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Editor’s
Welcome

In this and coming editions of Dialogue we are
taking the opportunity presented by the pace
of disruptive change in culture and technology
to explore how to press the “refresh” button
on public sector governance. The aim is to get
better outcomes and accountability - to workers,
taxpayers and clients rather than to ‘the rules’. Our
19th century governance model suitable for an
industrial economy has been overtaken by demands
of a 21st Century liberal democratic knowledge
economy in which the capital assets are in the
people. Our challenge is to capture the imagination;
knowledge, drive and innovation in public servants
across all levels of government. Efficiencies and
quality service in governance must enhance the
competitiveness of our businesses and bring
greater satisfaction to workers and clients. Greater
efficiencies and effectiveness are crucial when one
third to one half of business is with government
and government represents a large proportion of
GDP. Proactive cultural change will prepare the
groundwork for the coming digital evolution of
government service that places even greater power
in the hands of the public.
For this series we have been blessed with an
abundance of high quality contributors: Peter
Shergold, Chancellor of Western Sydney University
and former Australia Public Service Commissioner
with his forward-focused piece on Learning from
Failure; Gary Johns, former Labor Minister, educator
and commentator, offering the voice of practical
experience; Richard Williams, Chair of the LNP
Policy Standing Committee on the evolution of
the public sector; and my own contribution calling
for 21st Century Public Sector Governance. These
articles are interesting in themselves and serve as
an introduction to following editions as we seek to
improve the country’s competitiveness through a
more effective public service.

Paula Collins
Editor, Dialogue Magazine

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
Send your letters to dialogue@lnp.org.au
Article contributions are also invited.
DISCLAIMER
"Dialogue is a publication designed to
generate policy debate and to encourage
the sharing of policy ideas. The views
expressed are not LNP party policy or
the policy of all LNP Members of
Parliament. Each author takes responsibility
for the views expressed in their own
work only."
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21st Century
Public Sector
Governance

If you can read this, thank a teacher. If you are reading it in English thank
a soldier. Both the teacher and the soldier, along with firefighters, nurses,
police and other public servants, daily, and with diligence, deliver a raft of
transactions and services that keep Australia going and keep us safe. Yet
policy is only as good as it is at delivery. That is why shortcomings in any of
these areas generate public concern, as people expect to have more say
over their work, life and circumstances. Better decision-making is needed to
strengthen democracy.
Unless the system of governance can be aligned with worker and community
aspirations, Australia will experience accelerating degeneration in the quality
and continuously increasing cost of service delivery. Customer satisfaction
will decline. Major service breakdowns occur in all states. International
competitiveness is negatively impacted, as one third to one half of business
is with government, and government itself comprises a large proportion
of GDP.
Three steps are consistently evident in departmental service collapse
across the board. Firstly, politicisation of the upper advisory echelons of
a Department, intended to preserve
incumbents in power, is misplaced. The
Politicisation,
outcome is loss of sight of the core
polarisation and
purpose of the Department that stands to
implosion are
preserve incumbency. For instance, the
core purpose for a Health department in
the three steps
delivery of timely, quality health services leading to service
represents both basic marketing, social
breakdown.
and ethical efficiency.
Secondly, polarisation of the elite from the workers and consumers occurs
under highly politicised bureaucratic leadership. Committed workers at
the coal face often struggle along, under-resourced and unheard, trying
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to provide a level of service to their clients. Ultimately, despite worker commitment, prevailing
conditions and practices are not sustainable.
Finally, implosion occurs as major service dysfunction compounds,
attracting widespread publicity and unwelcome public exposure.
Problems known to the workers and clients have been ignored or
not acted upon, disgruntled workers have left the service, productive
workers have been ostracized, dismissed and silenced, and the public
the department is paid to serve object with increasing vigour.
Historically, extensive publicity surrounding major government service
breakdown results in an enquiry and additional funding being thrown at
the problem in a superficial attempt at resolution. Politically, governments
need to be seen to be ‘doing something’. However, additional funds
continue to be wasted while the system remains dysfunctional for both
the era and environment in which it operates. The fortress crumbles.

Additional funds
continue to be wasted
while the system
remains dysfunctional
for the era and
environment in which
it operates.

Politicisation and poor decision making have had major negative impact on the coherence of
policy formulation and delivery - from the ministerial level down to the interface with the public.
Recommendations for change for the 21st century look improve the quality of decision-making at
every level, strengthen leadership capability and change the culture of the service to be more
responsive and open to future possibilities.
In this article ideas for governance of a 21st century liberal democracy are drawn from several
sources focusing on whole of government, leadership and decision-making:

1. Learning from Failure, Peter Shergold (August 2015), former Australian Public
Service Commissioner:
Shergoldi believes the APS needs to “reimagine itself as an adaptive organisation – flexible,
experimental, facilitative and agile: it needs to avoid being stalled by process”. Too often
accountability to the ‘internal auditor’ is used to exercise power over others or as an excuse for
not using any intelligence. Life has become too complex for rules to be made for every possible
situation. Consequently people within and beyond the PS need the wisdom of discernment to
make decisions that serve the public well, within the operational framework. Peter Shergold has
honoured us with a contribution in this edition.

