
n politics, the importance of preparation and domain 
knowledge, and even second chances, cannot be 
understated. A political leader needs to have organised 
his or her thinking on a huge range of issues – but up 

to what point is it enough? In many fields, 
experience matters. It is often possible 
and perhaps even desirable to rise, falter 
and rise again. An example is former 
Australian Prime Minister Robert 
Menzies, aged just 44 when he started 
his first, brief and least successful stint 
as national leader, and about to turn 
55 when he started a second term that 
lasted 16 years.

We often think of people in their early 40s as entirely ready 
to lead. After all, Napoleon took charge of France at 30; Fidel 
Castro ruled Cuba at 34; Lee Kuan Yew led Singapore at 35; 
Justin Trudeau became Prime Minister of Canada at 43. Many 
sporting captains and technology pioneers took high-profile 
leadership roles in their 20s. Yet it might be best not to make 
these cases our norm.

As Australia’s Opposition Leader in the 1990s, Alexander 
Downer served as an example of the dangers of early and 
inexperienced leadership, and of taking roles for which you 
are not completely ready.  He admitted that he wanted to 
leave the job almost as soon as he got it in 1994, at the age 
of 42. Indeed, he lost the leadership after just eight months. 

He said a party leader needs to have thought through a wide 
range of issues, and he thought he had already done a lot, 
having worked as both an economist and a diplomat. But in 
1994, he realized he had not done enough.

Alexander Downer never became his nation’s leader but 
he did become its longest-serving Foreign Minister. He 
leveraged his extra years in politics and his early experience as 
a diplomat, and grew in the job. And in his late 40s and early 
50s, he steered Australia’s fast-changing relationship with East 
Asia, which is now widely regarded as a success.

For anyone who has encountered an early leadership setback 
in politics or business, such careers teach the value of 
persistence and learning. “You definitely need experience to 
be really good at anything,” Downer said. “Even our leadership 
failures can be vital preparation for success later.” He candidly 
admitted he was not ready to be Australia’s Opposition Leader 
when he defeated John Hewson in 1994. “I was just too 

inexperienced for the job,” he said, with the 
ease of a man casting a mature eye over his 

career.

After a roller-coaster ride of eight 
months, during which he faced a 
“fusillade of abuse,” Downer’s 
leadership was over. However, while 

that door slammed shut, another 
opened – and this time he was better 

POWER AND POLITICS: LEARNING FROM THE 
AUSTRALIAN EXPERIENCE



thought that’s a culmination of a good few years’ work...What 
we were able to do to rebuild the Solomon Islands I thought 
was very rewarding.

“I wanted to make sure Australia didn’t miss out on the 
evolution of institutional architecture in East Asia; it’s really 
important to us in the long term. I wanted to get Australia 
into the East Asia Summit – it is one of the premier institutions 
of East Asia. We overcame the resistance of...some quite 
important countries.”

The Right Credentials
On the issue of political leadership, Australia has had a record 
number of prime ministers in a record period of time. Some 
criticised Kevin Rudd for lack of experience, others criticised 
Malcolm Turnbull for not being in politics long enough. To 
this, Downer replied, “Neither Turnbull nor Rudd came to 
leadership without some experience. Malcolm Turnbull had 
been a cabinet minister; Kevin Rudd had been a shadow 
minister and been in parliament for a fair few years. Ditto, 
Julia Gillard. You definitely need experience to be really good 
at anything. People like Bob Hawke would be the stand-out 
exception, who came into politics and very soon after became 
the prime minister. He’d been the president of the ACTU 
(Australian Council of Trade Unions) so had had an intensely 
political career.”

prepared. He was named Foreign Affairs minister, drawing 
on his time as a diplomat before entering politics. He joined 
Australian Prime Minister John Howard and Treasurer Peter 
Costello, and the trio presided over a strong and stable period 
of Australian government.

