
Goodbye Allan
Professor Allan Fels, retiring ACCC Chairman, was 
farewelled at several functions during his last month 
at the Commission. Here are the speeches dedicated 
to him at the Canberra, Sydney and Melbourne 
functions.

Farewell to Professor A llan  Fels by the 
Treasurer, the Hon. Peter Costello  M P  
at the Hyatt Hotel, Canberra, 2 June

Ladies and gentlemen, 
distinguished guests, 
Professor Allan Fels, Leader 
of the Opposition, new 
Acting Chairman of the 
ACCC, Graeme Samuel, 
staff of the ACCC, 
departmental people, press, 
everybody!

It’s a great pleasure to be 
here today to pay tribute to one of Australia’s great 
public servants, because for much of his career 
Allan Fels has been probably the most visible public 
servant that Australia has had. He has been 
omnipresent. It doesn’t seem to matter: when you 
turn on the television you would always see Allan 
Fels talking to the people of Australia about some 
point that was worrying them and some point that 
he undoubtedly would fix up.

And as he developed from first of all the Prices 
Surveillance Authority, the Trade Practices 
Commission, the Australian Competition and 
Consumer Commission, Allan Fels became better 
and better and better known.

He had a media reputation which a politician would 
kill for. In fact it was always said that if you ever 
appeared at a function with Allan Fels get ready to 
come off second best!

H e ’s had the most extraordinary career. For 
example, his portrait has been entered in the 
Archibald Prize. And I turned up at an interview that 
the Sydney Morning Herald did with the portrait 
painter, Irene Clark, when she entered the good 
professor in the Archibald Prize in 2002. The female 
journalist said to Irene Clarke, she said, ‘Physically, 
what was the turn-on in painting Allan?’ Ms Clark 
replied: ‘There was nothing physical. It was his 
presence on the telly and the radio’ . The journalist 
interjected: ‘But surely— his eyes?’ To which the 
portrait painter, Ms Clark said, ‘Well, yes they’re 
very expressive, very large, very soft. One eyebrow 
raised, a knowing look and a hint of a smile.’
The article continues: ‘This was all too much for 
the Professor. He stood up and said ‘I gotta go to 
a merger meeting’ .

I know everybody wished Allan good luck when he 
retired. Gerry Harvey was one of your sparring 
partners. Gerry said, when Allan announced his 
retirement, ‘I’d reluctantly wish him well, he’s a very 
good sparring partner.’ And then he went on to say: 
‘I’m going to buy the retirement home that he goes 
to, that way I can treat him the same way as he 
treated me’ .

I actually had an experience with Allan which 
absolutely floored me. I was in Washington once—  
I’d gone across to sign an agreement with Janet 
Reno, the US Attorney General, on cooperation 
between anti-trust regulators in the United States
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and here in Australia. We were staying in the Willard 
Hotel, which is in Pennsylvania Avenue, just down 
from the White House. And we’d been out to 
dinner. As I walked back into the hotel lobby the 
night before the signing with Janet Reno, I heard this 
voice come from behind me and it said ‘Hello 
Treasurer!’ And I turned around and it was Allan 
Fels in the Willard Hotel. And I said ‘Good heavens 
what are you doing here Allan?’ knowing of course 
that he might be marginally interested in the 
agreement to be signed. And he said ‘I was just 
wandering down Pennsylvania Avenue and I saw 
you in here.’ As you do, Allan. You wander down 
Pennsylvania Avenue looking for Treasurers. Why 
would I have been surprised by that? And anyway 
I said: ‘You know what Allan, this will be an 
absolute coincidence but I’m signing an agreement 
with Janet Reno tomorrow, would you like to 
come?’ ‘Oh’ , he said, ‘I’m free tomorrow!’ ‘What a 
surprise’ I said, ‘Come down.’ And I did a press 
conference and then Allan did a press conference.

‘In fact, I heard a politician once say that he’d do a 
deal with the devil to get the kind of media profile 
that Allan Fels had. And my staff said he’d better 
not do a deal with the devil because Allan Fels 
would call it a collusive agreement’ .

But can I say, Allan, leaving all of the jokes aside, 
that you have been an outstanding public servant. 
You were appointed originally to the Prices 
Surveillance Authority by a Labor government and 
to the ACCC by a Labor government. You were re
appointed to the ACCC by a coalition government, 
by our government. You were somebody who I 
always had enormous confidence in, that you would 
administer the Act without fear or favour.

And I can say to you that on the numbers of 
occasions when people complained about your 
decisions, I always responded by saying: W e don’t 
pay our competition commissioners to be popular’ . 
The moment we have a popular competition 
commissioner the alarm bells will start ringing that 
maybe they’re not promoting competition as 
ferociously as we want in Australia. Because we all 
know, despite what business says, there are many

businesses who want nothing more dearly than to be 
protected from their own competitors or from new 
competitors. The moment we put the producers’ 
pricing power below the consumers’ best interest was 
the moment we decided what competition policy 
was all about— it’s about protecting the consumer.