2. New Zealand Government Policy Projectii
Seems we can learn more from New Zealand than how to play rugby. The New Zealand Government
Policy Project launched by Prime Minister John Key is an initiative expected to lift the quality and
consistency of public policy-making in that country. The project comprises three frameworks with
toolkits and applications developed by Tier 2 Policy Leaders Network:
1. 
Policy Quality Framework: Sets out and enables good policy. Good advice engages
decision-makers and helps them take a decision, being clear about what is the problem/
opportunity based on evidence from stakeholders and politically savvy in implementation;
2. Policy Skills Framework: Sets out the knowledge and skills great policy advisors need
to have and behaviours to expect; can be used to build high performing individual and team
skills;
3. Policy Capability Framework: Sets out what makes a high performing policy shop with lines
of enquiry to assess factors like stewardship (investing in capability for the future), systems
and processes for delivering quality advice and being customer-centric.
In launching the frameworks, Andrew Kibblewhite, Chief Executive of the NZ Department of Prime
Minister and Cabinet, outlined his vision for success – advice based on the best available evidence and
user insights, an understanding of the real lives of real people, knowing what works and striving for new
and better ways of doing things; big issues are able to be identified (whether future, looming or crosscutting) and ability to mobilise collectively to find solutions that improve the lives of New Zealanders.
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What is interesting and valuable about these frameworks is that they were developed within the
public service, for the service, with scope for staff to be honest about situations to build skills and
capability. Of critical importance is that they provide coherence to the entire service, driven by
the leaders (PM and CE of PMC) and give permission to show initiative to work things through for
the benefit of citizens. May their vision be realised.

3. Improving Decision-making
In Australia we need an evolutionary model of governance more congruent with the democratic
expectations of a 21st century globalized knowledge economy. Several steps are needed to
align the system of governance with worker and customer aspirations. These steps are essential
to capturing innovation, competence and productivity across all levels of government, so that
efficiencies and quality service may be assured:
a) The risk/reward systems and ethical focus must change. Rewards should be reserved
for those who add value to the system (within legislative guidelines), rather than merely
compliance with the day’s interpretation of ‘the rules’. Instead of merely accounting for
the tax spend, a clear expectation should prevail that tangible value must be added to
that investment.
Ethics in governance need to address what behaviours are acceptable and the
parameters to an official’s professional duty, responsibility and
accountability. Procedural fairness should incorporate respect
The risk/reward system
(for the law and persons), integrity (to maintain confidence in
and ethical focus must
government administration), diligence, economy and efficiency.
Ethical practices are unlikely without effective leadership and a change so that tangible
supportive organisational context, as has been generated for
value is added to the
New Zealand.
tax investment.

b) Workers need to be empowered to create a better working
environment and customer service. Operators within in service
sectors know what needs to be done, they just need to be empowered, skilled and
resourced to do it. Elements essential to achieving this objective are not limited to:
• Focusing on doing and achieving rather than endless meetings talking about strategy
and process;

• Rewarding and publicising initiative and action that enhance service and create new
opportunities;
• Demoting those in positions of authority who leave the burden of responsibility and
decisions to those without the power to act; and
• Penalising those who use the ‘internal auditor’ merely to exercise power and control
over others, or as an excuse for not exercising any intelligence.
c) Thirdly, performance needs to be evaluated from the bottom up and by clients, not
just top down, as an essential ingredient of a liberal democratic knowledge economy to
ensure continuous renewal, innovation and competence.
The existing tendency towards infinite regression must be overcome. People at the top,
who may be good only at getting to the top, tend to attract others similar to themselves,
creating power elites of insiders ‘hermetically sealed’ from the workers and clients. An
ever increasing pool of unproductive people deprives of resources those responsible
for delivering services and the power to influence outcomes. Polarisation of the upper
echelons from the workers and community must be avoided.
d) People must be trained in decision-making skills appropriate to a liberal democracy.
Many problems within our system of bureaucratic governance arise because people in
positions of authority make poor decisions, delay decisions or fail to make decisions at all.
When responsibility for the outcome then falls upon those who do not have the power to
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influence the situation, that position is not sustainable. Individuals and
groups become fragmented and immeasurable costs are incurred,
unmeasured by internal auditor model of accountability.
e) Public expectations need to be managed through life-cycle policies.
Costly ad hoc, short term or sectoral interest decisions can be avoided
by justifying policy programs in the terms and context of life cycle
and history. This is an effective way of managing expectations that
pressure program cost blowouts to no particular benefit. Everyone
may contribute to, and receive from, the system over what is now a
long life.
Meeting the challenge to align the public service with worker and community
values and aspirations is a daunting change of culture. Yet those who
respond favourably will be advantageously positioned to face the predicted
groundswell of digital innovation that threatens to invert the power of
governance towards the public.

