, those sorts of things counted.
	And was he pretty confident in his knowledge and intellectual ability to either sidestep or out-argue, if you like, or fully brief somebody?

	Well, he was generally pretty confident, like he had no doubt about his own capacities.  And in some ways he ended up trading too much on his own capacities and he developed this stance of high dudgeon – well, sometimes I couldn’t work out whether it ...
	In terms of whether he felt well-equipped, there are a number of times when any Premier or politician going before the microphones or the cameras doesn’t really feel confident of all the facts, or might have all the facts but not the grasp of them, an...
	We’re talking about Don’s relationship with the media and some things he liked and some things he didn’t.  Just generally speaking, in your time with him as Executive Assistant and even before that, what sort of things did you pick up as those he real...

	I left his amusement agenda to others.
	Oh, okay.  But what gave him a buzz, for example?

	Yes.  Well, in many ways you could see a Premier’s role as a performer, and if a performance went off well he was on a bit of a high.  But in a sense it was a continuation.  Before a major parliamentary occasion, like a ministerial statement or a deba...
	I always remember that Gretel Dunstan at some stage described him as a ‘poseur’, and I thought that that was grossly unfair at the time; but if you don’t take that as a negative thing, if you have a fairly neutral attitude to ‘poseur’, I suppose in ot...
	When he wasn’t playing those roles it was sometimes difficult to work out whether he was playing anything.  So he worked extremely hard and one of the problems we had to deal with was that on occasions he might nod off or be less-than-obviously awake....
	He quite liked public occasions.  He liked mixing with people when he was quite clearly the Premier, but it wasn’t necessarily the formal occasions.  Like there were meetings after Cabinet that sometimes he hated because they were useless, or other me...
	Right, yes – some emergency would come up to require him elsewhere.

	Yes.  ‘Minister, there’s Mr Walker on the phone.’
	Just leading on from that, were there particular things he hated to do or avoided like the plague, if you like?

	I can’t actually remember.  I’d probably be damned by a lot of people for saying this, but he was fairly docile, in the sense that he – well, actually a more complimentary way of saying it – he had a real appreciation of public responsibility.  So, wh...
	All right.  Well, thanks very much, Bruce, for continuing our discussion of this area, particularly about your very close work with Don Dunstan and his characteristics of leadership and overall performance and the way he operated.  This is the end of ...

	My pleasure.

