
Tall orders ... NSW Minister for Police
Michael Costa has sorted out his mental
ups and downs, but the force's crime highs
and lows might take longer. Photo: Darren
Pateman
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Costa's blues

August 3 2002

Michael Costa has

beaten

depression and

survived

expulsion from

the ALP. Now he

faces his biggest

challenge: fixing

up the NSW police

force before the

election. Mark

Riley reports.

Five months before
he entered the
NSW Parliament
and five months and
17 days before his
jet-propelled
ascension into the Carr cabinet, Michael Costa delivered a
candid speech that offered a rare insight into this complex
political character's make-up. It slipped beneath the media
radar at the time. He was only a relatively minor player then,
one of the many colourful figures in the bare-knuckled world
of union politics. It would not pass without notice now.

The occasion was a dinner on April 24 last year for the
Neurological Institute for Schizophrenia and Allied Disorders
(NISAD), a union-backed group that promotes workplace
awareness of mental illness. About 300 people had gathered
in the Strangers Dining Room at NSW Parliament House to
help the organisation launch a corporate sponsorship drive.

Costa followed the keynote speaker, Alan Jones, a man who
was soon to figure prominently in the then-Labor Council
secretary's stellar rise from comparative obscurity to a central
role in the Carr Government bid for re-election next March.

Jones spoke with all the theatrical fire and fervour expected
of Sydney's titan of talkback, railing at the lack of government
support for the families of schizophrenics. However, it was
not until Costa followed him to the podium that the diners
were taken to the inside of the issue. Costa knew the
emotional devastation schizophrenia wreaks on a family. He
is part of such a family. His sister is schizophrenic.

"Michael spoke passionately about the need for government
to do more to support parents, especially aging parents like
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his, who are left to care for their schizophrenic children," said
Don McDonald, the project director for NISAD and organiser
of the sponsorship dinner.

Costa's revelation that night was only part of the story. His
concern about the inadequacy of mental health services in
NSW runs deeper. It is a concern born of his sister's
experience, but shaped by an even more intimate connection
- one that Costa discovered only a few years ago. He suffers
from manic depression. Costa more or less diagnosed
himself, and the way he did it reveals much about this
enigmatic 46-year-old man who now holds such a crucial role
in the governing of the state.

He has always been an intellectually energetic person, known
among his friends for his regular bursts of hypercreativity. But
in 1998, soon after Costa took over from Peter Sams as
NSW Labor Council secretary, several friends became
concerned about the increasing tendency for the flashes of
intellectual exuberance to tip over into irrationality and
neon-charged anger. And then came the depression - deep,
dark, bottomless pits of depression.

Costa responded by subjecting himself to an extraordinary
process of self-analysis. It was characteristic of the way he
approaches problems. He intellectualises issues, researches
them thoroughly, attacks them with uncompromising cerebral
rigour before settling on a conclusion. In the case of his own
mental state, Costa read a library of books on psychiatry and
mental illness, waded through the symptoms of various
mental conditions, weighed them against his own actions and
decided he was manic depressive."When you know Michael it
doesn't seem strange at all that he would diagnose himself,"
said a close friend. "He treated it in the same way that he
treats everything else - as an intellectual exercise in
discovery."

Costa sought medical help immediately and was placed on
medication that he continues to this day. He has told friends
he has only one regret, a regret shared by many manic
depressives: he misses the phases of mania. The drugs
have muffled the blasts of explosive creativity that he enjoyed
so much.

Although he has never spoken publicly about his depression,
Costa gave a hint in his maiden speech to the Legislative
Council on September 19 last year. He recommended that
his fellow MPs read a "seminal thesis" on mental illness titled
The Madness of Adam and Eve - How Schizophrenia

Shaped Humanity, by Oxford scholar David Horrobin. If any

of his new colleagues had, they would have read an engaging
essay in evolutionary neurobiology that suggests the same
genetic changes that separated us from the apes also gave
us schizophrenia.

Horrobin says it is common for relatives of schizophrenics to
question their own mental health, and often with good reason:
"Families with schizophrenia also have more dyslexic and
manic-depressive members, more sociopaths and criminals,
but also more high achievers in every field, including music,
religion, the arts and science."

Many of the world's great thinkers were manic depressive,
says Horrobin. They all exhibited inextinguishable passions to
reform everything from popular thought to moribund
bureaucracies, to confound their stereotypes, smash
institutional barriers, to challenge orthodoxies that say certain
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things can't be done, do them with great gusto, then move on
to the next challenge before they got bored.

And that perfectly describes Costa - a man who wants to
change things, and change them in a hurry.

For now, Costa is focusing all that creative energy on winning
re-election in March next year. His role will be crucial. Law and
order issues have a habit of exploding like land mines on the
campaign trail. It is up to Costa to sweep the portfolio for
potential explosions before Carr strides onto the hustings.

