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Public opinion is a fickle thing. For some reason, Peter Costello is now hot with the public after many years of languishing cold and all but despised in the shadow of John Howard. 

Is it really a massive shift in his favour that sees him garner 41 per cent in a Newspoll survey as preferred Liberal Party leader, or is it merely an indication that the incumbent, Brendan Nelson (18 per cent), is seen as unimpressive? 

The fact that Costello the backbencher is just about invisible needs to be taken into account. Does this suggest that his approval rating has risen because he is not out there looking ridiculous? Or is this, perhaps, the old Aussie sympathy for the underdog reasserting itself? Costello can rightly be seen to have been stiffed by Howard. It is fast becoming conventional wisdom that the Coalition might have done better at last year's election if Howard had been replaced by Costello. They might have either won narrowly, so the story goes, or not lost by as wide a margin. 

It is, of course, purely hypothetical. But it overlooks the fact that Howard's approval rating, even though he trailed Kevin Rudd as preferred prime minister, was by no means poor. In fact, Howard's leadership represented a positive for the Liberals while there is polling evidence to suggest that a change to Costello would have been a negative. 

The real issue at the polls last year was industrial relations policy. Howard might have been the public face of the policy, but Costello was the real ideologue. He took a much harder line than Howard on labour market deregulation, but this was seldom commented on. 

Had he been leader, however, his views would have been exposed to much greater searching scrutiny and, had he articulated them, the already unpopular policies might have become even more unpopular. 

It would have been a handicap in government, but it would not be any less of a handicap now in opposition. 

A big problem for Labor in the years after its 1996 defeat, as the ever astute Wayne Swan comments in Christine Jackman's Inside Kevin07, was the fact that it learned nothing from that defeat, attributable in large measure to the overweening arrogance and subsequent unpopularity of prime minister Paul Keating. It did not even debate the issue, which meant the Keating factor was never addressed, and even the avuncular Kim Beazley was, as Jackman writes, handicapped by history. 

The Liberals must draw a line in the sand if they are to regroup into a credible alternative government, and this has to entail generational change which is, ironically, a favourite catchword of Costello. 

Costello might be younger but his policy positions are yoked to Howard. It is not a real generational change option. 

The choice of Nelson highlighted a problem for the Liberals after the election. It was not so much that he was the outstanding candidate, but that he was seen as a useful compromise candidate to stop the election of a real generational change candidate, Malcolm Turnbull. 

Turnbull as leader would have overturned much of the Howard era policies; his election would have been a repudiation of Howard which was too much for former key lieutenants, such as Tony Abbott and Nick Minchin, who have set themselves a task of guarding the Howard legacy and dissuading the Liberal Party from striking out in a new direction. 

Costello, if he chose to contest the leadership, would encounter no such blocking tactic. He would be seen as a continuation of Howard, not a departure. But the hard question that has to be asked is this: will the Liberals benefit from simply being more of the same, or do they need a whole new approach? 

Costello may not be the answer they are looking for. Undoubtedly he is their best parliamentary performer he was an able treasurer, he is instantly recognisable but he is of the past, not the future. There is still speculation about his future intentions once his memoirs are published later this year, and why would he be content to sit on the back bench after almost 12 years in the second most important post in government? 

He has played a coy game in this regard, and one is entitled to ask why he is still there. The answer seems to be that a former treasurer is not as employable as former treasurers might imagine, and diplomatic sources in Canberra have for months been abuzz with stories of Costello's so far unsuccessful job hunting abroad. It is hard to find a compelling reason for Costello to take over the Liberal Party, 41 per cent notwithstanding. 
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