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A man of many faces

Febt!&y 9, 2006

ON ELECTION niel|t 2(xr', Pet€r Sh.4old and wife Carcl &oppcd into
the narion.l tally mom in Canh€ira's nonh but dialnt linger. Thc country's
most powcrfrrl publio s€rvang the hcad ofthe Departn€nt ofPrimc Minist€r
and C6binct, wanted to be alone, undisturbed by lhe nec€ssity ofpolift
snall talq to watch ihe verdict. On lh€ t€levision, he warclEd th! prime
minisi€r h. hid ssved drcugh thc tumull of th€ pr€vious fivc ycars
conede d€feat aff.r pmbably losing his s€al

Shcrgold tuncd offthe tclevisiotr, t.ckcd hb bag u/ilh ib d€bil.d bricf for
the incoming Labor govcmnerlt, ![d wmt to M. At 8.30 rhe ncxt momiry
he phoned John How€rd. Ho ard says hc w&e 'touched by what hc had to
say'. By 9an Sh€rgold tr€s at Canbcna Airpon bodiding thc pl6n lo me€t
Kevin Rudd in Brisbane.

this is dle stlngc twilight €xisl€nc€ of c5l€r public a€rvants - onc
political bols onc dry, ar €l€clion t'rings a ncw orc. Now it i! Shcrgold
l.aving lbc public servic€ aner morc lhrn 20 ycjl3. fts m €notiorDi tim..
'More emotion l the I lhot|shl'

on on€ analysis sh€rgold's carcer is sinply th€ r€mal(able and unnmarkable slory of a highly able public seryant nsdc good.
On anothcr, Shcrgold is an intriguing chamclcon, starting his carccr righl at the ble€ding h€6d oftbe Hawke and Kcating social
policy 6g€nda as the head ofthe Omc€ of Multicultuml Atrairs and running the Aboriginsl and Ton€s Strait Island€t
Conni$ion (ATSIC).

By all acclonts hc w&s an activist, an cnthulias. And lhrfl Irc bum.d it .ll dowr ud.r Howlrd. 'nrc slaqity with which hc took
to ltal taik of policy rcvcdal nadc aomc public sflic€ colLoguca and l,abor p€opl. who knew him lvell on rsy. Thc Lrbor
s€[alor Kin Car thunderrd in dbgust lha! Shdgold wls tlc no6t polilical public scrw in Canbota, cndcadng hirD cnornously
to Ho*ard and posibty c.€ncrning hb clner.

canbcna consultant Stephen Bartos, a fomer publio s€rvice collaagug cxpr€ss€s Shcrgold's chamcleon qualitics clcgantly: 'He
has a very thedical personality, he'll play dre pan even when th€ script i! tenibl€. P€t€r has a flair for naking the n&ety look

one of his political boss€s, forncr Aborigintl af.i's ministcr Robcrt lickn€' says: "Pctcr is 3omeorc I regdd as a fiicnA Hc hrs
op€rat€d io a way tradilional public servanrs opcr"te - that is to srn c ib. gpvemment oflhc dry - but $at is nor a pa$ I brve
chos€n or coold cv€r wdertate."

Howard ssys h€ will also regard Sh€rgold as a Aiend. 'I thitrk his gr€at skill was he combined the rraditioml lbiliti€s of s highly
succ€sstul public servant ... with a con8tlnt search for new idea!." Ask€d why h€ chosc som€onc like Shergold to h€ad his
deparftent, Howard r€pliesr "I pickcd him b€cause I b€licved hc h8d lhe right skill set for the job at that tine.'

Sher8old dccidd to move on fron hb lifc as a bureuorat morc th.n a yea. ago r€gadlcas oflhc eledion r6ult. Wc mcct this
w€ek on the cxecutivc lloor ofthe Dcportncnt ofPrime Mjnist€r arxl Cabin r- On ooc window ofhis ofrc€ stands Go4 in the
forD ofa slaa€ly s.D&!one cathedml in dlc auhlr5 ofleteut& and lhe other politics, wilh lhc mr$le md sainlss $€€l oflhe
Padiancnt Fivc phones sit on his d.slc None rin& Fri€rdsjoe€ Shcreold is alr€ady on thc coctlril circuit shortly to join the
black-and-whitc portrails ofprevious dcp3rrrl|ental hcads. This fonnirtable bunch slarc down at you in thc long conidor, looking
vaguely tcrrirying. Shergold will smil€ in his official portrait, of that you fcd certain. Do you *ant me lookhg pcNivc or hlppy,
h€ asks our photogrspher. Happy is linc, Olcn replies, and sh.rgold smiles away.

We dis.u$ his professional tt"nsfonation under the diff!rcnt govcmm€nts. Was h€ simply implementing govemncnt policy in
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amelhodical way, or didhisviews chege ove. the rwo decades?