I sometimes think it would have been better if we 
had called it consumer policy, frankly, because 
competition is a bit of a long word. But at the end 
of it, competition is all about the consumer and 
I think it is something that you have understood very 
clearly and have been very focused on.

Under your reign the ACCC has been highly active.
It has brought numbers of legal proceedings. It has 
won huge damages— $20 million in the Queensland 
concrete case, $26 million for a multi-national 
vitamin company, $21 million in relation to power 
transformers. In fact, Allan said to me at one point 
as I was increasing his budget year after year, he 
was saying: ‘Remember this Treasurer I am making 
a profit for you.’ And he produced all of these fines 
and he could somehow set them off against the 
funding of the Commission.

You brought actions under s. 45D in relation to 
trade unions and showed you were prepared to 
enforce the Act even-handedly, both against 
companies and trade unions.

And you were one of the most active people I have 
ever seen in explaining the new taxation system.
I can’t verify the figure but the Goods and Services 
Tax affected the pricing of an estimated two billion 
individual products— either goods or services in our 
communities. You were given the job of policing 
price exploitation. The amount of price exploitation 
was minimal. I think you brought one case. And the 
reason you brought one case is the whole of Australian 
industry was petrified that if they didn’t do the right 
thing in relation to price changes, then you would be 
an active enforcement agent. And more than that, 
your educational activities in explaining price 
changes, the way in which it should operate, was 
second to none. It was a magnificent job.
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And you have been an absolute public servant of 
the highest calibre, in relation to the performance of 
your duties. We, who have worked with you, 
acknowledge the way in which you have discharged 
your duties.

Can I say that we wish you well. We know that you 
have certain family challenges at the moment that 
you have been very open about, in talking to the 
Australian public, and I think you are going to 
perform a wonderful education service.

We wish you and your family all the best. We know 
that as you take up your position as a university 
academic instructing young students on how to deal 
inside government, how to deal with governments, 
you may well be creating a whole new generation of 
Allan Felses.

To you, your wife, Isabel, your daughters Isabella 
and Teresa, we say good luck and thank you for a 
job well done.

Speech by Gaire Blunt of A llens Arthur 
Robinson at the Sydney farewell on 
4 June.

When Allan Fels was appointed as the new Trade 
Practices Commission Chairman in 1991, it was 
almost as though he had crept up on us unawares, 
but he had in fact majored in law and economics in 
Western Australia in 1965. He achieved his 
doctorate in economics at Duke University in 1968. 
He became a member of the Prices Justification 
Tribunal in 1973 and was made Victorian Prices 
Commissioner in 1984. In 1989 he became Chair of 
the Prices Surveillance Authority.

To us, he was a diffident Monash professor who was 
a regular but quiet participant in the annual trade 
practices workshops which were run then by Monash 
and are now run by the Law Council. He sometimes 
gave the impression that he thought we were treating 
it all a bit superficially, but above all, he was a 
listener and not a talker.

It was in 1991, when he became the Trade Practices 
Commission Chair, that we found out that 
underneath this he was a passionate law reformer 
and consumer champion.

In 1995 the ACCC replaced the Trade Practices 
Commission and he was the joint Chair of that and 
the Prices Surveillance Authority.

From the outset, Allan bravely made himself 
available to the media. To help him, he appointed a 
media liaison officer but Allan actually took to the

media business like a duck to water. He was 
available, as they say, 24/7. He rides the airwaves, 
he’s king of the 10-second grab on TV and has print 
journalists hanging on his every word. He is the envy 
of Simon Crean.

He may be the most prominent regulator in the 
world after Alan Greenspan. In any event, he 
certainly put competition law on the Australian map 
and is a leader in the fight against global cartels.

To Peter Costello’s delight, he took the introduction 
o f GST in his stride and he solved all of Costello’s 
problems there. Costello never forgets.

His staff love him. With his encouragement and 
leadership, their output in Telecoms, TV, Access, 
Gas, Electricity, mainstream consumer protection 
and general competition issues is prodigious. Where 
else can you find so much done so effectively by so 
few? It’s because they believe in where he leads 
them. And Allan takes any criticism of them on his 
own chin.

When we look at the disasters surrounding 
Worldcom, Enron, HIH, FAI and now Pan 
Pharmaceuticals, we in the industry and industry 
itself is talking about corporate governance, risk 
management, compliance and compliance programs 
and, of course, the building blocks for compliance 
and compliance programs all came with the Trade 
Practices Act and Allan Fels’ activities. Businesses 
affected by the Act all have their compliance 
programs in place. Some of them only got there 
after some hard knocks in the Allan Fels’ reform
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school, bu: w e ’re well on top of all that and it’s a 
good blueprint for those moving into the other areas.

During his term, the consuming public and business 
have come to understand the consumer’s rights as a 
part of everyday living.

Allan has single-handedly made competition law the 
most exciting arena in which to do battle and his 
departure may even lead some to contemplate early 
retirement— if they get bored. We will see if the 
excitemen: is maintained.

