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   Leadership in the Age of Uncertainty 
 
Good Morning. I’m Jeff McMullen. What I stand for as a leader is a belief in the 
power of the truth. I say choose your words   carefully because the truth is as 
powerful and as precious as love. It is the way to align your work and your value 
system, and it is the key to ensuring that your life’s work contributes not only to your 
well being or that of your family, but to the common good, to that custodial 
responsibility we share to ensure a future for all of our children. 
 
You will see that I am not reading from a script. But, unlike Tony Abbott, I promise 
you, every word I say to you today is true. Trust me, I am a journalist. 
 
In a federal election season where the public appears to be saying “a plague on both 
your houses” it is a perfect time to think about the qualities of effective leadership and 
why there are so many ineffective men and women in positions of responsibility. Is it 
this Age of Uncertainty that overpowers mere mortals? Why do so few appear to 
know where we are heading?  
 
It’s very easy for us all to pour scorn on the greedy and corrupt corporate players who 
triggered our latest global economic crisis. It’s easy to see how their secrecy and self-
serving deals, their lies to shareholders and corporate regulators, contributed 
enormously to the suffering of hundreds of millions of people around the world.  But 
it is far more useful to ask, what did these businessmen stand for? And why were 
some people aware of what was coming but unable or unprepared to head off this 
global failure? Who spoke up, who warned others in management and who conveyed 
the truth to the shareholders? 
 
Clearly it is not always easy to see the truth, especially in times of great uncertainty. 
After more than 50 years of world wandering and maybe ten lifetimes jammed into 
one, it is clear to me that in times of war, terrorism and threatening natural disasters, 
you will need more than night-vision goggles to see the truth. That wonderful 
American writer, the late and great Arthur Miller, said that political leadership in our 
Age of Uncertainty was characterised by a leader’s willingness to lie to his people and 
a willingness to kill, meaning of course to send troops into our never ending and 
usually futile wars. After the death of somewhere between 160 million and 180 
million people in the  conflicts of the 20th Century, the bloodiest in human history, 
after reporting on some thirty of those conflicts myself, I believe Arthur Miller’s 
warning is true. 
  
Think about it. A leader’s willingness to kill and to lie to his people…doesn’t this 
sound a lot like George W. Bush and John Howard when they were asked for at least 
a year or more before the illegal invasion of Iraq whether we had committed troops to 
the not so secret plan for an invasion of Iraq? Documents tended in the Australian 
Wheat Board case show that the answer was “YES” but our leaders maintained a Big 
Lie in the best wartime tradition. You might ask how could John Howard tell 
Australians that he was going to send troops to join the invasion of Iraq when this 
would have signalled his intentions to Sadam Hussein? My answer? History shows 
that leaders who manipulate or suppress the truth so often expose us to far greater 
dangers. The same goes for corporate leadership. 
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It is the truth, genuine transparency and accountability, that gives a democracy or a 
corporation the ability to maintain the checks and balances necessary to prevent many 
terrible miscalculations and abuses of power. Look at the example of President 
Richard Nixon and Watergate. I was reporting in Washington in 1973 as this highly 
intelligent and worldly-wise leader lied to his people about the burglary of the 
Democrat’s political headquarters. Nixon, like some corporate leaders, believed he 
had more important things to worry about than the truth or accountability, matters of 
state like America’s new relationship with China and ending the Vietnam War. But by 
lying to his people and obstructing justice Nixon showed the fatal weakness of 
leadership built on Big Lies. He became paranoid about enemies, spied on his own 
citizens, misused government agencies and ultimately became delusional as he 
withdrew to his White House bunker. Nixon had crucial White House records 
destroyed or tampered with and this is surely a clear warning to every corporate 
leader in an important position of authority. If there is no sound, coherent ethical base 
for leadership you are always vulnerable to the power of truthful exposure. 
 
It was brave reporting by the Washington Post and others that gave honest men and 
women in the American Congress the facts they needed. When some Republicans 
crossed the floor to join the Democrats in a vote for Impeachment, we could see the 
power of the truth in action and one of the most Imperial Presidents was forced to 
resign in disgrace.  
 
Australia’s so called ‘Ute-gate’ affair is a tawdry sequence of events compared with 
the great political  drama of Watergate. But even this rather pathetic leadership failure 
in Canberra has further weakened the public trust in our leaders and the effective 
conduct of our democracy. Very intelligent people plainly can make extremely poor 
decisions.  Why is this so? 
  
