A HUNDRED YEARS OF OZ

Anne Summers AO Ph. D

Address to
| nsurance Council of Australia
Annual | ndustry Di nner

Westin Hotel, Sydney
Thur sday, 3 May, 2001

NOTE: This speech is copyright and may not be quoted or
di ssenm nated in any form whatsoever w thout the express
perm ssion of the author. |[If such perm ssion is sought,
pl ease contact the author at chan@mgna.com au

Ladi es and Gentl enen

It is a great honour for ne to have been invited to stand before you
this evening to talk to you about our country, past and present.



| thought | might begin with you a few observati ons about the past
one hundred years, to | ook at what we have |earned - or should have
| earned! - before | look to the future.

The epoch that ended in 2000 was a truly amazi ng one, by any
standards. |t was, as soneone said, the very best and the very wor st
of times.

It was a century that spawned Battl eship Potenkin and the Cruise
Mssile (and no, | don’t mean Tom), Charlie Chaplin and
concentration canps, Sinone de Beauvoir and snuff novies.

It was a tine of phenomenal creativity and wanton destruction, of
unpr ecedent ed conpassi on and i nconprehensi ble cruelty.

During the 20" century Josef Stalin, Adolf Hitler, Mao Zedong, Pol
Pot, Suddam Hussein and S|l obodan M | osevi ¢ each unl eashed nurder ous
forces that saw the brutal deaths of mllions.

At the sanme tinme, respect for human |life and hunan rights was
exenplified by the |likes of Mahatna Gandhi, Martin Luther King,
Mot her Teresa and, post prison, Nelson Mandel a

It was a century that saw two world wars and brought forth the atonic
bonb, but it was also a century which created the United Nations.

It was a century which saw nuch of Asia, Africa and South America
purl oi ned by European or Anerican inperialists but also their
bani shnent in the post-war |iberation and i ndependence struggl es.

It was a century where the so-called “green revolution” in
agriculture enabl ed nbst peasant economes to feed their vast
popul ati ons, but when we al so enbarked on a m ndl ess frenzy of
deforestati on which has the potential to lead to a gl obal ecol ogica
cat ast rophe.

In Europe and the Anericas, the century saw the visual genius of

Pi casso and Braque, the celluloid vision of Eisenstein and the
Russi an Jews who founded Hol | ywood, the manufacturing and marketing
i nnovation of Henry Ford, a nusical output that ranged from Puccini
and Stravinsky to jazz and the Beatles, while literature was turned
on its head by Janes Joyce

It was a century where scientific and technical genius achieved
uni magi nabl e I evel s of invention while new depths of banality were
pl unbed in a curious new cult of celebrity.

VWhen the century began there were no jet planes, no washi ng nachi nes
or microwave ovens, no conmputers or television, no penicillin or
bl ood transfusions.



Now we have nmmss transit and mass nedia, and entertainnent is a
comodi ty delivered sinultaneously around the gl obe by a handful of
owners via satellites and the world w de web.

Looki ng back, we can see that it was a very speedy century.

Virtually everything we invented conspired to increase the pace at
which we [ive.

Everyt hi ng becane faster: travel and comunications, even our food.
Ray Kroc - the founder of MDonald s - was a 20" century icon
according to Tine nmagazine's list of the 100 nost inportant people of
t he epoch.

Despite official cut-backs to hours, npbst working days are |onger but
hol i days are shorter. They are now called “breaks”.

At the beginning of the 20" century the term‘poverty denoted a |ack
of incone. One hundred years later, it often refers to a |lack of
time. We have becone obsessed with tinetables and organisers - ways
to tell us what we shoul d be doi ng, and whet her we have achieved it.

This, then is the background agai nst which our own story has taken
pl ace. W have been part of it, enjoyed it and suffered fromit, and
al so made our own uni que contributions.

Austral i ans have al ways been known for our inventiveness, for our
creativity — and for our total inability to take credit for, let
al one bask in the glory of, our acconplishnents.