Shergold, P. Learning from failure, August 2015.
NZ Initiative to life policy performance in the public service, 23 August 2016, The Juice.

i

ii
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Adaptive
Government
I was a mandarin for 20 years. I held senior positions in the Australian Public
Service. For me the job was a vocation. I took great pride in the late C19th.
Westminster tradition of a permanent public service, in which administrators
of professional integrity are selected on merit and serve successive
democratically-elected governments in a non-partisan manner. I believed
in the ethos of impartiality. Over recent years, however, I have begun to
wonder aloud about whether the traditional values of an apolitical public
administration can be successfully adapted to the changing circumstances
of the C21st.

Changes for the better
Over recent years much has changed for the better in public administration.
Australian public services have improved how they go about their
business. Public infrastructure is increasingly built on the basis of privatepublic partnerships. Much of the front-line work that public servants used
to undertake has been outsourced to organisations in the business and
community sectors. This commissioning of service delivery has created
greater diversity and contestability in the provision of government programs.
More recently, a philosophy of consumer-direction has sought to provide
recipients of government support with more choice. Public programs are
being implemented with a stronger commitment to service, transacted faceto-face, by telephone or online. It is important to recognise that citizens, with
their balance of rights and responsibilities, are far more than ‘customers’:
nevertheless, the services they receive from government should be just as
accessible and valued as the services that they purchase directly from the
private market.
The positive news is that public services have shown a remarkable capacity
to assess their own need to improve, generally without the instigation - and
sometimes without the full authority - of the governments that they serve.
The management consultancy language that extols leadership development,
performance management, organisational capacity, workforce capability,
strategic direction and human-centred design is now commonplace in
public administration. Every Australian jurisdiction, in its own manner and
with varying degrees of commitment, has embraced ‘reform’ agendas over
recent decades.

Changing circumstances demand new approaches
Yet I don’t think all that effort is good enough. Bold public sector innovations
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are too often launched, only to shipwreck on the reefs
of inadequate foresight, unsustained implementation,
cautionary risk aversion or failure of imagination. In a
digitally-connected world, in which the movement of
capital, labour and products has become freer, and in
which the movement of ideas is unrestricted, public
services need to adapt in more innovative ways. They
need to think global but act local in response to changing
circumstances. They need to become driving forces for
public good rather than impose a deadweight burden
of bureaucratic regulation on the creation of economic
well-being and social benefit. Of course, we need to
see progressive enhancement in the efficiency and
effectiveness of public administration. But our ambitions
– against which to measure success – should be far
grander. Let’s advocate for an improved civil service but,
more fundamentally, we should hope to see it make a
more profound contribution to the revitalisation of a
civil society.

Learning from failure
Last year I was asked by the Commonwealth on how
the design and implementation of the Home Insulation
Program went so tragically wrong. My report, Learning
from Failure, is now available at apsc.gov.au>. It was
an opportunity to reflect on the deeper significance
of the manner in which government initiatives can go
so badly awry. I sought to imagine a different public
service, faithful to the old traditions but responsive to
the emerging challenges of a new world. The term I
coined was ‘adaptive government’. In retrospect I think
that ‘adaptive governance’ is more accurate, for success
depends not just on a new form of political leadership
but on a different expression of public service.
Adaptive governance captures the suite of structural
and cultural approaches that a government – indeed, a
society – should expect of its public service agencies.
It embraces many of the reforms that have emerged in
recent years - such as commissioning service delivery
on the basis of the most effective distribution channel,
building cross-sectoral collaboration, co-designing
programs, incorporating social impact funding and
empowering citizens by allowing them to exercise
choice in a contestable public economy. The term is
applicable, also, to the need to address failures that had
become evident during my enquiry, such as the inability
to manage risk adequately, to learn from experience or
to manage major projects in a responsive manner.

KEY CHARACTERISTICS OF ADAPTIVE
GOVERNANCE
First Element
So what are the key characteristics of adaptive
governance? The first element is organisational flexibility.
The way to do this is for administrators to agree with
government ministers the ends that they seek, the budget
that they are willing to make available, the timeframe that
have in mind and their appetite for risking political capital
in pursuit of their aspirations. Having established the
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outcomes to be pursued, success should be measured
against achievements of benchmarks, rather than
judged by the processes employed to achieve them. If
it is decided that execution is to be delivered by outside
providers then the primary task of the public servant
should not be to manage their contracts but rather to
establish a partnership in which both parties subscribe
to a common goal. Objectives need to be negotiated;
the experience of the provider needs to be incorporated
into the design of the program; and – a bold move this
– public servants then need to move out of the way and
give the third-party agents the freedom to undertake
their business as they see best.
Contracted providers should not be expected to conform
to prescriptive guidelines that require that they undertake
their task in a similar manner. Indeed they should be
actively encouraged to do things differently, tailoring
programs to the needs of particular places, communities
or individuals. This will enable public servants to evaluate
and appraise on a continuous basis which approaches
are most cost-effective in creating public value. The
pursuit of performance-based outcomes involves far
more than the oversight of a contractual transaction. It
requires the capacity of both parties to learn by doing on
the basis of direct experience and to respond flexibly to
changing circumstances.