In many cases it is ethical failure in the leadership role, but political guile and 
overwhelming ambition can also warp the judgement of leaders. If Tony tells us 
bluntly we can’t trust his off the cuff words, if Kevin delays “one of the greatest 
moral, economic and environmental challenges of our age” and Malcolm, in Spy 
Catcher mode, has secret meetings with public service moles, is it any wonder that 
they fail to inspire trust or confidence?  Why should we believe them or follow them? 
To be effective all leaders must choose their words carefully and understand that the 
truth is our ethical foundation. 
 
The most cynical and disgusting Big Lie inflicted on us in recent years was the claim 
that sending in Army troops and federal police to take over 73 remote Aboriginal 
communities in the Northern Territory in 2007 was aimed at protecting children from 
paedophile rings. As that American political strategist, Karl Rove, once bragged 
government spin-doctors can create a new reality before most of us have even 
digested the last one. It is 2010 and Australians have moved on to a new reality. No 
one worries that there were no paedophile rings in these Aboriginal communities. The 
Intervention will be judged in history as the most damaging social engineering 
inflicted on Aboriginal people since the disastrous attempt to remove children from 
their families in the war on Aboriginal culture. It’s why for so many years I have 
raised my voice and for the past decade have worked harder than I ever have in my 
life to try to address the health and education of Indigenous children. For every year 
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of education we add to a community of young Aboriginal women we will add up to 
four years to the life expectancy of their first child.  
My own leadership in the field of education has been to create the Literacy Backpack 
Project for Ian Thorpe’s Fountain for Youth which is lifting literacy in 22 remote 
communities. I am also a Director of AIME which links almost a thousand 
undergraduates on seven university campuses to mentor a thousand Aboriginal high 
school students in urban areas. Instead of a national picture of only 47 per cent of 
Indigenous kids completing high school, we are seeing over eighty percent and we are 
aiming much higher, for university entries, job skilling and life skilling. This is the 
way we will close that space between us. This is the road to equality. I don’t just 
dream about it but I work for it every day. 
 
At this point I want you to think afresh about what you stand for as a leader. What are 
your values that can guide you clearly through some of the most rapid and complex 
changes in human history? Have you given yourself the thinking time to reflect 
deeply on all this? Are you listening to the experiences, advice and the wisdom of 
others? 
 
Among so many of the most remarkable men and women I have met around the world 
one quality they had in common was that they had mastered what I call the Art of 
Listening. It is revealing that highly intelligent people, including the finest leaders, are 
very good at careful listening. By suspending the rush to judgement and developing 
that ability to entertain other possibilities, we significantly strengthen our power of 
mind and deepen our understanding.  
 
I remember flying to Aswan and watching President Jimmy Carter huddle with the 
great Egyptian leader, Anwar Sadat and later Israel’s Menachen Begin. Carter 
patiently listened to these two lifelong enemies, a Moslem and Jew, who had been to 
war again and again. I talked with President Carter on several occasions and 
marvelled at his persistence as he led them to a point of enlightened self-interest. 
Once bitter enemies, men of war, forged the historic Camp David Peace accords. This 
foresight, this willingness to listen carefully and genuinely consider other views, is 
truly a mark of fine leadership in every field.  
The readiness to tell your people the truth, even if it leaves you personally exposed, is 
also a mark of great leadership. Sometimes the cost is very high. We all know that 
Sadat paid with his life for his commitment to peace when a violent faction within his 
own nation assassinated him. But in the end the peace agreement between two of the 
most formidable protagonists in the Middle East reduced the chance of a tactical 
nuclear war for three decades. 
Magnificent leaders have a way of looking beyond their own lifetimes or at least 
beyond their own job. They have a clear sense of the common good. This is necessary 
for visionary leadership. It is telling, however, that while President Carter was 
belatedly hailed as a peacemaker and awarded the Nobel Prize for Peace in 2002, this 
was more than two decades after he was out of office. While he was in the White 
House, Carter was not much appreciated by many of his people. In part this was 
because of his inability to successfully communicate his impressive vision.  
 
