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whatever appenedto? 
Richard Lowenstein 

The director of Dogs in Space is still making 
films - and not just about rock 'n' roll. 

It has been 20 years since Michael 
Hutchence and Saskia Post starred in 
a film that would preserve forever a brief 
but fascinating period in Melbourne's 
pop culture past. and 10 years since the 
INXS lead singer's death, aged 37. Set in 
1978, Dogs In Space was the fictionalised 
account of director Richard Lowenstein's 
life in an eight-bedroom share house "full 
of hippies and punks" while he studied at 
Swinburne Film and Television School. 

"Post-punk culture was only going to be 
in Australia for five or six years. You could feel 
that it wasn't going to last forever and that 
someone needed to chronicle it," he says. 

"All you had to do in the late '?Os and 
early '80s was dye your hair a funny colour, 
wear mascara and people would stare at you 
in the street like you were an alien - or a pop 
star. There was an incredible allure to that." 

Hutchence played the hedonistic lead 
singer of a punk band and Post played the 
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girlfriend trying to balance their crazy life 
with holding down a job. The house (which 
still stands, in Berry Street, Richmond) was 
the third lead character. "The house got 
sold and we all had to leave in early 1980," 
Lowenstein says. "I remember it being sold 
for $50,000 and telling my mother, 'Just buy 
it, I'll live In it, I'll paint it for you.' And she's 
going, 'Oh, no, it's going to fall down and 
you punks ... 'Then, when we came back 
to make the film (in 1985) it was valued at 
$250,000. We paid $50,000 just to film in it." 
Last year the house sold again for more than 
$650,000. 

Lowenstein first met Michael Hutchence 
when he filmed a music video (Burn for You) 
for INXS in Queensland. They met up again 
at the Cannes film festival. "I was meeting 
a producer-and Michael came along for fun 
and I'm there looking like a punk and Mike 
was there looking totally wasted and we're 
saying, 'We've got this serious political thriller' 

Words Peter Barrett 

and the producer's face is blank because 
we're talking politics. Then I say, 'Well, I've 
got this other film about hippies and punks 
living in a house' - and I'm making it up as I 
go - and I said, 'We've got Michael playing 
the lead'. And Michael goes, 'I am?' 'Yeah, 
you are,' I say and he says, 'Oh, OK.' And 
that's the first he heard of il" 

Lowenstein wrote the script for Dogs in 
Space while bouncing from one music video 
job to the next, with shooting starting in 1985. 
Around the same time, bands such as U2 
began asking him to film entire concerts and 
Pete Townsend (of the Who) employed him to 
film a sequel to Ouadrophenia (later released 
as Townsend's video album, White City). 

Lowenstein and Hutchence maintained 
their friendship until the singer's death in 
1997. Lowenstein says that his friend was in 
a 'pretty strange" mental state around this 
time. "Most people don't know the detail but 
he had an accident, a skull fracture - he'd 
been knocked off his pushbike, cracked his 
skull and lost his sense of taste and smell 
two years earlier." 

Lowenstein observed erratic behaviour 
in the singer in the months leading up to 
his death and believes the anguish and 
frustration Hutchence felt after losing his 
senses of taste and smell contributed to his 
mental state at the time of his death. 

Lowenstein, 48, grew up in Prahran, 
the youngest of three children. His mother, 
Wendy, was a member of the Communist 
party, prominent social activist, oral historian 
and author who wrote books including 
Weevils in the Flour and The Immigrants. Her 
death late last year affected him greatly. 

"Even though you may not see (your 
parents) as often as you might once you're 
grown up, you always just assume they're 
going to be there. And then, one day, they're 
not there." With his older siblings, Martie and 
Peter, Lowenstein had spent several years 
cooking and looking after Wendy, who had 
Alzheimer's disease. "For a writer it is the 
cruellest disease. I think she would have 
been happier if she was wheelchair-bound, 
but could still write," he says. 

