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¢ took him at his word. Obviously that did not happen.”

Costello makes his move

PM denies
reneging

on deal to
share power

By Danielle Cronin

The decade-long political partner-
ship between John Howard and
Peter Costello was in jeopardy last
night as the two men traded
accusations about a broken deal to
share power.

The Prime Minister continued to
deny allegations that he reneged on
a pact to transfer power to the
Treasurer in the Government’s sec-
ond term after Mr Costello virtually
accused him of lying about the
promise.

There was mounting speculation
that Mr Costello could be forced to
resign and move to the back bench
to break the impasse which has
thrown plans for an orderly leader-
ship transition into disarray.

The crisis was triggered after Mr
Costello called a news conference in
Melbourne to confirm weekend
reports of a deal in December 1994
— witnessed by former defence
minister lan McLachlan — over the
Liberal leadership.

Mr Costello said that in return for
his support in moves to topple then
opposition leader Alexander
Downer, Mr Howard had pledged, in
the event of a Coalition victory, to
relinquish the prime ministership to
Mr Costello during the second term.
The Government is now in its fourth
term.

“Mr Howard asked me not to
nominate for the Liberal Party lead-
ership because he did not want a
vote in the party room,” Mr Costello
said.

“He told me that he intended to do
1% terms as Prime Minister and then
would hand over.

“I did not seek that undertaking,
he volunteered it and I took him at
his word. Obviously that did not
happen.”

A spokesman for Mr Howard said
late yesterday that the Prime
Minister’s stance had not changed.

“Nothing said by Mr Costello
today has in any way altered the
position that no deal was made
about a leadership transition,” he
said.

“This is the position that Mr
Costello and I have always
maintained.”

Opposition Leader Kim Beazley
said yesterday that Mr Howard had
failed in his position of trust to the
Australian people in what he labelled
a “grubby deal”.

Earlier in the day, Mr Howard
confirmed the December 1994 meet-
ing had taken place, but said it was
just one of many around that time as
he manoeuvred to replace Mr

THWARTED: Federal Treasurer Peter Costello accuses Prime Minister John Howard at a press conference in Melbourne yesterday of breaking a promise to stand down as leader in his second term. Picture: AAP

Downer as opposition leader. “There
were lots of discussions . . . including
one at which Mr McLachlan was
present,” Mr Howard told reporters
in Sydney.

“That did not involve the con-
clusion of a deal.”

Mr Howard was elected Liberal
leader unopposed after Mr Downer
stood down in January 1995.

In newspaper reports published
about a month after the 1994 meet-
ing, Mr Costello had denied making
a deal with Mr Howard to not run in
a leadership ballot.

Mr McLachlan issued a statement
on the matter last night and
indicated he would not be making
any further comment.

The text of his note of the conver-
sation reads: “Meeting Monday Dec
1994. Undertaking given by JH at a
meeting late pm in PC’s room that if
AD resigned and Howard became

PM then one and a half terms would
be enough and he would hand over
to PC. IMcL.”

In his statement last night, Mr
McLachlan said Mr Howard had
made the offer to ensure Mr Costello
did not challenge him to replace Mr
Downer as leader.

“There was no doubt in my mind
Peter Costello would have contested
the leadership had the above
arrangements not been in place,” Mr
McLachlan said.

“He was, after all, the deputy
leader at the time.”

Mr Downer said yesterday he had
only recently learned of the 1994
meeting between Mr Howard and
Mr Costello.

He believed the brouhaha was
now ‘‘an argument about history”
and stood by the Prime Minister.

“The public voted for the Howard
Government by quite a big

majority,”” Mr Downer said.

“I think as the Liberal Party we
owe a great deal to John Howard and
one of the things we owe to him is
that when he chooses to retire,
according to his own formula, then
we’ll respect that.”

Mr Costello said he had never
spoken before about the 1994 meet-
ing, and was doing so only because
Mr Howard and Mr McLachlan had
gone on the record about it.

“The public’s entitled to know the
full truth and that’s what
happened.”

Mr Costello said it was up to others
to decide whether the Prime Minis-
ter had lied. “I'm not making any
allegations against anybody. I'm tell-
ing you what happened and look you
can interpret whatever you like.”
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All bets off
as wrestle
polarises
party room

Ross Peake

ANALYSIS

Today’s cabinet meeting will be a
farce, with the Coalition
Government rocked by its worst-
ever political crisis.

The working relationship between
John Howard and Peter Costello is in
tatters, and possibly over.

They have gone head-to-head,
with enormously high stakes.

They have effectively called each
other liars, daring the other to act.