Above all, he is fearless and never shirks an issue or 
favours a friend— but he is accessible and always 
approachable and he is always on top of the 
agenda. The metamorphosis from quiet listener to 
The Smiler With The Knife was remarkable. He has 
grown in the job— in character, personal 
development and stature, to become the most 
influential regulator in this part of the world, as well 
as striding the world stage.

Allan has been a consummate politician at home 
and his image is as familiar to the viewing public as 
that of his idol, Shane Warne.

I know that Allan and Isobel are looking forward to 
his running the Australian and New Zealand School 
of Government with more time at home, but we are 
sure he wiil just have to attend and speak at a few 
overseas conferences, with Isobel of course. Because 
he is a world expert and a world leader.

These have been heady and exciting times— you, 
Allan, have made an enormous contribution. Your 
friends wili miss you, but we expect to see you in 
your new role at workshops and conferences.

You have left a great legacy and, of course only the 
other day, you articulated your own legacy when 
you said: ‘Businesses seeking to exploit vulnerability 
and rip off powerless people should know that these 
apparently powerless people have powerful allies’ .

Allan, that is your legacy.

Farewell speech by Chris Field, 
Chairm an of the Board, the Australian  
Consum ers Association at the 
M elbourne function o n l6  June.

Allan Fels, new acting Chairman of the ACCC, 
Graeme Samuel, staff of the ACCC, distinguished 
guests, it gives me enormous pleasure to welcome 
you to the Melbourne farewell of the Chairman of 
the ACCC, Allan Fels.

I note that this is the Melbourne farewell, and guests 
will probably be aware that there has already been 
similar farewell functions in Canberra and Sydney.

In my view, I’m afraid there are too few Australians, 
who aspire to serving the public, that warrant the 
praise and tribute that typically accompanies a 
farewell, let alone three farewells. Allan, you are a 
very notable exception.

In those previous farewell speeches much has 
already been made of his distinguished career in 
academia, then in public life as Chairman of the 
Prices Surveillance Authority, Chairman of the Trade 
Practices Commission and, of course, Chairman of 
the ACCC.

There has been mention of Allan’s sparring with 
captains of industry who sometimes felt that Allan 
was inappropriately getting in the way of a good 
game of monopoly.

Much too has been said of one of his great 
legacies— the near seamless introduction of a GST 
with virtually no observable consumer detriment.
This was despite the suggestion by many 
commentators that the sky would fall with the 
introduction of the GST. I was one who speculated 
publicly that the GST would bring with it 
considerable consumer detriment through price 
exploitation— Allan, on behalf o f Australian 
consumers, thank you for proving me a particularly 
poor prognosticator.

Of course, there has been the mention of Allan’s 
extraordinary media presence, the envy of politicians 
and bane of business people not accustomed to the 
scrutiny that public discussion brings.

I wanted, however, to mention three other things 
that strike me about Allan’s contribution. First, he 
has used his high profile to explain to Australians 
the benefits of fair competition policy and the 
hazards of unfair competition.

Most o f us in this room readily accept that 
competition policy, and the fairness overlay 
contained in Part IV of the Trade Practices Act, is
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the single most significant consumer protection 
tool— it delivers the best price, quality and access to 
goods and services for the majority of Australians. 
Fair, effective competition, what it looks like and 
what it doesn’t was, however, dramatically less 
understood and accepted by ordinary Australians 
even a few years ago. Allan, you will be regarded 
rightly as having achieved a great service to the 
community by explaining, in ways that could be 
understood, the benefits of fair and effective 
competition.

Second, you have recognised that the ACCC, like 
any regulator, to be taken seriously by business and 
consumers alike, must itself take seriously its law- 
enforcement mandate.

Sometimes to criticism, but mostly to great 
applause, you have been a law-enforcer without fear 
or favour. In doing so, you have elevated, in the 
public’s mind, the ACCC to be Australia’s leading 
and most effective regulator.

Third, and I speak in part from personal experience, 
Allan has acted throughout his time in public life 
with absolute balance— he has received and heard 
arguments from the CEO’s of the largest 
international companies, politicians of all parties 
and persuasions, small business, right through to the 
smallest community organisation and he has 
received them as equals. He has heeded their 
messages, but never been beholden to them.

Allan has brought three overwhelming qualities to 
his time in public life— integrity, honesty and 
impartiality. While we expect our regulators to have 
many qualities, those three are, after all, perhaps 
the only ones which must be satisfied to be an 
effective regulator.

My colleague, Louise Sylvan, described you to me 
succinctly, but may I say very aptly, as Australia’s 
finest public servant’ .

Allan, we are very pleased that you will now go on, 
in your new role, to inculcate those qualities in a 
new generation of public servants.

Allan, your unwavering commitment, your fearless 
commitment, your singular commitment to serving 
the public interest I consider to be your greatest 
attribute and your enormous legacy.
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