Costa's supporters say he is the man for the job, the exact
mix of skilled conciliator, shrewd deal-maker and keen
strategist needed to keep on top of policing. His detractors
are not as kind. They say putting Costa in charge of the police
force is like putting a lit match in charge of a bomb.

Avowed fans like the NSW Treasurer, Michael Egan, say
Costa represents the future of Australian politics but that he is
still on a steep learning curve.

"He's learning quickly that when you're a minister and you say
you scratched your head, you better be sure you didn't really
scratch your ear because those little things can become very
important," says Egan.

"Costa has the natural inclination towards impetuousness and
brashness that highly intelligent people have. But sometimes
he fails to understand that most people like to altercate in
undertones."

The former Labor Council secretary Michael Easson, once
instrumental in having Costa expelled from the Labor Party,
said in farewelling him from Sussex Street last year that
"there's a paradox at the heart of the man".

Costa's political evolution is an extraordinary story. The one
constant has been his calculated political ambition, born of
Marxism, honed in trade unionism and now realised with the
aid of Carr's boosterism.

Along the way, Costa has luxuriated in being the enigmatic
outsider. This son of Greek-Cypriot parents boasted of being
the first "wog" to head the NSW Labor Council. In 1998, he
led a group of union identities who shaved their heads for
charity. He enjoyed the shock value so much that he kept his
shiny pate. Next came the black-rimmed glasses. Then the
monochromatic look of dark suit, dark shirt and dark tie. He
has finally arrived at an idiosyncratic appearance, best
described as independent film-maker meets sartorial
mobster. "Costa is one of those rare people who has an
acute awareness of the absurdity of his own existence," says
his good friend, the respected union consultant Peter Lewis.
Lewis worked closely with Costa at the NSW Labor Council,
helping him develop media strategies and to position himself
as an iconoclastic leader, challenging many of the
orthodoxies of the union movement and the ALP.

"He has a unique ability to get under people's skin. We
always joked that he was like the Seinfeld character Newman

- people who had been outsmarted by him would walk around
the place with their faces screwed up, spitting his name:
'Costa!' "

The Herald made several requests over six weeks to

interview Costa for this article. He declined. His spokesman
said Costa believed he had been unfairly treated by the
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paper. Some of the hostility stemmed from the paper's
front-page revelation last year that Costa had bought a house
in Cessnock just days before becoming a minister and had
immediately registered it as his primary residence so he
could draw country electoral allowances worth more than
$30,000 a year. Costa has never challenged the facts but his
office says he was unhappy, though, because he felt the
story made him appear to be the only MP availing himself of
the generosity of members' entitlements. Many do it to some
degree, but saying "I'm no worse than any of the others" has
never been a particularly good defence, especially in politics.

His public response was not much better: "I claim all of my
allowances. As a former trade unionist, I would advise anyone
to do the same."

It wasn't the first time he had been caught out by the Herald.

Shortly after becoming Labor Council secretary, he was
expelled from a Duke of Edinburgh study tour in Canada for
"unacceptable behaviour". It was on his return that Costa went
on the journey of self-discovery that revealed his manic
depression.

When approached by the Herald at the time, Costa said he

had left the tour voluntarily. He later conceded he had been
expelled after the paper gathered the full details from the
organisers.

The incident was one of a number of colourful confrontations
in Costa's wild ride into the limelight, a journey he charted
broadly in his maiden speech. "I've sat through some pretty
good maiden speeches," says Egan. "But Costa's was
among the best. I learned a lot about him from that speech."

Costa spoke of how his parents left post-war Europe for a
better life in Australia and settled in Newcastle, where Michael
was born on July 15, 1956. His father worked at the
steelworks and later the railways, while his mother, a process
worker, struggled with full-time work and raising a family.

It was an era when immigrant families felt compelled to
huddle within their ethnic enclaves. Costa says he did not
even speak English before he went to school. "I was an
outsider who experienced racism first-hand," he said. "Today,
it is fashionable to make light of terms like 'wog' and 'dago'
and I wear the wog label with pride."

It seems unlikely now, but Costa was a surfie at school. His
love of boardriding diverted him from his studies and he did
poorly in his HSC. An English teacher encouraged him to
repeat year 12 and he did much better.

Costa said in his maiden speech that his political awakening
occurred by accident after his family had moved to Sydney
and he was sent to Leichhardt's Ibrox Park Boys' High. A
group of mates suckered him into going to a Marxist
education camp, where

he found an instant affinity with the rebellious dogma of
communist dissent. He joined the Trotskyist Socialist
Workers

Party and developed a reputation as a fearsome, often
ferocious debater, boiling with ideological anger and fired by
the flames of class conflict.