Second Element
That exhortation to explore diverse approaches to the
delivery of a government’s objectives leads to a second
element of adaptivity, namely experimentation. Public
servants should be authorised to undertake controlled
trials on how best to deliver government ambitions,
whether it is through regulating, behavioural ‘nudging’,
providing payments or delivering services (directly or
under contract). Demonstration projects undertaken in
a controlled and systematic manner make it possible
to trial different approaches. They depend on a
culture of continuous learning. Innovative proposals
can be started early, modified progressively and (on
occasion) fail quickly. Feedback can inform modification.
Successes can be fine-tuned, scaled up and rolled out
more extensively.
Experimentation helps to achieve that most profound
strategic intent, described by the redoubtable Peter
Hennessy as “the reconciliation of government intentions
with possibilities”. This approach – in which mistakes are
recognised as the mother of invention – seems to have
worked for centuries with business entrepreneurs. The
public sector needs to recognise a private sector truth,
that if failing is unacceptable, learning is impossible. The
sad fact is that most start-ups close down but the few that
don’t, can transform the world.
In the public sector the value of experimentation and
ethos of entrepreneurship are too often regarded
with disfavour. In government, the announcement
of a pilot study frequently turns out to be simply a
euphemistic excuse for the fact that insufficient funds
have been provided for a larger program. Too rarely
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are demonstration projects embraced as the best means of evaluating different approaches
and managing the necessary risks of innovation. It is time to encourage and celebrate public
intrapreneurship. We need governments to authorise public servants to apply creativity to the
design, funding and delivery of public policy.
This willingness to accept that mistakes are an inevitable part of the process of public innovation
brings us to consider a third element of adaptive government. Public services must learn to
become more agile. They need to be more fleet of foot, not just in responding to immediate
crises and changing circumstances, the daily staples of political life, but in planning and executing
strategy for the longer-term future. They need to develop the ability to imagine new approaches
and to learn continuously from testing them in a systematic manner. That task calls for effective
project management. Equally important, it requires evaluation to be recognised as an ongoing
process, integral to the modifications of approaches on-the-run, rather than being regarded as
an end-of-process sign-off. We can leave the auditor to look backwards: the evaluator, like the
risk manager, should be firmly focussed on the horizon ahead. We need a whole of government
approach not just to the coordination of planning but to the sharing of failures. Such honesty can
build success. War stories can become the narrative of agility. Learning from failure can keep
public servants on their toes.

Third Element
Finally, let us imagine what these qualities of adaptive governance require of public servants. In my
view the demonstration of flexibility, experimentation and agility calls for a new form of leadership.
It needs to be based on collaboration rather than control, driven by the creation of partnership
rather than the exercise of unequal power. I am confident that public servants will retain their
position at the centre of democratic governance. It is difficult to envisage governance structures in
which public servants do not collect revenues, provide policy advice, draft legislation, regulate on
behalf of the state and have responsibility for the delivery of payments and programs. Increasingly
they will be required to fulfil that stewardship role within a public economy that is at least in part
designed, delivered and even funded by the private and community sectors. Public servants will
also need to be increasingly responsive to citizen needs. In the digital age new opportunities
have emerged to create new forms of deliberative democracy. Public servants should be actively
exploring new ways for the state to engage the citizenry in making individual and collective
decisions in the public realm. The public should be perceived as participants rather than looked
upon merely as taxpayers or beneficiaries.

Fourth Element
The fourth component of adaptive government, then, is for public servants to exhibit the leadership
of facilitation. Institutionally, public services need to have more porous boundaries. Talent and
expertise should be brought in from the outside to work in the public interest and, conversely,
public administrators should be assisted to benefit from time in the private, community or academic
sectors. Public servants need to work more closely with business and not-for-profit leaders - and
engage with advocacy organisations, think-tanks and universities – so as to ensure that experience
at all levels in all sectors can be harnessed to the design and implementation of government
policy. New government programs need to be based not only on evidence but, equally important,
on experience. Public servants, as facilitators, need to incorporate outside perspectives into their
thinking. They are knowledge workers. They need to be confident that the ideas they place at the
disposal of government are informed by the widest possible practical contact with the real world.
On such a foundation, authenticity is built.
Adaptive governance is at its heart the application of system theory to the wicked intricacies
of public policy. It ensures that the approach to strategic intent can be continuously adapted to
changed circumstance and learned experience. It enables government to be responsive in finding
the most appropriate means to tackle those problems for which there is no optimal or definitive
solution. Through flexibility, experimentation, agility and facilitation public services can assess a
variety of approaches to delivering the goals of the state. Most importantly, governments can
engage the active participation of their citizens. Imagine… it’s easy if you try.
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The Editor meets…

Deb Frecklington,
Deputy Leader of
the Opposition
The Editor met with Deb Frecklington in her
George Street office to profile the Opposition
Deputy Leader for Dialogue.