Costello contradicted his boss and
Howard hit back last night with a
statement contradicting Costello.

But Howard won'’t sack his deputy
and the Treasurer won't retreat to
the back bench.

Costello doesn’t have the numbers
to mount a challenge, a la Keating.

A significant majority of Coalition
MPs want no change, ever.

They hope, naively, that Howard
will hang on forever, and deliver
more election wins.

Howard will shortly turn 67 and
has been giving signs that he might
hand over to Costello around
Christmas. Forget that timetable
now. All bets are off.

The explosive power play will
polarise the party room.

Bronwyn Bishop was quick off the
mark last night, saying Howard
remained the Liberals’ best bet.

Costello’s supporters hope the
perception of the PM breaking a
promise will galvanise more support
for the Treasurer, forcing Howard’s
hand.

Howard says there were discus-
sions, but no deals.

Costello referred to an
undertaking, but clearly he is trying
to put the heat on Howard, while
insisting he will keep working for the
good of the nation.

He’s just sooo patient, even
though he’s been dudded.

We knew way back then that
Howard was desperate to have
another chance at the Liberal Party
leadership.

Now we know he made the offer of
serving for a finite time to stop
Costello nominating for the
leadership.
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Bureau chiefs contributed to fire havoc, coroner told

VICTIM: Alison Tener, who died in the
fire which surrounded her home in Duffy.

By Megan Doherty

ACT Coroner Maria Doogan has been
urged to find that three senior
officers of the former Emergency
Services Bureau deliberately with-
held warnings about the January
2003 bushfires and so directly
contributed to the havoc caused by
the fires including possibly one of the
deaths.

But a lawyer for the ACT has
rebutted the claim, saying there was
no evidence the officers had acted
wilfully and they had in fact done the
best they could in often trying
circumstances.

As the long-running inquiry into
the fires entered its last stage yester-
day, senior counsel assisting the
coroner, Lex Lasry, QC, argued in his
final submission that ESB officers
Peter Lucas-Smith, Mike Castle and
Rick McRae all knew from at least
January 15 that there was a realistic
risk the fires, including the
Mclntyre’s Hut fire in NSW, could

NAMED: ESB officers Mike Castle, left, Rick McRae, centre and Peter Lucas-Smith.

impact on Canberra’s urban area.

However, the officers did not con-
vey that risk to the urban population
until about 2.40pm on January 18,
just before the firestorm hit, a
decision that constituted a “serious
and deliberate omission”.

That had been especially so when
Mr Lucas-Smith had briefed both the
ACT Cabinet and ACT Fire Brigade
on January 16 about the possible risk

to the urban area, two days before
the firestorm hit, causing
$610 million in damage (including
the destruction of 487 homes), killing
four people and injuring hundreds
more. The people of Canberra had
been “entitled to have the same
information”.

Mr Lasry said the lack of timely
warning could be seen as a direct
cause of the widespread damage

from the fires, and it was also open to
the court to find the lack of warning
was a cause of the death of Duffy
mother Alison Tener.

He suggested the ESB played down
the risk of the fires to the suburbs
and treated dissemination of infor-
mation about the fires like a “public
relations exercise”.

A “full and frank” account at a
noon media conference on January
18 about the fires’ threat to the urban
areas could have helped people save
possessions and possibly helped save
Mrs Tener’s life.

Not to pass on the information had
been a “‘dereliction of [a] duty that
ESB and its senior officers owed to
the public’. “In our submission,
there is no excuse for failing to
provide this vital information at or
before midday on 18 January —
none,” documents to the court read.

However, counsel for the ACT Paul
Lakatos said in his final submission
that the officers had only acted
honestly and worked hard with lim-

ited resources, and it would be a
“remarkable finding” by the coroner
to conclude they had wilfully with-
held information.

Mr Lakatos said even on January 18
the officers believed they still had
time to control the fires when they
entered cleared areas and when a
moderating change in the weather
was expected later in the evening,
but they had been surprised by the
speed, magnitude and intensity of
the firestorm.

He said singling out individuals
had nothing to do with establishing
the facts of the fires and was only an
exercise in attributing blame.

Mr Lasry said the reason for the
lack of warning might lie in the ESB’s
“misplaced desire not to alarm the
community”’, and a ‘‘somewhat
convoluted approach” taken to the
issue of warnings.
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WEATHER

CANBERRA: Fine, windy, 14

Chance of rain: 20 per cent

Winds: NW, 35-45km/h

UV index: 2 (low)

Outlook: Fine, partly cloudy
Yesterday: -2-12

Last year: 5-12

SYDNEY: Fine. Windy, 22
MELBOURNE: Some rain at times, 13
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