Lowenstein recently collaborated with 
John Safran and is working on a film called 
Neil, Neil, Orange Peel, a comedy about 
an experimental school in Melbourne in 
the 1970s that draws on his experiences 
at Brinsley Road Alternative School in 
Camberwell. "The headmaster had this huge 
afro like something out of Godspe/1. Classes 
were not compulsory so every teacher had to 
try and make their class entertaining. Science 
turned into how to build a hand grenade, 
maths turned into running a casino and sex 
education was packed all the time." 



On his recent visit to Australia to cover the Ashes 

tour, English journalist Martin Johnson was so taken by 

the number of rules and regulations governing everyday 

behaviour he felt compelled to write, "The Australian 

Government have yet to appoint a Minister for Nannying, but 

they will get round to it." Victoria has been a notable adopter 

of regulations designed to make our lives safer and better ever 

since it became the first jurisdiction in the world to make the 

wearing of seatbelts compulsory in 1970 (quite sensibly, as it 

turned out). Authorities here have since turned their attentions 

to an increasing number of everyday activities that were once 

thought relatively harmless, including riding bicycles, crossing 

roads, watering gardens and, earlier this year, the Mexican 

wave, banned at the MCG due to the fear of injury caused by 

objects thrown exuberantly into the air. 

Many of these "nanny" rules appear eminently sensible 

- jaywalking laws seek to prevent us from flinging ourselves 

under cars. Water restrictions save a precious resource. 

The upcoming ban on smoking in pubs and bars recognises 

increased awareness of the risks of passive smoking. 

Speeding fines have been proved to slow us down and save 

lives. And the new ban on sugary and fatty foods in Victorian 

school canteens - being implemented from this year - makes 

you wonder why schools, of all places, were selling junk food 

to start with. But some are beginning to wonder if, collectively, 

laws such as these are eroding individual responsibility. 

"If we're not careful we'll soon need a form to get out 

of bed," says Peter Ryan, leader of the Victorian Nationals, 

tor whom criticising the government's "nanny state" laws is 

something of a personal crusade. "I could stop 90 per cent 

of Victoria's road deaths tomorrow by reinstating the rule 

that a person has to walk on the road ahead of the vehicle 

holding a red flag." 

Police minister Bob Cameron is a little more measured 

in his approach, certainly towards road safety. "Road safety 

cameras, powerful media campaigns and improvements in 

car safety features have, together, helped deliver a reduction 

in Victoria's road toll," h·e says. "I believe a combination of 

commonsense rules and targeted education gets the best 

results." But do you always need the rules? On a recent 

trip to Finland, senior lecturer at RMIT in criminal justice 

Michael Benes noted pedestrians waiting patiently at red 

lights despite there being no traffic in sight. "And it's not 

through tear, it's because they believe that is the right form 

of behaviour. Here you would have some kind of a camera 

to get the culprit." Benes thinks our children would benefit 

from being taught more about ethics and morals than being 

instilled with tear for doing the wrong thing. "One of the 

primary dangers (of over-regulation) is you'll have this Big 

Brother sort of scenario. People will have the sense they 

are being over-governed ... that they're losing this sense of 

personal responsibility." 

Matthew Newton, 22, from Springvale, earned his 

15 minutes of fame when he led an online campaign to save 

the Mexican wave at cricket matches. 

"Rather than targeting'troublemakers, they're going after 

whole groups and enforcing blanket bans," he argues. "The 

sporting authorities are starting to treat the fans like little 

children." 

Michael Brett Young, CEO of the Law Institute of Victoria, 

says proposed anti-graffiti laws are similarly heavy-handed: 

"Victoria's a safe state with a record low crime rate. So the 

Government needs to be wary of looking like they are using 

a hammer to crack a nut in some of these laws." 

Then there's the campaign against public transport fare 

evasion. In the days of conductors, it was virtually impossible 

to ride a tram without a ticket, since there was somebody 

to both sell them and ensure everybody had one. The new 

ticketing system meant the operators then had to employ 

roving inspectors, who have developed a reputation for 

strong-arm tactics and last year tined 186,000 people. Just 

as we get used to the current system, later this year, we'll see 

the trial of a new "smart card" called Myki that is supposed 

to make public transport easier to use. Commuters will have 

to wave the card within 10 centimetres of a card reader 

(at station gates and near vehicle doors) and then again when 

they reach their destination. Inevitably, some people will find it 

confusing - which is why the inspectors will continue to patrol 

trams and trains, this time carrying hand-held devices that 

can check the status of commuters' cards. 