1. Background – how did you end up in politics? Was it always
an ambition?
I was always an active community member and President of the South Burnett Law Association,
heavily involved in suicide prevention, when I heard Lawrence Springborg speak at a business
breakfast. I saw that by being a local member I could actually bring about real changes that would
benefit the people I knew and cared about.
The other opportunity I thought politics offered me was to stand up for the people of regional
Queensland, so that they get the recognition and attention from government that they deserve.
I could see that they certainly weren’t getting anything out of the Labor Party and the LNP appealed
to me enough to stand against the then independent and I’m really grateful to the people of
Nanango for putting their faith in me to be their local member.

2. Earlier experiences often colour a person’s approach to the
role and responsibility. What most influenced you?
Growing up in Guluguba (near Wandoan) my parents were both heavily involved in the community,
Dad for 30 years in local government (Taroom Shire Council). They were hard workers with strong
family and work ethic, which I absorbed and admired. Everything we had as a family my parents
worked very hard for and they served as great role models for us.

3. What challenges have arisen for you as Deputy Opposition
Leader?
The biggest challenge for the LNP Opposition, and for me as Deputy Leader, is to assure people
right around Queensland that we have the policies that will get Queensland moving and give
them the jobs and lifestyle that they deserve. I devote every other week to travelling throughout
the State, putting the LNP policies and platform and listening to people, especially in the regions,
where people feel they are being overlooked. Today I am off to Cairns and Townsville to provide
a presence, demonstrate support for local issues that have been neglected by Labor at the cost
of jobs. For instance, in Cairns, the Treasurer’s electorate, infrastructure spending is down $2
billion and youth unemployment has skyrocketed to over 25 per cent. Labor’s green policies block
business growth every step of the way – you only have to look what they’re trying to do with new
water legislation that will stop projects like the Adani mining project in the Galilee Basin and the
expansion of the Acland coal mine in my own electorate dead in their tracks.
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It is obvious Labor has no plan and is has difficulty making decisions given they have instituted 102
reviews, are stymied by process and struggling to get things through cabinet.

4.Politicians are often passionate about “making a difference”.
Are there particular areas you would like to impact?
Regional Queensland has so much to offer and I’m very proud of our commitment to restore
the $495 million Royalties for Regions program that provided funds for so many worthwhile
infrastructure projects in regional Queensland. I’d like to ensure regional communities don’t miss
out on much needed capital spending. Mental Health is another area much deserving of support
as suicide rates are higher in the country. At least now it is OK to talk about it and I’ll be ensuring
we will be doing all we can to provide support.

5. This Dialogue series is about 21st Century public sector
governance. From your experience with the public service, what
improvements do you feel would be beneficial in streamlining
the service for the 21st century?
When we last held office, our policy in empowering public servants meant satisfaction levels rose.
For the economy to be on track the public sector needs to be working efficiently and we need
to unlock funds so that we can employ more front line workers like police officers, nurses and
teachers. Instead, in health there are now three administration personnel for every hospital bed.
Under a Social Services Review undertaken of the $11 billion in government grants, we wanted
to ensure that the bulk of funds hit the purpose rather than be consumed in administration. A
complex array of contracts was reduced to three.

6. You have an electorate that is geographically large and
busy as well as parliamentary responsibilities where you
often travel more broadly throughout the state. How have you
been able to manage home, family and work commitments?
I am fortunate to have an amazing husband, three understanding daughters and a supportive
extended family to keep the home and family business going. They are all proud of what I am
doing. I’d like to think I’m setting a really strong example for my daughters of all that is possible
with commitment and hard work. Still it is very difficult to get balance and I do spend a lot of time
on the road and away from them. Even if I manage to spend three nights a week at home I might
still have to travel two hours on those days to get to events and people within the electorate. It’s
always worth it though when, everywhere I go, I’m so warmly received by people who seem to
appreciate what I’m doing.

7. What do you like to do for relaxation?
I love cooking – for entertainment and for shows. Being a farmer’s wife, entertaining family and
friends in the country is natural, and to me, relaxing. We have a tinny and every chance we get we
take it out water-skiing – to Boondoona Dam and to the beach. That’s fun for all of us!

8. These days many people are hitting the road and holidaying
locally. What are the best spots and the best time to visit
in your electorate?
The Bunya Mountains has wonderful bird life and walks that are delightful in winter and a pleasant
surprise in summer, being degrees cooler than the coast. Also we’ve been able to open up those
two inland bodies of water, Somerset and Wivenhoe Dams, for recreational activities.

9. What is your favourite place in the world?
Home! Unashamedly my favourite place is home. We backpacked around a lot of places with the
children, but being home is a treasure.
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GARY JOHNS

‘Modernising’
the public
service
Once more unto the breach

the line. The state government is failing to hold the line.

‘Modernising’ the public service is one of those phrases
public servants love. They know that the person using
the term, often a newly minted government minister, has
no intention, or clue how, to change the public service.
The reason is that, to modernise, is to pretend to change.
Real change to the public service requires a real change
to the purpose of government. What a Coalition or an
LNP government should want is less government. Less
government would mean fewer public servants. This is
real change.

