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PAT Keane, a cautious black-letter lawyer with sympathy for states' rights, is set to change 
the dynamics of the High Court by taking the place of one of its greatest dissenters, Dyson 
Heydon.  

Justice Keane, whose appointment was announced yesterday, is expected by legal experts to "fit 
right in" with his fellow judges, unlike Justice Heydon who last year dissented in almost as many 
cases as former judge Michael Kirby. When Justice Heydon, a Howard government appointee, 
leaves the court by March at the statutory retirement age of 70, Justice Keane will move up from 
his position as Chief Justice of the Federal Court. 

Justice Keane, a Queenslander who is known to have been close to former prime minister Kevin 
Rudd, was described yesterday by a Brisbane barrister as "a Labor man". But his appointment by 
Attorney-General Nicola Roxon was endorsed by the opposition. 

Opposition legal affairs spokesman George Brandis said he knew Justice Keane well when he had 
been at the Queensland bar. He was a "very, very distinguished lawyer, both academically and 
professionally", Senator Brandis said. 

"He has a very illustrious reputation, and we think the government and the Attorney-General in this 
case have made the right decision." 

Justice Keane, 60, will become the 50th person appointed to the High Court since federation and 
will join Susan Kiefel as the second Queenslander presently on the bench. His appointment means 
there are four Labor appointees on the bench, with three appointed by the Howard government. 

In the past he has been an outspoken critic of the complexity of federal legislation and an opponent 
of a bill of rights. 

In an interview with Fairfax newspapers last year he said: "Opening the tax act is like opening the 
door to a parallel universe," adding judges had to make the best of what they could "from the 
sausage machine". And in a 2008 speech he argued against a bill of rights, saying: "Our 
constitutional arrangements mean that we must, as a community, recognise our problems and 
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accept that solving them is the responsibility of all of us because we can't look to pronouncements 
from on high to solve our political differences." 

Justice Keane had also been rumoured to be a "technophobe" who had resisted using a mobile 
phone and liked to write his judgments in long hand. But legal colleagues said he was now 
personally replying to emails and was using computers for more than legal research. 

He experienced a meteoric rise through the judiciary. 

In less than three years he moved from the Queensland Court of Appeal to Chief Justice of the 
Federal Court and now to the High Court. 

Soon after he takes up his new post, James Allsop, president of the NSW Court of Appeal, will take 
his place as chief justice of the Federal Court. 

Both appointments were praised by legal academics, who said Ms Roxon had selected two of the 
nation's most capable judges for two of the most influential positions in the judiciary. 

Justice Allsop's appointment marks his return to the Federal Court after four years at the NSW 
Court of Appeal. NSW Attorney-General Greg Smith said he regretted losing Justice Allsop's "great 
legal ability and leadership" and a new president would be appointed in due course. 

Queenslander and Bond University Professor Patrick Keyzer said Justice Keane was not "a legal 
adventurer" and his work betrayed no hint of political bias. 

After being appointed solicitor-general of Queensland in 1992 by the Labor government of Wayne 
Goss, he was reappointed by the National Party government of Rob Borbidge. 

Professor Keyzer said it was difficult to predict how any judge would approach their work "because 
as soon as you do, they make a decision that confounds your predictions" but he would "fit right in" 
with the High Court. 

He said Justice Keane's work on constitutional cases at the Federal Court appeared to reflect a 
preference for states' rights in federal matters. 

This was consistent with his background as a long-serving solicitor-general of Queensland in which 
he had forcefully argued cases for the state. 

University of NSW professor George Williams said the appointment was unlikely to change the 
direction of the court. 

"If you are replacing a dissenting judge with another judge it is unlikely to change the direction of 
the court because quite often Heydon has not been in the majority in key cases in any event," 
Professor Williams said. 

Ms Roxon declined to speculate about how Justice Keane might approach his new role. 

"Having attorneys try to predict what appointees to the High Court might do . . . I think is littered 
with examples of people who have then been embarrassed about comments that they've made," 
she said. 
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