Turnbull looks the man for the job
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Shortly after the Coalition's defeat in last November's federal election, Dr Norman Abjorensen appeared on Lateline and predicted the demise of the Liberal Party. Yet, within less than a year of John Howard's devastating defeat, the Liberals have regained government in Western Australia with the support of the Nationals. Abjorensen is an academic. 

During his time as prime minister, Kevin Rudd has had mixed luck. He was fortunate to inherit one of the best performing economies among Western democracies. However, he has had to tackle rising inflation, caused primarily by world oil and food prices, along with an economic downturn in Western Europe and the knock-on effects of the subprime mortgage crisis in the United States. So far, the Prime Minister and his Government are doing extremely well in the opinion polls. Yet the message from Western Australia, the Northern Territory and the rural Victorian seat of Gippsland suggests that there is some dissatisfaction with Labor. 

It is at this time that Peter Costello, the Liberal Party's best performer, has confirmed his intention to not seek the party leadership. In an emphatic interview with the Nine Network at the weekend, the former deputy leader declared: "I am not seeking nor will I accept the leadership. I can't be any more straight up and down than that. I said the day after the election I will not run nor will I accept the leadership. That is my position." 

Clearly Costello cannot be ruled out as a possible Liberal leader while he remains the Member for Higgins. Even so, it is all but impossible to imagine Costello's colleagues will ever choose him given he ruled out leadership ambitions twice in just nine months. Namely, immediately after the defeat of the Howard government last November and, again, on the eve of the formal release of The Costello Memoirs this week. 

There is evidence to suggest Costello wants to influence the Liberal leadership from the back bench by supporting the current leader, Brendan Nelson, against a possible challenge from Malcolm Turnbull. On Friday, Costello declared: "Brendan was elected to lead the party to the next election and should be given the chance." 

In fact, there has never been a precedent in the Liberal Party that new leaders are entitled to contest one election without any challenge to their position. In January 1995, Alexander Downer stepped down in favour of John Howard, just over a year before the 1996 election, after it was clear he had lost the support of colleagues. 

In the extracts of The Costello Memoirs serialised in the Herald , Costello states his view that, unlike the Liberal Party founder Robert Menzies, Howard failed to put in place a succession plan. This is a fair criticism. Many Labor insiders acknowledge it would have been more difficult for Rudd to take on Costello than Howard - primarily because the ALP would have been deprived of its line that Howard was an old man presiding over a tired government. 

But that was then. And now the task of the Liberal Party is to do as well as possible at the next election, due for the end of 2010. With Costello effectively walking away from the leadership, the Liberals have to decide between the incumbent Nelson and the ambitious Turnbull. 

The Liberal front bencher Andrew Robb was correct in commenting on ABC TV's Insiders last Sunday that Nelson is entitled to some time to consolidate his leadership. However, it appears a clear majority of the electorate has decided Nelson is not up to the job. What's the problem? Being Opposition Leader is invariably difficult, especially when up against a popular and politically skilled prime minister such as Rudd. In spite of the strains of his position, Nelson is courteous to his many critics. Moreover, he works very hard and gets on well with his parliamentary colleagues. Nelson's essential problem is that he does not exhibit the unambiguous political views which are found in most, if not all, able politicians, including the Liberal Party's most successful leaders - Menzies, Fraser and Howard. Fraser is a critic of the contemporary Liberals but he was a hero of the political conservatives when he prevailed over Gough Whitlam in late 1975. 

Nelson's difficulties go back to a time before he joined the Liberal Party. As the leader of the AMA, he indicated he wanted to enter politics but it was not clear whether he favoured Labor or the Coalition. Then, campaigning in the 1993 election, Nelson declared that up to that time he had never voted Liberal in his life. This seemed plausible. As a medical practitioner running a small business, Nelson was hit by the high interest rates during the early 1990s when Bob Hawke and then Paul Keating were prime minister. Nelson subsequently revamped his position to be that he voted Liberal for the first time in 1990. Either way, his past political allegiance has been ambiguous - something which cannot be said of Menzies or Howard, Hawke or Rudd. 

As Opposition Leader, Nelson has scored some short-term hits. Yet he has made no substantial impact, primarily, it seems, because he has no unambiguous positions on economic or social policy. In recent times, Nelson has failed to state an unqualified position on such issues as climate change and Reserve Bank independence. There are many more such examples. In spite of his relative political inexperience, Turnbull does have firm positions. That's why he looks like leadership material now that Costello has walked away from the job and now that the Coalition appears to have an ever so slight chance of victory in 2010. 
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