Unl ess, of course, they are in sport — and then we can’t stop tal king
about them

As HG Nelson likes to put it, Australia is a country where too nuch
sport is never enough

Wth everything else, it is a different story.
It is one of the paradoxes of this place.

How many countries with a small popul ati on such as ours have produced
seven Nobel prize w nners, including one for Literature? How many
have produced two singers of the calibre and renown of Dane Nellie
Mel ba and Dane Joan Sut herl and?

When it conmes to popular nusic, there was d adys Moncrief — who
apparently no one renenbers on the evidence of a question earlier
this week on “Who Wants to be a MIlionaire”!

Currently there is Oivia Newton-John and Kylie M nogue and, of
course, groups such as AC/DC, Men at Work, INXS, Mdnight G1I,
silverchair and the Bee Cees.



Qur filmdirectors and novie stars shine well beyond our shores.
Just think of Bruce Beresford, Baz Luhrmann, Peter Wir, Phil Noyce,
Fred Schepsi, Ceoffrey Rush, Cate Blanchett, N cole Kidnan, Heath
Ledger and Toni Collette.

(I won't get into an argunment about whet her Russell Crowe is an
Aussie, I'Il just say he lives here -as do Sam Neill and Jane Canpi on
and various other former Enzedders - and that’s good enough for ne!)

Qur sporting prowess of course is renowned. |'d be here all night if
| were to start |isting nanes.

Let’s just say it is a very long list, spanning Les Darcy to Cathy
Freeman, and it’s not just people. | can’t think of another country
that woul d have the heart of a race-horse in pride of place in a
nmuseum

Nor can | inmmgi ne another country whose head of governnent woul d
proclaim after visiting Newport, Rhode Island and inspecting the
boat that would eventually take the America’s Cup fromthe US for the
first time in over 130 years, “ At least they can’t poison a yacht!”

We al so have a long history of inventions.

M/ favourite was invented in the 19" century and should not really be
i ncluded here but | amgoing to mention the stunp-junp plough anyway.

| like its blunt Aussie nane that tells you exactly what it does — it
junps over those bloody stunps that used to weck the ploughs
designed for drawing nice smooth furrows in English fields. And
like the practical, problemsolving approach to life that notivated
its invention.

| guess you could say it's a bit Iike the wi ne-cask. Wen we decided
that a bottle just did not hold enough to do the job, sonmeone came up
with the idea of a box with a handl e and spout that hol ds sonething
like six bottles! Very practical

Over the past hundred years Australians have been responsible for
i nnovations as diverse as the surf |ife-saving wheel and the heart
pace- naker, the rotary hoe and the Hills Hoist, the Royal Flying
Doctor Service and the School of the Ar

And, of course, the redback spider anti-venom (another practica
i nvention necessitated by the outdoor dunny!).

As well as founding one of the world s first airlines, the Queensl and
and Northern Territory Aerial Service — what we know today as Qantas
- we also came up with the inflatable aircraft escape slide, the

bl ack box flight recorder and the Interscan | anding system

In nmedicine, it was the bionic ear, in-vitro fertilisation, the
production of penicillin, microsurgery and the ultrasound techni que
t hat now enabl es every expectant couple to entertain their worknmates
wi th videos of their devel opi ng foetus.



Politically and socially we have led the world in so many ways t hat
sadly are virtually forgotten today.

| wonder how many people in this room know that Australians invented
the secret ballot which is the hallmark of denocratic el ections
around the world. W also canme up with the conciliation and
arbitration systemfor settling industrial disputes, and the eight
hour day as a fair neans of regul ating working hours.

It was the Premer of this State, Jack Lang, who in 1926 invented the
wi dows pension. Previously, w dows whose husbands had not provided
for themwere left destitute. Australia also invented child
endowrent, a means tested all owance payable to fanilies with
children. Most significantly, the allowance was paid to the nother.
The worry was that nen would drink or ganble it away.