A bitofbothis his cadid answer. Hawke\ posilive agenda on nulticulturalism, he believes, hasstoodlhe test oftime ard
remains at the core ofhisvalues- At rhe Ofiice of Multicultural Affairs, "I think I got it righ!" he sys, although he aserts the
cause w3 not helped by peolle who used the banner ofmulticuliuralisn as ajuslificalion for .ultural relarivism, a siance he says

"On indigenous affairs,I tbinkmy viewshave chmsed.IfI look back on my failxres, not necessa.ily peBonal failures, but
lailures over the 20 years, it has been ihe;nability ofsuccessive poiicies to actually address in a substantive way the appalling
soc;al and econom;c disadvanlase ofindigenous leoples," Shersold says.

He says even while l]ming ATSIC it beca,le clear that ih€re was noi enough money to do th€ job, and too much wa$ed money,
which in part nr€lled a growing "culture ofvictims". Noel Pearson, Sue Gordon and Wanen Mundine became more influential i.
his thinking. "I did personally slart to worry about the policy direclions quite separately from the cldses in direclion of
govemment policy," he says.

"Sometimesyou dothings becauseyou re a professional public seRdr who will dgue strongly behind closed doorsbutthen
implemenr fie policy ofthe goveffnen! ofthe day. Sometimes ... your views change over lime jn such a way that you have'
differenr approaches ro govermenl pol'c)."

He likes the novelist crahm creene for his capacily to invoke cheacler ad location, and for his skiil at rcndering moral
mbiguiry- Being the counhf's top public servant is not clear-cut, he says. "You have lo makejudgements." It was not somelhing
instinclive for Shergold, knowing when to draw the l;ne, it was tbe experi€nce of20 years. "This is a balance ofvalues." While
Tick er ed Howdd profess ftiendship with Shersold, he eschews that kind ofcloseness- Polilical masters wer€ not friends, he
says. That said, reverting once again to his natural tendency towads serial enthusiasns, he says there was not ohe politician he
disliked working for.

How then did he feel watching Howard on eleciion night losing his seat given all they had been through over lhe previous five
years. "Umm," lhis hishly articulate person off€rs by way ofreply before a lons pause. It is hdd to be certain whether he is
taking a monent ro suppEss emotion, or embarking on a deslerate inlemal slruggle for diplomacy. "I felt sorry for the prime
'tinisrer (tiny pause), as a person."

"Ifyou work with someone for five years closely, and on occasion intensely, it is difficult, no, it is impossible to do thal unless
you have established a relationship ofmurual lrust. Umm, (another pause), and therefore, ofcourse, I knew the prime minister as
a peNon. I knew his wife as a person. I felt, (another paus€), sorry. But as a public servan! I was also extraordinarily impressed
by the manner in which the prime minister conceded defeat md by the way in which Prime Minister Rudd &cepled victory. We
folset how impressive that seamlessness ofdemocralic transfer can be and the role the public service plays in achieving ir"

What did he say to Howard on the phone? "I rans prime ninister Howard that nornins to convey in panicule how I would
always rcmenber th€ opportunity to work in this capacjty to him. And then half an hour later I briefed Prime Minister-elect
Rudd.'

It was a erear source of saiisfaction to Shergold that Howed dd rhen Rudd cme to the depa.hnent soon alie! the electio! to talk
to siaiT. Both won ovations. That idea ofseamless tra.nsition reflects Shergold positively to himself dd clearly gives hin closure.

Now visitors to the departnent are greeled by a smiling poirait ofKevin Rudd in ihe foyer, looking slishily cherubic. Howard
has moved to the spot with other former PMs. And so, thinks Shersold, should Shersold. He won't nake Howdd's nistake of
harsins around too long. Five years as head ofthe Departnent ofPrime Minister and Cabinet is his loneest stinr in anyjob.

Former public seNice colleague Slephen Bartos says there is much good in his legacy. "Pettr has made the very best oflhe
opponuniries he's had," he says.

Shersold will head the nN Centre for Social lnpact. His fomer boss Roberl Tickner who now runs the Red Crcss, is delighted
to see him in a role helpins not-foFprofit organhaiions. Howard says he wasn't surprised by his choice ofrole.

Shtrgold is a cross-country skier. This has always struck me as a terific netaphor for a career public senaft: m activity that
rcquir€s endurance over rough tenain, wilh none ofthe unpredictable exuberance oflhe downhill spon. But at Ch-ristras,
Shereold gave in dd struck a blow for risk-taking: with daughter Amy, he took downhill lessons in Aspen. He crossed the

Kathatine Muryhy is natiatal afairs conesponrlent-

Ihis starf eas land at: htlptttw.th.aeecotuak/arridd,t0Mn2nA1m284l64055.hthn
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