So how did some of our better-known regulations come 

into existence - and how effective have they been? 

Bicycle helmets In 1990, the state government made it 

compulsory for all cyclists in Victoria to wear an approved 

bicycle helmet on roads, footpaths, shared paths and 

separate bike tracks. VicRoads cites research by the 

Australian Transport Safety Bureau that estimates that wearing 

a bicycle helmet reduces the risk of head injury by 60 per 

cent. Before helmets became compulsory, there had already 

been a steady growth in their use by cyclists. The Monash 

University Accident Research Centre recorded an increase in 

use between 1983 and 1990 from 5 per cent to 70 per cent 

in primary school children; from 2 per cent to 20 per cent in 

secondary students; and 27 per cent to 40 per cent in adults 

- at least in part brought about by awareness campaigns and 

government rebates at the time. 

After helmets became compulsory, the centre estimated 

that helmet use increased to between 70 and 90 per cent 

of riders in all age groups "with relatively little enforcement", 

although a 1992 report in The Age said that about 2000 

children a year were being brought before the Children's 

Court for minor offences including failing to wear a bicycle 

helmet, and newspapers were full of stories of cyclists who 

had collected numerous fines tor not wearing one. 
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Singapore has long been the butt of jokes for banning 
chewing gum and regulating everything in sight - but 
how different is life in Melbourne? 
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Harry Barber, CEO of Bicycle Victoria, estimates that 

80 to 90 per cent of Melbourne's two million cyclists now 

wear helmets. Yet failure to wear a helmet is still by far the 

most common offence for which police fine cyclists. Barber 

regards compulsory helmets as a good thing but says it 

is a secondary safety issue compared with cyclists riding 

through red lights, riding without lights at night and drivers 

talking on mobile phones. 

"You could add all the other bicycle traffic infringements 

(over five years) together and it wouldn't add up to one year 

of helmet penalties. That's because helmets are easy and 

visible and unambiguous. We really support (police) pinging 

people going through red lights and we would like to see the 

list of penalties issued reflecting the inappropriateness of that 

behaviour." 

Water restrictions The State Government claims that 

water-saving campaigns have seen a fall in water use 

from 423 litres per head per day in the 1990s to 331 now. 

In January this year, the Government reported a 24 per 

cent decrease in water use compared with January 2006. 

But others are calling for a range of different measures, 

from water rationing to pricing that discourages excess use. 

Water restrictions were chosen instead of rationing, says 

Simon Tolstrup, from the Department of Sustainability and 

Environment, because they target discretionary outdoor use, 

whereas some indoor use is essential. 

There is evidence, too, that some of these measures are 

redundant. In January this year, 3354 calls were made to the 

13WATER phone number - the so-called dob-in-a-water

cheat line - and yet water retailers say that those reported for 

breaches usually turn out to be the state's best water savers. 

The managing director of South East Water, Dennis Cavagna, 

says: "The increased use of rainwater tanks and greywater 

systems has caused a jump in the number of reported 

Singapore: A fine of S$20 

($17) for underpayment or 

non-payment and S$50 for 

abuse of concession cards. 

Fare evasion estimated at 

1.8 per cent of trips. 

Melbourne: A fine of $158 

for a first offence, $211 for 

a second offence and $263 

for further offences within 

three years. Fare evasion 

estimated at 9.9 per cent 

of passengers. 

Singapore: No helmet 

required. 

Melbourne: Compulsory 

for all cyclists, including on 

bicycle paths. Fine is $50. 

breaches of restrictions ... We have been going out to 

customers' houses after receiving complaints and have found 

that most are doing the right thing." 

Speed cameras In the 30-odd years since wearing seatbelts 

in cars became compulsory, Victoria's road toll has fallen 

dramatically: from a high of 1061 people killed in 1970 to 

its second-lowest ever last year, at 335, or from almost 31 

people per 100,000 to fewer than eight. It is hard to dispute 

that seat belts, random breath-testing and the crackdown on 

speeding have dramatically increased safety on the roads, 

although no one is arguing that the problem is solved. 