President Ronald Reagan, Carter’s successor, was undoubtedly America’s ‘Great 
Communicator’. Reagan made Americans feel confident and good about themselves. 
He emphasized themes in his Presidency that reminded Americans of their strength, 
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inventiveness and problem solving ability. He behaved more like a chairman of the 
board, delegated effectively and was fairly prudent in the exercise of military power 
despite the extraordinary changes underway in the Communist world. Nonetheless, 
Reagan did not anticipate or prepare America for far greater changes on the way. It 
was his predecessor, Jimmy Carter, who well ahead of most American politicians 
anticipated the dangers of Peak Oil and America’s ravenous appetite for energy. 
Carter’s limitation was that he could never manage to convince enough Americans 
that the Arab Oil Embargo was proof that it was time to reinvent their industrial 
society and their very way of living. What an important lesson in leadership. You can 
be right, even have the right strategy for change, but if you can’t take people with you 
it is likely you will fail.  I must add this. Over the longer term, Carter’s value system 
has proven mightily impressive. He has demonstrated a lifelong willingness to live 
these values in his other successful peace mediation efforts, in his advocacy for 
sustainable energy systems and his direct action through Homes for Habitat in helping 
rebuild crumbling urban communities. Jimmy Carter will be judged respectfully by 
history as a leader of considerable integrity because he has lived by an outstanding 
value system and his belief in the common good. 
  
A commitment to the common good is certainly a characteristic of the extraordinary 
leadership of Nelson Mandela. I watched him strutting his strength like an old lion to 
control an unruly mob and settle the violence that was often in the air. Sometimes it 
was his words, sometimes it was just body language, but Mandela had a special way 
of uniting people and getting them to see what was best for South Africa. He 
displayed a genuine humility that helped him persuade people to see that coming to 
the right conclusion was far more important than who was giving the orders. 
Ultimately, after all of his careful listening and deliberation, it was Mandela’s brilliant 
tactical decision to seek victory through negotiation, to use the ballot box and not go 
on with the war as some other ANC hotheads wanted, that allowed black South 
Africans to win their freedom. Malcolm Fraser recalls that when he visited Mandela 
in prison on Robben Island where he had spent the last 18 of his 27 years in prison, it 
was the great man’s composure and his confidence that was astounding. Mandela 
remained resilient through the most terrible ordeals and this is a lesson to us all on 
how to handle the large and smaller crises that challenge us. He remained patient and 
persistent. Mandela had to convince many around him that his peaceful strategy was 
superior to war. His true greatness is that he could convey this truth to his people at a 
crucial time. His timing was brilliant. South Africa’s mightiest leader will also be 
remembered for the wisdom and humility that allowed him to turn down the 
opportunity to cling to power after his term as President. How different to the 
obstinate Thabo Mbeki who must have cost so many lives by using his power to block 
the early distribution of anti-retroviral drugs as HIV-AIDS devastated South Africa. 
How different to many corporate leaders too who behave as if they really are the only 
ones who can manage the challenges.  
 
The most impressive woman leader I have met without doubt was Ireland’s Mary 
Robinson. She led a very small nation and yet could always match minds with the 
most powerful leaders on earth. What I recall most about her special quality of 
leadership is how clearly she set out a vision of how people could work together, 
whatever the task. In particular, Mary Robinson demonstrated how wealthier nations 
could responsibly work with the less fortunate to develop a healthier and more stable 
human family. One could argue that this is the most critical responsibility of all 
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political, corporate and social leaders. The ability to get everyone onto the same 
wavelength calls for all of the qualities I have mentioned so far, a belief in the power 
of the truth, the ability to listen carefully, a vision that embraces the common good 
and an ability to see beyond your term in power and even your lifetime. 
 
 
I questioned Mary Robinson closely about whether her hope for such cooperation 
between nations was merely idealism or whether this aim could ever be achieved. 
“Surely nations would always fall back on their self-interest?” I asked. “Corporations. 
too. Don’t they exist to make profit at the expense of someone else?”  “Ah yes,” she 
said, “but it can be enlightened self-interest. It lets us opt for co-operation over 
conflict or conquest.” Mary Robinson understood that if a leader can create, unleash 
or tap into this enlightened self-interest in others, then people will follow and project-
by-project, or community-by-community, the world changes for the better.  
 
The Harvard biologist, Edward Wilson, writes in his brilliant book, The Future of 
Life, that we humans appear to be programmed by evolution for self-interest. We 
think mostly about ourselves, about one single place, the place we call ‘home’ and 
about not much more than our immediate family, a mere generation or two. Whether 
it is the Global Financial Crisis or Global Warming, whether it is the spread of mutant 
viruses or the plight of genuine refugees crossing the oceans from places of conflict, 
usually we retreat into the Matrix. It is not a cyber world like in those Keanu Reeves 
movies, it is a Matrix of Self-interest.  Well, yes, the biologists are right. Adaptation 
has made us this way, both fearful and predatory. But for the survival of the human 
species we need to evolve beyond these primal instincts.  The greatest challenge for 
us all is to begin an evolution of mind, especially in leadership, so that we behave like 
a human family as we respond to these challenges. 
 