On the sartorial front, there were pernanent-crease trousers, socks
that stay up, Speedo swi nming gear, and | think we can claimcredit
for the bikini, at least the itsy-bitsy teeny-weeny ones that used to
cause apopl exy anong the beach inspectors at Bondi in the 1960s.

(Bei ng a somewhat censorious and bureaucratic people, we probably
al so invented the beach inspector!)

Yet despite this extraordinary record of acconplishment, we are stil
in many ways an i nsecure and uncertain peopl e.

W seemto need constant approval from® overseas”. The cultura
cringe is alive and well, regrettably, and we have what | find the
irritating and unnecessary habit of continually assuring ourselves
that what we are doing is “world class”.

This is not to say that we don't believe we live in Godzone Country,
the greatest country on earth, who held the “best O ynpics ever”
and all the rest of it.

It’s just that we don’t act as if we believe it.

Sone of this might be due to the enbarrassment or shame we feel
because we seemto be unable to hold onto so many of our inventions.

We can’'t find the noney or the know how or whatever is required to
turn our local inventions into global brands.

| don’t know about you, but | felt angry every time | saw a sw nmer
weari ng Speedos during the Sydney A ynpics. Wat should have been

the finest hour for our |ocal brand i nstead becane a showcase for a
renowned and i nnovative Anerican brand.

So many of our people, and our products, have gone off shore because
we are unable to support them



I learned just yesterday that Lake Technol ogy, the inventors of
surround sound headphones for conputers and inflight novies, a
technol ogy they have licensed to Dol by, are about to relocate to the
US because they can’t get the financial and narketing support here
that they need to take their product to where it bel ongs.

Wiy does this happen?

It does not have to.

Look at a country like Finland, with only 5.1 million people, and the
extraordi nary success they have had with Nokia. They m ght not have
i nvented the nobile phone but they certainly own it now and have
become the trendsetters around the world.

We coul d not even hang onto Vegenitel

Years ago, in 1964, Donald Horne published a book about Australia
that he called The Lucky Country and in doing so coined the phrase
that, nore than any other, Australians |love to use about thensel ves.

Horne neant the title to be ironic.

Yet it has acquired, he wote subsequently, *“meanings not intended
by its inventor” QO her witers have come up with ot her phrases to
descri be us, as have politicians. W have been told we are — or need
to be — “the clever country”, or “the know edge nation”, but none
of these have stuck. W like to think of ourselves as “the lucky
country” .

Wy ?
The reason, | believe, lies in the fact that it gave a nane to the
sentinental view we held of ourselves. It was a consolation, to

t hi nk of ourselves as lucky, when we could quite easily have
concl uded the opposite.

That we were unlucky for being so far from Europe, for never having
gone through the nation-building exercise of a war of independence,

for not having the invigorating challenges of a smaller territory or
a |l arger popul ation.

We needed to believe we were lucky. Perhaps because we secretly
harboured fears that Australia Felix was a self-reinforcing nyth and
because we needed a cloak for our insecurity we seized upon its title
as if we were a life-raft.

It becanme our |egend, our way of describing ourselves.

We placed our faith in a ganbling term W decided, in effect, to
take a flutter on the future.

It was so seductive, to think of ourselves as graced, as godzone

country. It justified conplacency, and gave legitinmcy to a whole
sub-set of phrases we believed epitonmised our carefree, fortunate way
of life: "no worries, mate!" And "she'll be right!" And "near enough

i s good enough".



And for a while it seemed to work. Except that the m ning boom of
the 1960s was not the result of luck. It came fromthe vision and
the | abours of a generation of businessmen who happened to be miners.

Even when we "rode the sheep's back", we were really riding on the
backs of the station owners and the station hands and the shearers
and the wharfies and all the others who put in the back-breaki ng work
to bring the clip to the world's markets.