The Newman government, elected in 2012, moved early
and hard to reduce the number of state public servants.
The extraordinary loss to the ALP at the January 2015
election, however, will undoubtedly make the LNP
less willing to play the same trick twice. Public sector
unions will be out in strength at the next state election
reminding voters of the number of job losses under the
Newman government. The LNP should, however, reflect
on some recent data. In April-May 2015, the Queensland
Public
Service
Commission
survey
of
public
servants
(87,000
There are almost two million
Surveys
of
front
respondents)
found
that
51 per
1
public servants in Australia,
cent
of
respondents
answered
line
workers
express
so ‘modernising’ the public
yes to the question, “I feel my job
service is a big job. Mind you,
job engagement and
is secure.” This was an increase
according to OECD figures,
satisfaction, despite
of 12 percentage points on 2014,
Australia at 14 per cent public
the
Newman
government
in the years immediately after
sector employment (percentage
of the labour force) is well below cuts. Public sector debt the Newman government was at
its most strident in ending public
the OECD average at 20 per
is likely to enforce
servant contracts.3 It is not clear
2
cent.
Nevertheless, there is governments to cut jobs
that the results reflect the election
much scope to change the role
in
the
future.
of a Labor government shortly
of government to decrease the
prior to the survey. For example,
cost of public services, whether
among the large agencies, the
by reducing the number of public servants by making
highest
percentage
of public servants expressing “job
them more efficient, or abandoning programs. For
engagement
and
satisfaction”
were in front line services,
example, in Queensland, in 2008, there were 28,000
such
as
Education
and
Training
(85 per cent), Fire and
Commonwealth public servants. In 2015, there were
Emergency
Services
(85
per
cent),
Communities, Child
27,000. In 2008, there were 280,000 state public
servants in Queensland. In 2015, there were 305,000. Safety and Disability Services (81 per cent), and the
In 2008, there were 44,000 local government public Police Service (78 per cent).
servants in Queensland. In 2015, there were 42,000. The
Commonwealth and local government are barely holding

These responses suggest satisfied and well-remunerated
employment in the front line agencies. They also suggest
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that the Newman government cuts did not undermine employee satisfaction in the frontline service
agencies. Nevertheless, there is a clear reluctance among LNP politicians to be as bold in cutting
public servant numbers, as was the Newman government. Unfortunately, public sector debt will, at
some point, force future governments to do so. Preparing the public for the days of reckoning will
fall, most likely, to an LNP government.

A plan of attack
The LNP understands that the electorate always demand more services than they are willing to
pay for. The LNP also understands that any opponent, particularly the ALP, will stoke unrealistic
demands. The LNP needs a multi-part plan to cope with such deceit. The essential elements are
that the LNP should never fail to remind the electorate of the burden of public debt. The LNP should
use the opportunity of digital disruption in the private sector to argue for similar change in the
public sector. They should privatise services where there is a distinct gain to the consumer. They
should ensure that, as far as possible, consumers should choose their public service providers.
They should cut regulation and, most of all, they should stop accepting ownership of problems.

Never fail to remind the electorate of the burden of public debt
Many LNP politicians will be reluctant to do so, but if they fail to make the case, when the time
comes for serious work, the electorate will be angrier than they would otherwise. Since 2007,
and the global financial crisis, there has been a dramatic increase in General Government debt.
Queensland’s General Government Gross Debt is the highest of all major states. The Queensland
Treasury’s recent review of state government finances concluded: “Queensland’s debt levels are
too high.”4 The Queensland Treasury also concluded, “There is a fundamental mismatch between
community expectations and the capacity of governments to deliver.”5 Over the period 2000-01 to
2013-14, employee expenses grew at an average rate of 7 per cent.6

Digital disruption may provide one avenue for attack
There is so much happening in the private sector, for example, the great digital disruption to
services, that it should be possible to both harness such digital change to deliver better services,
but also, have the electorate appreciate the necessity for changes.
If it is possible to call up a car through Uber or book accommodation through AirB&B, the time
cannot be far away when a public service can be similarly called. Federal Liberal
MP Angus Taylor has started to think about new technology applications for
Digital applications
public services as one possible avenue of modernising the public service.7

are likely to
There will be limits, however, in the extent to which public servants can operate
at the end of an ‘app’ and remain a public servant. The trick is to convert as transform modernising
many roles, which are now performed by public servants, to a market role.
the public service.
Outsourcing and privatisation would free up the person and would make
that person accountable to the consumer. Herein lie the real changes to the
public service. More public servants need to be more closely accountable
to consumers. Public servants are only worth hiring if they are of real value to the public. It is
hard to measure value in a non-market, so the best thing is to place as many public services into
the marketplace.
Privatise services
Services should be privatised so as to make them reflect their true costs and free resources to
better uses. Perhaps electricity assets should be left alone for the time being, but any other assets,
for example, ports, which could operate better in private hands should be sold or leased. Although
a difficult ‘sell’, privatisation cannot be left off the to-do list.

Consumers should choose their public service providers
Where there is a legitimate role for the public sector, for example in school education and health
services, as much power as possible must be placed in the hands of the consumer. School
vouchers, which parents could take to any school public or private would drive significant change
in education and almost certainly require fewer public servants to administer than the present
centralised model. The health system is harder to reform, but again, a voucher, which could be
cashed in at any hospital, public or private, may drive significant efficiencies in public hospitals.