Costa met his eventual wife, Helen Ward, on the campus of
Wollongong University and moved back to Sydney in the
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early 1980s. He got a job as a rigger on Garden Island and
continued his economics studies at Sydney University. He
was awarded a university medal. But Costa never boasts
about his academic achievement. That is a patrician proclivity.
"I come to this house from a blue-collar background - as
someone whose real education was completed on the job by
my co-workers," he said in the maiden speech.

Costa's marriage lasted 18 years. The couple separated
about two years ago, and the divorce came through in
February this year. There are two children, Matthew, 18,
already active in Young Labor, and Ellana, 12. Costa sees
them regularly, often spending weekends with them at his
Cessnock house. Like a lot of dads, he dotes on his
daughter.

Costa left Garden Island for the railways in 1984 and
immediately began pursuing his political ambitions through
the train drivers' union, the AFULE . He overthrew the union
secretary, Bernie Willingale, after a disastrous six-week train
strike in 1986 and soon after took a full-time job as a Labor
Council organiser under Michael Easson - the man who had
been instrumental in his expulsion from the ALP some years
earlier (see story this page).

Egan met Costa at a party organised by Easson's wife,
former federal MP Mary Easson, to celebrate her husband's
elevation to Labor Council secretary. Egan doesn't remember
being struck by anything in particular about Costa on that first
meeting. But he soon would be.

Egan was with Carr, then leader of the Opposition, on a
pre-Christmas sojourn in Eastern Europe when all hell broke
loose in the adjoining Sussex Street buildings of the NSW
Labor Council and the state ALP headquarters. Costa and
another Labor Council organiser, Mark Duffy, had produced a
withering assessment of NSW Labor, rubbishing Carr's
chances at the approaching 1991 election and declaring the
party had no cogent alternative to "Greinerism".

The document was for limited distribution at a Labor Council
forum organised by Easson but had found its way onto the
front page of the Herald. Carr and Egan hit the roof, and then

they hit the phones. "Bob and I demanded that the two of
them be immediately thrown out of the party and out of the
Labor Council," Egan said.

Carr's indignation reached a shrill peak in an interview with the
Herald where he suggested that the once communist-leaning

Costa would by then be more comfortable with the right-wing
H.R. Nicholls Society. Easson gave Duffy the boot, but
spared Costa.

The Premier declined to go into detail this week about
denigrating the man who is now his police minister, other than
to take a good-natured dig at Costa's suggestion that he
wouldn't be premier: "I was proved right and they were
proved wrong."

There is a little-known vignette from around this time that
Costa would prefer to remain little-known. At the same time
as he was discrediting Carr's chances at the 1991 polls, he
was busily and purposefully manoeuvring himself into
preselection as the ALP's candidate for the seat of
Strathfield, then held by Liberal MP Paul Zammit. Costa's
partner-in-crime, Duffy, was campaign manager. Costa got
thumped. Zammit polled 60 per cent of the two-party
preferred vote to Costa's 40 per cent.
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Carr confounded his critics, including Costa, by coming within
a hair's breadth of winning in 1991. Just weeks later, Costa
and Duffy published an expanded version of their heretical
Labor thesis in a book. It was a provocative and well-argued
polemic, aimed principally at mauling the ACTU and its policy
pillars of the Accord, award restructuring and union
amalgamation.

The book established the pair at the vanguard of Labor
thinking on free-market economics and impressed Egan so
much that he drew Duffy back into the fold and into his office
as a senior adviser.

Costa continued his rise at the Labor Council, becoming
assistant secretary to Peter Sams and succeeding him in
1998. Costa's greatest attribute at the union headquarters,
according to former adviser Peter Lewis, was his ability to
juggle several complex issues.Others say he is more of a
chucker than a juggler, one who throws all the balls in the air
with grand announcements, then walks away leaving everyone
behind him covering their heads.

Of all the headline announcements he made at the Labor
Council, most quickly fell back to earth and bounced off into
oblivion. Getonboard, his competitor to the ACTU's cut-price
computer and Internet packages, bombed. His
well-publicised push for "defactionalisation" amounted to little
and he changed his mind about the desperate need for the
State Government to conduct a social audit of its programs
once he joined the Government benches. Then there were
his exotic deal-making attempts with the Maharishi's
Transcendental Meditation group over the trade union
movement's Currawong Beach retreat on Pittwater. His
greatest achievement was securing the sale of another trade
union asset, Radio 2KY.

The most disastrous campaign by far was the abortive union
march on Parliament House in June, last year, over the
Government's changes to workers' compensation. Costa led
the charge against the Carr Government's amendments, then
took a back seat after being anointed to fill an upper house
vacancy. Costa effectively stood down before the march and
handed control of the Labor Council to his deputy, John
Robertson.

While Costa was firmly against the attempted blockade, he
did not prevent it. He spent the day of the march cleaning out
his desk at the Labor Council, then was seen next door in the
office of the state ALP secretary, Eric Roozendaal, drinking a
bottle of red wine.