Speed cameras were introduced to Victoria in December 

1989 and by January 1991 there were 54 in operation. Most 

were placed on arterial roads in 60kmh zones, and their 

introduction was backed by a publicity campaign ("Don't 

fool yourself - speed kills"). In 1991 the cameras issued as 

many as 60,000 infringement notices a month. Research by 

Monash University's Accident Research Centre attributed a 

20 per cent reduction in crashes involving casualties to the 

camera program. In 1996, a further 60 laser-speed detectors 

were brought in to help police on roads with moderate to 

heavy traffic. 

Still, surveys have shown that 65 per cent of drivers think 

speed cameras are ineffective in reducing the road toll and 

more than 80 per cent think they are a government revenue

raising device. 

Ian Johnston, from the Monash University Accident 

Research Centre, says few people are excessive speeders, 

with most offenders exceeding the limit by a few kilometres 

an hour. "The risk of a serious crash is greatest at excessive 

speed but it is still raised at lower speeds above the limit; 

lots of people taking higher risks still means lots of crashes. 

The greatest safety benefit comes from reduced travel 

speeds right across the board." 

Singapore: Mobile cameras 

are used to police the 

speed limit. Exceeding 

speed limit by 1 to 20kmh: 

four demerit points, fine of 

S$130. 

Singapore: Banned 

in most public places, 

including offices, open-air 

stadiums, bus shelters, 

bus interchanges and 

public toilets, and queues. 

Maximum fine is S$1000. 

So will we see devices in cars that fine drivers 

automatically when they exceed the speed limit? More likely 

is the black box technology that's now appearing in Europe. 

"Insurance companies give discounts to drivers who have 

a 'black box' fitted. The black box records key things such 

as speed continuously and, in the event of a crash, there is 

a clear record of the pre-impact speed. The insurer then does 

not pay out for illegal pre-impact speeds," says Johnston. 

Sports grounds In February this year, Cricket Australia said 

that the Mexican wave, already outlawed at other cricket 

venues around the country, would no longer be allowed at 

the MCG. The wave ban came on top of bans on beach 

balls being thrown around in the crowd and on restrictions 

on the sale of full-strength beer at some games. Musical 

instruments, whistles and any article "too large to place 

underneath a seat" are also banned. 

Police and MCG management started tinkering with 

alcohol strength in earnest in January 2002 after two one-day 

matches were disrupted by crowd behaviour. They first 

banned the sale of regular beer and spirits in Bay 13, then, 

when they discovered Bay 13 fans were travelling to other 

stands for supplies, limited sales of mid-strength beer 

elsewhere at the ground to two cups per visit. The serving 

cup size was also cut to 285ml. Prior to the restrictions 

there had been chaos, with 250 fans ejected from a single 

one-day match; at the first game with restrictions, only 10 

fans were thrown out. 

Today, you'll never find full-strength beer at a night game 

of football or a day/night cricket match, and should the crowd 

misbehave at the Boxing Day Test, they might find it's light 

beer only the next day. Insiders say that the promoters are 

"absolutely petrified" of litigation, which may go some way 

towards explaining why crowd behaviour has become such 

an issue. (m) 

Singapore: Over the limit 

at 0.08, but you can be 

convicted of drink-driving 

with a lower reading if 

caught driving erratically 

under the influence. 

Melbourne: Over the limit Melbourne: Mobile and fixed 

cameras are used to police 

the limit. Exceeding the limit 

by less than 10kmh: one 

demerit point, $134. 

Melbourne: Banned at 0.05. Police also test for 

Singapore: Illegal to import, 

sell or possess chewing 

gum (with a penalty of 

S$1000 for a first offence). 

Chewing gum available on 

medical prescription. 

Melbourne: No chewing 

gum laws. 

in sports stadiums, illegal drugs. 

workplaces and restaurants 

and places where food is 

served. The fine is $110. 
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