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Numerous obituaries have been written in the past week for the passing of the Australian Democrats from federal politics, with various reasons given for their demise. The way I see it, the party's failure can be put down to one primary factor: leadership churn. Of course the reasons for the turnover are many and varied, including challenges, defections, affairs and misbehaviour. 

It is a damning statistic that in the seven federal elections since 1990, the Democrats have had seven different leaders. The party has at times been able to survive the scandals, because of strong and charismatic leadership, and a loyal membership, but an inevitable slide has been evident for the past decade. 

In polling terms, the demise of the Democrats can be tracked from the high of the 1996 election, led by Cheryl Kernot, with 10.8 per cent of the vote and five senators elected. While Kernot may claim that she left the party in good shape when she defected the following year, the reality was that her action sent a message to the public that if you wanted to be serious about politics, you needed to join a major party and that the Democrats were just spoilers. Kernot had been a very popular and strong leader, and although the party won four Senate seats with Meg Lees as leader in 1998, the fall in support had begun, with the vote down more than 2 per cent. 

Many blame the Democrats position on the GST in 1999 as the reason for the party's demise, but this was only a contributing factor. There were three critical reasons why the party room decision to support the Howard government's new tax system did have such a major impact on the Democrats' fortunes at the time. 

First, although the party had developed a policy supporting a broad-based tax (but not on food) before the 1998 election, during the election campaign it used fear tactics against the GST ''imagine a tax on basic food that just keeps on rising'' (up to 20 per cent). This left the public with a perception that the Democrats were opposed to a GST. 

Second, there was an expectation that Independent senator Brian Harradine would support the government. When he stated in May 1999 that he could not impose ''an impersonal, indiscriminate tax on my children, my grandchildren and their children for generations to come'', it was a clear message that the GST was bad, and without his support, people believed a GST was then dead in the water. 

Two weeks later, a majority in the Democrats' party room had agreed to the new tax, partly to shake off the ''spoiler'' tag the party had been burdened with. The Democrats had made the government compromise, but in doing so, also compromised their own policy. Finally, once the deal was done, the party did not have the resources to spin the benefits of the new tax, while the Government was able to blame the Democrats for making the GST unnecessarily complex. 

However, despite the animosity towards the Democrats (and hostility within the party), the party could have survived. A poor result in the Western Australian state election in early 2001 (vote down from 6.6 per cent to 3.7 per cent) was the catalyst for change. Within the party, many saw oblivion at the federal election later that year unless something was done. A bitter leadership challenge ensued, and with Natasha Stott Despoja as the new leader, the party's opinion polling improved, and the party retained four seats, narrowly losing a fifth. However, the primary vote again dipped, and internal rancour remained both within the party room, and between the parliamentary and organisational wings of the party. The party room acrimony, culminating in Lees's defection and Stott Despoja's resignation in 2002, was the party's death knell. In politics, disunity is death, and this is no better illustrated than in the Democrats' recent history. 

Although it could have been easy for the remaining Democrats senators to simply serve out their time without much effort (as is sometimes the preference of other retiring politicians), they have remained diligent and hard-working as individual senators, especially in their continued devotion to committee work, a largely thankless task in the past three years. 

Over the past 31 years, the Democrats were at their best in changing the ways of the Senate making it a genuine house of review scrutinising and amending legislation, establishing committee inquiries, changing procedures, negotiating outcomes between the extremes of Labor and Coalition policies. As the song goes, ''You don't know what you've got till it's gone'' the lack of a balance of power party in the Senate over the past three years is evidence of the extremes that can occur when there isn't a check on power. Whether the new balance-of-power senators can play a constructively checking role remains to be seen. 

For the first 13 years of the Democrats, the party was served by two fine leaders Don Chipp and Janine Haines. In their own distinctive styles, they made it clear what the party stood for middle-of-the-road policies with an emphasis on social justice, environmentalism, and, of course, keeping the bastards honest. In the following 18 years, leadership churn left the voting public confused, cynical and, ultimately, despairing that the Democrats were not united enough to sustain Chipp's 1977 vision of ''a third political force, representing middle-of-the-road policies which would owe allegiance to no outside pressure group''. 
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