Politics and diplomacy are in the Downer DNA; his grandfather 
was twice premier of South Australia and his father was a 
federal Member of Parliament, before becoming Australia’s 
High Commissioner to the UK, a position Downer now holds, 
the occupant of Australia House in London. Australia House 
is a great national icon, the oldest continuously occupied 
diplomatic mission in London, among all diplomatic missions 
there. The interior marble, timber and stones were all shipped 
to the UK from Australia; hence it is a very special building for 
Australians.

Downer has some real advice for today’s crop of new 
Presidents or Prime Ministers all over the world, who we are 
witnessing either with shock, fear or relief. He said, “To take on 
a role like political leadership, you need experience. You don’t 
necessarily have to be old, but you need the right experience, 
because there are so many fine judgements you have to make. 
You also have to be mentally prepared for the huge assault 
that comes on you as a political leader. I was shocked at the 
fusillade of abuse that came my way for everything. It’s hard 
to prepare for it.

“After I’d spent some years as the foreign minister, I obviously 
hardened and developed that experience – you’re able to 
calibrate the attack on you to understand whether they matter 
or don’t matter. Rather than being slightly shocked by it, you 
realise it’s just the natural order of things; it’s unavoidable. The 
important thing isn’t to concentrate on what the critics and 
the reviewers say but to concentrate on your job and what 
you’re doing. I was just too inexperienced for the job; I simply 
wasn’t mentally prepared for it. I suddenly discovered that as a 
political leader, you have got to cover every imaginable issue 
and you have to have thought through what you think about 
those issues.

“There are a lot of issues that I know about. I had an economics 
degree. I had been the shadow treasurer. I had worked in a 
bank, so I was able to do that job well. I had been the shadow 
minister for defence before I became the shadow treasurer. I 
had been a diplomat. My father was also a diplomat, so I knew 
a fair bit about international relations. But I hadn’t thought a 
great deal about the mechanics of how the welfare system 
might work. If you want to become a political leader, you 
have to have thought what you want to do in a whole raft of 
different areas.”

Highlights and Lowlights
Downer said that the really tragic moments such as the Bali 
bombing – going to Bali and seeing the devastation, the 
human devastation, hugging the families – you can’t keep 
your own tears back. The tsunami, too. “In a lot of ways, they 
were the low moments. The high moments are the ones you 
don’t get much credit for. There’s a very good saying that 
“every success has a thousand fathers and every failure is an 
orphan.” Standing at the East Timor independence ceremony...I 



“Politics is not like running a business, it’s not 
like being a professional, being a barrister. 
You need experience in politics to be good at 
politics. You have to be articulate, to make 
the right judgements, to have a philosophical 
foundation, to have a compass, and you 
have to know about a huge number of issues. 
Intellectually, it’s a very challenging task. So, 
just to take someone who is the CEO of a major 
company and think she might or he might 
make a great politician, don’t be so sure. They 
might be absolutely hopeless at it, and this has 
happened through the years.”

The Brexit Decision
Downer was asked what his reaction to Brexit was. He replied, 
“I was surprised that “Leave” won, and of course the UK has 
done no planning for it because they all thought “Remain” 
would win. What does that mean for Australia? We might be 
able to get a better trade deal with the UK and we might be 
able to get a better visa deal down the track. I don’t know. 
We’ll have to wait and see.

“That will be years away. There’s an enormous amount of 
Australian investment here in the UK. And British 
firms invest very heavily in Australia. The UK is still our 
second-largest source of foreign investment after the US. 
Britain is our seventh-biggest trading partner, but it’s dwarfed 
by our trading relationships with North Asia and the US. But 
the investment relationship (with Britain) is much bigger than 
the investment relationships we have with Asian countries.”

Wise words indeed – and in 2017, the world will see how the 
new political leaders will measure up. Theresa May of UK, 
Donald Trump of US, Pablo Gentiloni, the new PM succeeding 
Matteo Renzi of Italy, Bill English the new PM succeeding John 
Key of New Zealand, the next President of South Korea, the 
next President of France, the next Prime Minister of Ghana, 
etc. Time will tell and the world will judge them in due time.  
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