And that has been the curious thing about us. W have not really
been a nation of shirkers but we chose to represent ourselves as
such. Perhaps because the initial work of tami ng the continent was
so hard, we chose to cloak the toil with a romance. W wanted to
bel i eve that our wealth was acquired effortlessly.

W wanted the world to see us as an anti podean paradi se. It was our
way of advertising ourselves. It was another sign of our insecurity.

Unli ke the American Dream which prom sed - and delivered - to
generations of immgrants a good life in return for hard work, the
Lucky Country offered instant gratification. Just to be here was
sufficient. It was like winning the lottery.

The allure was so strong that generations of our inmmgrants believed
it. They too eventually succunbed to the "she'll be right" nyth and
adapted to our | ackadai sical ways, thereby depriving us of the

i nfusion of energy and drive that transfornmed the United States in
the 20th century.

We night be one of the world' s nobst successful nulti-cultura
countries, and we are extrenely fortunate not to have to endure the
sectarian, ethnic or other strife that tears so many other nations
apart. But we also |ack sonething — that edge that cones from
conpetitiveness and striving.

We sonetines sneer at Anmericans for the way they worship success, for
their culture of individualism Yet |ook at what that country has
achieved. W prefer to take refuge in the culture of mateship. W
don't like people who are “up thenselves” - as we deride

i ndi vi dual achi evers outside the sporting arena.

In this sense, the term “the lucky country” was a curse. It was
dangerous for us to gratify our ganbling proclivities in this way.
It led us to believe we could spend the noney before we earned it,
sonet hing we have done tinme and again

Qur state and federal governments did it in anticipation of a 1980s
resources boomthat never delivered the expected goods. Qur
corporate buccaneers did it in the 80s, with their profligate

acqui sitions and prodi gal borrow ngs.

So intoxicated were we with this self-congratulatory way of
descri bi ng ourselves that we quickly forgot what the book The Lucky
Country had argued: that we needed to adapt and change if we were to
mai ntain our standard of |iving and becone a better country.

Today, as we mark the Centenary of our federation, this is a | esson
we need to | earn again.

We are a mnmuch better country than we were but our journey is not yet
conpl et e.

W& have nade nmany of the tough econom c adjustnments, reduced our
reliance on manufacturing, becone nore rational in the way we work.



Many in fact argue that we have gone too far in that direction, that
we have abandoned our basic humanity and our concern for people in a
relentl ess and ruthl ess search for bottomline efficiencies.

We are no |longer as narrow m nded or racist as were once were.

Beach i nspectors are a thing of the past, and although the high

| evel s of support for One Nation m ght suggest we are still in many
respects a racist country, | tend to believe that One Nation’'s appea
is primarily econonmic rather than racial. In Wstern Australia, the

party received a startlingly high vote anongst Abori gi nes.

I think Pauline Hanson has tapped into an angry vein of economc
deprivation and its consequences that the major parties have ignored
— at their peril as it has turned out.

They have to learn fromthis. Just as we all have to learn fromthe
past if we are enjoy a better future.

This Centenary year is the perfect tine to do this, since what we are
celebrating is the birth of our nation, the six colonies agreeing to
join together in a commonwealth with a unified system of governnent.

That much, at |east, we could agree upon

W were not able to agree on the width of our railway tracks — that
took al nost 100 years! — and interstate travel for years involved
changing trains to ride the different gauges.

We fought for years on tariffs.

| grew up in Adel aide and | earned fromny father to prefer

Sydneysi ders because they were free-traders, to Victorians whom he
cursed for being a “ bunch of bloody protectionists”. (Sone things
still have not changed!)

But despite such disagreenents, we were able to reach consensus on
t he fundanental principles of government and to cone up with a system
that for the nost part has been fair and has served us well.

Shamefully, we did not originally allow the indigenous inhabitants
any rights of citizenship — that did not occur until after the 1967
referendum - but right fromthe start, we agreed that wonmen shoul d be
able both to vote and to run for office.

