Diplomat deserves apology, reinstatement: Opposition
By Peter Clack

A FORMER Australian ambassador to Chile whose diplomatic career ended abruptly last year after a visit by Foreign Affairs Minister, Alexander Downer, should be reinstated into a new consular role and get a full apology.

The call came yesterday from Opposition foreign affairs spokesman Kevin Rudd, who said the very least Mr Downer should do was to apologise to career diplomat, John Campbell, and show cause why he should not be reinstated.

Mr Downer should also release departmental records on its assessments of Mr Campbell's performance in Chile and previously at Geneva in Switzerland.

Mr Campbell, 58, who lives in Canberra, said yesterday he still hoped to resurrect his diplomatic career. He is still searching for answers why his 36-year career ended suddenly.

During Mr Downer's visit to Santiago in March last year "a comedy of errors" led to Mr Downer having to catch taxies to his hotel suite on two occasions, after which Mr Downer allegedly bluntly voiced his anger on his ambassador.

A mix-up over flight arrival times had left Mr Downer stranded at the airport and forced to take a taxi to his hotel. Meanwhile, Mr Campbell, his staff and Chilean officials were in a nearby VIP lounge waiting for a later flight.

That evening, Mr Downer had angrily rejected a bus when local officials withdrew their limousines, and went back to his hotel by taxi instead. 

"We were at the airport," Mr Campbell said. "The problem with the VIP room at Santiago is it is off to one side and there is no monitor of public announcements. We were told he would be on the next plane.

"The visit went well and we provided a meeting with the Chilean president after breakfast. Our man got in to see the president, which no-one else did."

Mr Campbell said Mr Downer's visit had been an overwhelming success. He met with the Chilean president and successfully negotiated with United States officials on a free trade agreement.

Mr Campbell blamed the Minister for a "marginal review" into his performance.

"That is when I started to get quite cross and angry, because it was only a matter of weeks before the secretary [Ashton Calvert] said I was doing a good job.

"We discussed staying [in Chile] another year. I said I was interested in Pyong Yang. I offered my recall. I personally fell on my sword, perhaps too precipitously.

"I felt responsible because it happened on my watch. I wanted to give the department a chance to move me. I was led to believe that I would take up a position in the department, but that wasn't to be."

Mr Campbell returned to Australia in October thinking he was going to Korea. He is fluent in Korean. The job did not materialise and he was told no other postings were available.

Instead, he was offered a 12-month contract to lecture at the Defence College of Strategic Studies, which he turned down. 

He would still have had no job after 12 months "so I decided to take the plunge" and he left on January 11.

A spokesman for Mr Downer said the taxi incidents were "utterly trivial", and that Mr Campbell had offered his own recall. Assessments had found his performance to be uneven in Santiago and Geneva, from where he had also been recalled.

"Ashton recommended he be recalled, Downer had nothing further to do with it. 

"That was the end of the matter. It wasn't anything to do with taxies whatsoever."
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