Lecture 8: The politics of coalition

Throughout the world governments formed by a coalition are not seen as a rare exception but, at least in some parts of the world, as the typical political situation. In Europe, Coalition Governments presently govern the vast majority of countries.
 In the Pacific, Australia and Japan are prominent examples of countries governed by coalition. New Zealand has had Coalition Government over the years, as it has now. 
The classic example of a country governed by coalitions for decades is Germany. From the very beginning of the so-called Weimar Republic (the first democratic German State) in 1919 - until shortly before Hitler's seizure of power in 1933, all governments in the Weimar Republic were composed of coalitions. The Federal Republic of Germany ("FRG"), founded in 1949, continues this tradition. All German Federal governments since that time have been, without any exception, formed by coalitions.
In Australia, in the states as well as nationally, conservative rule has meant in the vast majority of cases, government by a coalition of Liberal (or its predecessors) and the Nationals (formerly the Country Party). Rule by the Liberals alone is unusual – Victoria in 1955-82 being a significant exception. 

In Europe, coalition governments tend not to be long-term alliances; the partners and the combinations can, and do, change. 
The existence of a Coalition Government requires the politics of compromises. The result of those compromises does not strengthen the Government in power. None of the partners of a Coalition Government is able to push through its own ideas without consent of the Coalition partner.

Due to the compromises, the political responsibility of the Coalition Partners is blurred. Each Coalition partner may say that the other Partner is the brake on the Coalition Government, hindering a good policy to be done by the Government.

It can be argued that the existence of a Coalition Government diminishes the political position of Parliament and of the Government. The political decision making process shifts from clear procedures to rather informal conversations. 
Unless the formal agreement is published, there is a certain lack of transparency in the arrangement. Negotiations for a coalition are usually secret, and therefore regarded as a form of secret diplomacy, whereas the principle of democracy demands transparency. The ordinary members of the political parties do not participate in resolving the disputes.


It might also be argued that under a Coalition Government the political position of the party leaders is strengthened, whereas the position of the Party Organisations is weakened.  
The politics of coalition are always touchy. The long-running partnership between the Liberals and the Nationals has not always been smooth – indeed, far from it.

As we saw in an earlier lecture, the entry of the early Country Party into coalition government in 1922 came at a price: removal of the Nationalists’ leader, Billy Hughes.
Over the years, there has been a long tradition of friction over issues such as currency devaluation (before the dollar was floated) and tariff protection.

The old Free Trader section of the Liberal Party long resented the influence of the Protectionist Country Party on government policy – and the Country Party usually won when its then leader, John McEwen, would threaten to withdraw from the coalition and, by implication, bring down the government.

Perhaps the most notable clash was in the immediate aftermath of the death of Liberal PM Harold Holt in 1967 when McEwen vetoed the likely successor, the Liberals’ deputy leader, Bill McMahon. McEwen resented McMahon’s free trade inclinations and refused to serve under him. He was commissioned as PM for three weeks until such time as the Liberals could meet to elect a successor – John Gorton.

The two parties are not automatic coalition partners.

In Victoria in 1935, after a state election that returned the UAP as the largest party but short of a majority, the CP pulled out of the coalition and did a deal with Labor which supported a minority CP government from the cross-benches in return for concessions. This situation, with the UAP as the Opposition, endured for eight years. It was revived again in 1950  after an unsuccessful attempt by the Liberal Party to obliterate the CP in Victoria.

The Liberal government elected in 1955 remained in office until 1982 without ever needing CP support. There is little love lost in Victoria.

In Queensland, where the CP was the major non-Labor party, it had ruled in coalition since 1957 with the Liberals, but in 1983 it enticed several Liberals to change parties and ruled for the next six years on its own.

Federally, the bargaining power of the Nationals has declined along with their vote, falling from a high of 23 seats in the mid-1970s to just ten today, and possibly only nine after Saturday.

The tail that once wagged the dog has in recent years been wagged by the Liberal dog, especially in regard to deregulation and economic liberalism, both of which have impacted heavily on the bush. The rise of One Nation was, in part, a response to the Nationals having lost their old constituency.
In more recent times, we saw in the 1990s a situation in Tasmania in which a minority Labor government was supported by The Greens after they negotiated a pact. (Labor is  precluded from entering coalitions, even thought it has in the past – SA 1906).

It was not a happy relationship, and ended with the ALP and the Liberals colluding to reduce the size of the parliament from 35 to 25 to try to reduce the Greens’ influence.

The future remains uncertain. 