Cut regulation
The Abbott government attempted to lighten the burden of Commonwealth regulation and
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had a dedicated parliamentary secretary to pursue the task. The same
task should be set for an incoming LNP government in Queensland. The
Queensland Productivity Commission (incorporating the Office of Best
Practice Regulation) is an able body, although the remit seems mostly
restricted to electricity pricing and competitive neutrality issues or advice
on regulation practice.8 The remit should be expanded and best practice
superseded by less regulation practice. Also, a unit should be established
in the Department of Premier and Cabinet, or Treasury, for a thoroughgoing
focus of deregulation in Queensland. The mantra should be the same as
for the Abbott government; ‘regulation should not be the default option for
policy makers’. Regulation should be imposed only when it can be shown to
offer an overall net benefit.9
De-regulation is not entirely about public servants. When regulation requires
private regulators to check a myriad of rules, from pool fences to hot water
systems in the household, to lock out laws in hotels and clubs, businesses
pay private regulators. The regulations require businesses and households
to pay plumbers, electricians, builders, pool inspectors and so on, for
certificates of one kind or another on a regular and recurring basis. Privatised
regulation is still regulation, and privatised regulation still costs.

Stop accepting ownership of the problem
Politicians must stop promising to solve every problem by responding with
a new program. As the Queensland Treasury review also made plain: “In
Australia, the revenue growth over the past two decades was such that it
allowed for a familiar pattern: a problem is identified; Government accepts
ownership of the problem; and, the solution is a spending package. The
Government and the community as a whole will need to think laterally and
develop solutions to problems beyond spending.”10 Don’t blame public
servants who have to administer meaningless programs.

A little change on the Labor side wouldn’t go astray
None of the above is to ignore the fact that public service employment
conditions are such that some public servants can be difficult to manage.
Among other appointments, I was Assistant Minister for Industrial Relations
in the Keating government with responsibility for the Commonwealth’s
industrial relations, that is, Commonwealth public servants.
At my first meeting with the head of the Department, I wanted to know how
I could change legislation to make it easier for managers to dismiss bad
workers. A committee was duly appointed. I sat in interminable meetings
with the public sector union and public servants, working our way through
scores of documents and regulations, to achieve a more efficient workforce.
The process took two years. I achieved very little change, although, when I
bumped into Peter Reith the incoming Minister for Industrial Relations in the
Howard government, he thanked me for my changes to the legislation. A
little change on the Labor side wouldn’t go astray.

Australian Bureau of Statistics, Employment and Earnings, Public Sector, Australia, 2014-15.
OECD Ilibrary, Government at a Glance 2015, figure 3.2.
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Queensland Public Service Commission, 2015. Working for Queensland: Highlight Report.
Table 8, page 14.
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Queensland Treasury, 2015 Review of State Finances, pages 5 and 8.
5
Queensland Treasury, 2015 Review of State Finances, page 9.
6
Queensland Treasury, 2015 Review of State Finances, page 22.
7
Angus Taylor, 2015. The Promise of Digital Government: Transforming Public Services,
Regulation, and Citizenship. Canberra: Menzies Research Centre.
8
Queensland Productivity Commission. http://www.qpc.qld.gov.au
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Australian Government, 2014. The Australian Government Guide to Regulation.
Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet.
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1
2

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Gary Johns is a member of the
Prime Minister’s Community
Business Partnership, a director
of the Australian Institute for
Progress, and president of
Recognise What?
Gary served in the House of
Representatives from 19871996 and was Special Minister
of State and Assistant Minister
for Industrial Relations from
1993-1996. He served as an
Associate Commissioner of the
Commonwealth Productivity
Commission 2002-2004.
He received the Centenary
Medal and the 2002 Fulbright
Professional Award in AustralianUnited States Alliance Studies,
served at Georgetown University
Washington DC.
He was Senior Fellow Institute of
Public Affairs, senior consultant
ACIL Tasman, Associate
Professor, Australian Catholic
University, and is Visiting Fellow
at QUT Business School.
He holds a Doctor of Philosophy
(Political Science) University
of Queensland, Master of Arts
(Geography) Monash University,
and a Bachelor of Economics
Monash University.
Gary is also a columnist for The
Australian and The Spectator.
Recent books include:
•A
 boriginal Self-Determination
(2011)
• Right Social Justice (2012)
• Really Dangerous Ideas (2013)
• Recognise What? (2014)
• The Charity Ball (2014)
• No Contraception, No Dole (2015)
•T
 hrow Open the Doors: the
WHO Framework Convention
on Tobacco Control (2016)

EVOLUTION OF THE AUSTRALIAN PUBLIC SERVICE

RICHARD WILLIAMS

Evolution of
the Australian
Public Service
Public services at federal, state and territory levels have gone through significant evolution since
their establishment. Some of this has been natural, recognising change in society, economic
development and other drivers. Other aspects of evolution are open to debate and question as to
whether they have benefited the political functioning of Australia.
This brief piece focuses on the evolution of two aspects of the Commonwealth public service but
they have relevance to all Australian public services.