"If you want someone to go into a situation and throw
everything up in the air, then Michael Costa is your man," says
the assistant secretary of the NSW ALP, Damian O'Connor.
"Obviously that is what Carr wanted him to do in Police and he
did it."

Costa had been in Parliament for only 17 days when Carr
chose him to replace Paul Whelan in the police ministry.
Whelan had been left terminally damaged by the
Government's inept handling of the "crime crisis" in
Cabramatta and the constant howls of outrage led by radio's
Jones.

It has been well documented that Carr had already tested the
waters with Jones before appointing Costa. Carr sent Costa
to Jones's Newtown house to front a war council of the
Cabramatta cabal, comprising rebel police sergeant Tim
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Priest, Sydney University academic Dr Richard Basham,
former head of police internal affairs Geoff Schuberg, and
Cabramatta Chamber of Commerce president Ross
Treyvaud.

Treyvaud said that, contrary to most reporting, Jones was
only a facilitator. He introduced Costa to the group, then left
the room. After a couple of hours, the men, minus Jones,
moved to the Marlborough Hotel to continue talking over a
few drinks.

"The impression we all left with was that Costa was going to
become minister, because we had all been very critical of
Whelan throughout the meeting and he had done nothing to
defend him," Treyvaud said. "He showed a genuine interest in
the crime problem in Cabramatta then, but as soon as he
became minister, I think he was only interested in heading off
controversy before the next election."

Of those at that meeting, Costa offered government positions
to all but Basham and Treyvaud. Priest became an adviser on
gang crime, Schuberg was appointed to a new ministerial
advisory council and Jones was offered a role on the Police
& Community Youth Clubs' board, which he turned down. It is
a tactic of appeasement that Costa honed at Trades Hall. It is
called "securing the base" - neutralising critics by making
them your friends.

The other strategy Costa brought from the union trenches is
isolating the unappeasable. He used it to great effect on
former police commissioner Peter Ryan by making a series
of operational decisions without Ryan's compliance. In his
recently published biography, Ryan describes Costa as "an
arrogant, difficult man, who had little idea about policing".

"He was and still is taking advice from people like Basham
and Priest and others who have got no idea about running a
police force - I mean absolutely no bloody idea," Ryan said in
an interview for this article before leaving for his new position
with the Athens 2004 Olympic team. "All the people who did
know what to do were right there in the service. All the
intelligence he needed was there and he actively avoided
those people and that advice." Ryan said most of the
changes Costa introduced in his frenetic first weeks were
"mostly smoke and mirrors".

But many of those decisions instantly endeared Costa to the
lower ranks of the police. They welcomed the review of the
deeply flawed police promotion system, the trial of a new
uniform, the issuing of infringement notices for minor
offences and were particularly taken by Costa's shop
steward's approach to police station visits. The new minister
would walk in unannounced and head straight to the
lunchroom to talk to the troops rather than the brass.

"He is accepted ... because he comes off the tools - he is a
worker and will always be from that class," says the Police
Association's Ian Ball, who got to know Costa well at Labor
Council meetings. "But it will be interesting to see if he can
deliver ..."

The juggler has again thrown all the balls in the air. The
question is whether he can keep them in motion, at least until
March, and whether he intends to walk away and let it rain
balls after that.

Costa's CV shows he is not inclined to hang around for long
on any one rung of his self-constructed career ladder. Where
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the next leads is unclear, but he has told colleagues he wants
one day to be Treasurer.

"I've told him he will make a great Treasurer," says Egan, the
man now occupying that job. "But I've also told him he is
going to have to wait a bloody long time!"

Egan, a man well known for his flamboyant overstatement,
says he intends to keep the job until 2016.

There is a small matter of the will of the people, expressed at
the ballot box every four years, that might affect that timeline.
That and the ambitions of an expansively proud "wog" with a
proven ability to think his way around the most profound
obstacles - personal, professional or psychological.

The man who got rid of Michael Costa

In late 1979, Michael Costa, then 23, put all his revolutionary
fury on display in a debate at Wollongong University, where
he had gone to study economics.

His opponent was an up-and-coming social democrat from
Melbourne being wooed to the ALP by a young Bob Carr and
then-Labor Council organiser Michael Easson.

However, the Melburnian was so affronted by Costa's
menacing exhibition that he called Easson to suggest that this
"mad Trot" be thrown out of the Labor Party. Easson obliged.
Costa was expelled for holding concurrent membership of a
proscribed political group - the Socialist Workers Party.

But the promising social democrat from Melbourne who
lodged the complaint eventually turned his back on Carr and
Easson to join the Liberal Party. He has done pretty well
since.

The man who got Michael Costa kicked out of the ALP was
Peter Costello, now the Federal Treasurer.
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