This was at a tine when the only other country in the world to
provide for this was New Zeal and, and when the states of New South
Wal es, Queensl and, Victoria and Tasmani a had not yet enfranchised
wonen in state el ections.

As | have tried to point out, in the hundred years since we federated
so nmuch has changed in this country, and in the world, that it
scarcely makes much sense to go in for “now and then” conparisons

Therefore, | for one amnot a fan of re-enactnents. | can’t see the
poi nt of dressing up in century-old garnents to perform nmeaningl ess

rituals that do nothing to equip us for the very real challenges we

face as a country today.



| visited Berry on the South Coast at the weekend and | earned that
the town is planning next week to re-enact a picnic that had occurred
one hundred years ago.

Then, apparently, citizens cane fromall over New South Wales to
cel ebrate the new federation. They cane of course by train

Next week they will descend on Berry in their petrol-guzzling four-
wheel drives. If the point of such an event was to encourage people
to use public transport, | would applaud it, but today there is no
train to Berry.

There are many things about a century ago that we are only too happy
to | eave behi nd.

For instance, the average |ife expectancy of a male in 1901 was 55
years and 2 nonths. For women who did not die in childbirth, it was

58 years and 10 nmonths. Many of us in this roomwould not still be
[ive today.
Certainly, we would not be as tall, as healthy and as protected from

di sease as our ancestors. W probably all eat and drink too rmuch
t hese days, but at least it is alnmost unheard of for people to die
frommal nutrition.

We in Sydney panicked two years ago when it seened our water supply
was i nfected by cryptospiridian and giardia. It turned out to be an
over-zeal ous interpretation of the constant testing that keeps our
wat er clean and di sease free that led to the crisis.

Yet a hundred years ago there was a real public health crisis when
Buboni ¢ pl ague was detected in Sydney. Wthin six nmonths nore than
one hundred people had died fromit; the epidenic |lasted ten years
and affected every state except Tasnani a.

On hot nights back then if you opened your wi ndow for sone cool air,
your senses were assaulted by the snmell of open sewers, or the night-
cart man doi ng his rounds.

Needl ess to say, we are not re-enacting any of thisl!

Simlarly, | do not see the point of federal parlianentarians
assenbling in Mel bourne next Thursday to sit for a few nminutes in the
Victorian parlianentary chanbers where their forebears sat.

It is not the nmoney | object to — we have so nmany truly creative ways
of wasting nmoney in this country that this one scarcely registers on
t he Superfluous Spending Richter Scale. No, what | find
objectionable is that our politicians seemnore interested in re-
enacting the past than they do in grappling with the intractable
probl ens of the future

O course, | amnot saying that we cannot — or should not — learn
fromthe past.
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As soneone who has studied and witten history, | believe we can gain
great understandi ng about oursel ves from studyi ng where we cane from
and how we becane who we are today. |Indeed, it is one of our current

nati onal scandals that the teaching of history in schools, and even
in universities, is on the decline.

It is bad enough that spelling and grammar have deteriorated to the
point that we are no | onger shocked, or even surprised, by
extraordi nary m stakes in our nmmjor newspapers.

Even so, | was a little taken aback to read | ast weekend in the rea
estate section of a national newspaper that the forner footballer M
Muni nga was selling his house — in the Canberra suburb of *“ Deacon”.

The suburb of “Deakin” is of course naned after our second Prine
M nister, Alfred Deakin. It is where the Prime Mnister’s |lodge is
| ocated and, for those who don’t know their history, it is the nane
of a pretty well-known |ower price range of w ne.