Clearly the pace and scale of change in our world is beyond anything we have known. 
When my family arrived in the Hunter Valley in the 1830’s the entire population of 
the world was around half a billion people. Within a handful of generations we have 
passed six billion and by 2025 we will be looking at eight billion or more. The words 
of Jacques Cousteau as an old and wise man come back to me. Without leadership 
eight billion people will bring us to a threshold when some of us will not have the 
fresh water to survive. Without leadership the future of our species is under threat. 
 
James Baker, a most impressive American Secretary of State, told me once that the 
pace of change is now so intense and to some extent unpredictable, that all good 
leaders can do is capably manage change. My wife, Kim, was a Deputy to Jim Baker 
and I know that his favourite advice for every leadership challenge was “preparation, 
preparation, preparation”. This points up John Howard’s greatest failure. Despite the 
national treasure from our abundance he did not prepare us for climate change, the 
slow death of the Murray Darling, the likely re-location of major food growing areas 
and the necessity to invest in new sustainable energy and far better national 
infrastructure. Kevin Rudd has had many grand goals but has so far equivocated and 
failed to convince the nation that he can execute national policy effectively. Our 
leaders of late have either failed to grasp the truth or failed to communicate it to the 
people in a compelling vision that can give us true unity of purpose. 
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What every enlightened leader must recognize now is that a dramatic species struggle 
is underway as our essential life-supporting resources dwindle and the health of our 
planet itself is in the balance. According to the British earth scientist, Norman Myers, 
since the end of World War Two humans have devoured more raw materials than all 
our ancestors combined. This shows our astonishing predatory march. I have 
witnessed our footprints on every part of this world. Even in our polar regions, so 
often hailed as the last great white wilderness, I have seen measurements of nuclear 
fallout, oil spills and melting ice caps from man-made Global Warming. 
 
Today many species are being liquidated at an extraordinary pace. We are the natural 
born killers. By the end of our century one third of all living species may be gone. 
Watch the birds now on the wing because of 10,000 species, 7000 are in drastic 
decline. Take a long walk through the bush and drink deep on its beauty because up to 
50,000 of the world’s 250,000 kinds of plants are expected to disappear over the next 
few decades. 
 
 After seeing so much of this damaged world it is the evidence and the leadership of 
the earth scientists that I find most convincing. It is a system of thought based on 
observation, vigorous analysis, open discussion and a heartening degree of 
commonsense. Earth scientists also invoke a style of leadership with a valuable 
degree of humility because their sense of responsibility involves the Big Picture and 
the longer timelines of history. It is that custodianship that wise Aboriginal leaders 
have long understood, the sense of responsibility that every man, woman and child 
must contribute to the balance and the well being of our community and life itself. 
 
Despite decades of scientific assessment of the Global Warming threat many so called 
leaders in industry and politics still cannot muster the unity of purpose to set our 
nation on a course of energy reform and innovation. Many politicians continue to 
favour their own re-election strategy, bowing to the special interests that support them 
in the next election.  It is to be expected that the fading fossils of the old energy 
system would hang on desperately by creating smokescreens and seeking billions of 
dollars in handouts, but any responsible political leader or business leader should be 
looking ahead. 
 
After what I have seen I rigorously agree with the earth science leaders such as 
Leakey, Lovelock and Ehrlich. The evidence is overwhelming – the Earth is going 
through the Sixth Period of Mass Extinction. I also agree with the advocates of urgent 
human behavioural change. Our genuine leaders in an Age of Uncertainty, including 
Al Gore and Tim Flannery, concentrate our minds on the observable and measurable 
fact that human beings are driving this destruction. 
 
For the first time in the history of life on earth, a single species has threatened the 
very balance of the interconnected systems on which all life depends. Yes, we are not 
only at war with one another, we are at war with the Earth itself. As bad as it is now, 
we know it can get much worse. Our generation must act courageously with a more 
comprehensive strategy to halt this violence and destruction or future generations may 
not exist. We simply cannot comprehend the full consequences of failure. 
 
This may surprise you after my confronting assessment of current leadership but I 
remain hopeful for humanity. I do not, like some, believe civilisation is about to end 
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because I have met some brilliant leaders to inspire my belief that we can change our 
world for the better. When humanity is facing danger on such a scale, history suggests 
we may be led to action. I believe it is the courage, common sense and extraordinary 
resilience of humanity that has seen us survive Hitler, Stalin, Mao, Pol Pot and Idi 
Amin. We can survive our greatest global challenges if we have leaders who are 
truthful, ethical and have a clear sense of the common good. This is what I stand for.  
June 16 2010. 