I don’t know what the real estate journalist could have been thinking
as he tapped out those letters. Maybe he was a bit carried away by

t he appointnent earlier in the week of an Anglican Archbishop to be
our next governor-general!

| AM FIRM.Y of the view that the best way to celebrate the
acconpl i shments of the part is to prepare for a better future.
woul d rat her our federal parlianentarians held an emergency sumit-
nmeeting on teenage suicide, or drug use, or how to actually achieve
Aboriginal reconciliation

Per haps t hey shoul d be doi ng sone tough tal king about the economc
future of a country that is so dependent on the export of carbon-
containing fossil fuels, the continued burning of which threatens the
very existence of our planet.

Climate change is very nmuch in the news these days.

It is a subject that the insurance industry naturally has a very deep
interest in as over the past decade it has had to pay out billions of
dollars on property destroyed by extrene fl oods and stormns.

Ri sing seas and increased hurricane activities in sone parts of the
wor |l d have seen certain countries unable to insure. |If these trends
continue, as they are predicted to do, your industry will become an
even nore inmportant player in the clinmate debate than the oil and
coal and autonobil e conpani es.

It is already happening in Europe.

Much of our future is going to be taken up with working to solve
t hese and other problens of sinmlar enormty. Sone of these battles
will be global. OQhers will be national or |ocal

When it cones to sonething as basic as health, we have enornous
chall enges. | heard a shaneful statistic recently: within a few
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years nore people in the world will have nobile phones than will have
access to safe drinking water. \Where are our priorities?

More and nore, organisations that once concentrated on the fall-out
fromhealth or so-called natural disasters now feel the need to work
to try to prevent such disasters.

The Red Cross, for instance, is working on strategies for reducing
climate change and hence reducing, if not preventing the cataclysmc
floods in places such as Bangl adesh and Myzanbi que.

Oxfamis fighting the pharnmaceutical conpanies on the price of drugs,
especially those for treating AIDS and TB, in devel oping countries —
and not just doing its traditional work of fighting illness and
poverty by raising noney in the devel oped worl d.

VWen it comes to solving sone of the world s najor health problens, I
expect your industry will find itself becoming involved in ways that
are new for you.

In the 20" century, the world nmanaged to eradicate smallpox. In the
21*, we have to do the sane with AIDS and with cancer. Wthin
Australia, we have to solve — once and for all — the tragic problens

associ ated with Aboriginal health.

Your industry can play a vital role in these battles, as you have in
the reduction of cigarette snmoking and in safer driving on our roads.

We in Australia also face challenges relating to equity and soci al
justice that are in many ways quite new to us.

We are experiencing unprecedented and grow ng gaps between haves and
have-nots that go against everything we like to believe we stand for
For a country who original wealth cane fromthe |and, and nmuch of
whose nyt hol ogy is based on the romance of the bush, the current

di vide between city and country is totally unsustainable.

These are just a few of things we have to address and as we mark the
first century of our country's political birth, we should m x the
serious with the celebrations. W all know how nuch Sydney likes to
party — renmenber the A ynpics! — but we also know we have work to do
and | think we are up for it.

W& want the next hundred years to be narked by the same innovation
and creativity that was the hallmark of our first century. W want
to continue the social innovation and tol erance that have
characterised Australi a.

At the sane time, we don’t want to lose that larrikin streak and the
irreverent sense of hurmour that so distinguishes us fromthe rest of
worl d — and which so puzzles visitors to this country.

VWhat other country, after all, has a national song about a suicida
sheep -stealing swaggie? O a nother whose |ast words to her

nmur derous offspring as he was led to the gallows were “Die like a
Kelly, son” ? And whose son said calmy as they placed the noose
around his neck, “Such is life”.
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I ndeed. W& have always liked to inject a bit of fun into our work and
lives.

Only in Australia would some wag redirect the blue A ynpic narat hon
line into the front bar of a pub on Anzac Parade, just as only would
t housands of young Australians increasingly each year nake the
decision to travel half way around the world to be at Gallipoli at
dawn on April 25 to search for the neaning of what it is to be
Austral i an.

We are still very young as a country, still |earning, but honest and
big-hearted. | think we'll nake it. Don’t you?
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