Westminster system guides origins
The Commonwealth Public Service Act 1902 made provision for the establishment of four divisions
of employees. The first two were important within the precept of the Westminster system of a
public service discharging its role of advice and effective government without fear or favour, to
quote Sir Humphrey ‘courageously’.
The ‘first division’ created ‘permanent heads’. These were officials appointed to run government
departments with tenure; they did not have to filter their advice to government with a political bias
to ensure they retained their jobs. They usually had longevity in their positions building a solid
base of corporate knowledge and policy acumen, the likes of ‘Nugget’ Coombs, Sir Arthur Tange
and John Stone. They were stability in an ongoing ocean of political change.
The ‘second division’ provided for appointments with specific professional and technical skills,
lawyers, doctors, accountants, architects, engineers, quantity surveyors. This recognised that an
effective and efficient public service needed a cohort of specialists.
The move to put ‘permanent heads’ on contracts under the Hawke government saw the shift to
the ‘Washminster’ system, essentially weakening the concept of ‘role separation’ and the start of a
slippery process to undermining the political independence of the public service.

Own goal of progressive thinkers
The second was an own goal by ‘progressive’ thinkers on public sector reform that supported
the concept of ‘generalist’ skills. The value of specialist skills in areas like project management,
cost accounting, budget control and auditing were put on the same level as generalist degrees.
The naivety of this approach is written up in a number of Auditor-General reports on the loss
of specialist skills in the public service. A succinct example is the successful sound proofing by
specialist public servants of thousands of houses around Sydney airport in the 1980s versus the
‘Pink Batts’ debacle by a public service missing core skills. Many specialists left public service in
the 1990s when the mantra became ‘generalist’.
The disbandment of ‘permanent heads’ has weakened the Westminster system. If the proposition
was put that judges should be put on contracts there would be an outcry, how the Hawke
government initiated a major change, followed by all other jurisdictions, without any controversy is
puzzling. Politicisation of the public service started at the top but set the standard for progressive
downward extension into lower levels.

Inordinate influence of unions
Nugget Coombs would turn in his grave to know that in Queensland public service managers are
expected to encourage union membership and union officials sit on interview panels for public
service appointments.
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The first commissioner of the Australian public service was DC McLachlan
who in his initial annual report wrote:
“The Commonwealth Public Service must not be looked upon as an asylum
for the indolent or the incompetent. Each officer will be expected to show
evidence of a strenuous official life, to work diligently and conscientiously
and legitimately earn the salary he receives. Efficiency and economy must
be the watchwords of this Service if public confidence is to be attained and
maintained”. (PSCr AR 1904, p. 65)

RICHARD WILLIAMS
Chair - Policy Standing
Committee

Australian public service once had a proud record of performance and
achievement but sadly it is no longer the case.
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Encouraging to see the Board appointed for the
Northern Australia Infrastructure Facility (NAIF) and
its doors open in Cairns recently to administer the $5
billion fund. Senator Matt Canavan, Minister for Northern
Australia, has indicated there are over 60 projects that
have come to the attention of the Board.
The rolling out of Federal Government spending for
roads and water infrastructure in Northern Australia is
the trigger for development of the vision of many to
harness the great potential of the North for our country
and the beginning of the outcomes from the White
Paper on Northern Australia.

Letters
to the
Editor
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Whilst such projects are commencing, there are some
headwinds. There have been some staffing issues
and Bob Katter MP continues to criticise and stir up
trouble. The Queensland Labor government has not
delivered a single application to NAIF for any projects in
Queensland. Despite claiming to represent the interests
of the North, both the Member for Kennedy and the
Queensland Government have shown by their actions
that such claims are a lot of hot air.
Hopefully, there will be some announcements from the
Board soon. There has been a huge amount of effort
expended to arrive at this point. Such a vast vision for
our future needs to be realised.
ROBYN QUICK, Chair
Northern Development Policy Committee

The Federal Coalition and LNP
Parliamentary Parties need a membership
representative group to consult on
proposed electoral policies that conflict
either with philosophy or key policy
stances. This is to provide feedback on
the proposed policy from the perspective
of the grassroots which is analogous to
the voting public.
The recent party and electoral angst
on superannuation for example
could have been avoided if such a
representative group existed and was
consulted. In Queensland there is Policy
Standing Committee and other structures
from which such a representative group
could be drawn.
Additionally, there is a reliance on
focus groups drawn from the voting
public for views on proposed policies
and electoral issues. Equally, there
should be a focus group drawn from the
membership to provide responses and
views on relevant matters.
The party membership is representative of
the voting public and should be regarded
as an asset other than for utilitarian
purposes such as setting up polling
booths, handing electoral paraphernalia
and number boosters for fundraisers.
ANONYMOUS

For the last three years much of inland Queensland has
suffered a cruel drought with only patchy storm rain, if any,
falling over large areas. Many parts of the West and Central-west
have seen pastoralists struggling to maintain herd and flock
numbers and meet budget targets. Many have sold down their
herds to a third or lower of their normal numbers whilst others
have totally destocked.
Whilst doing this these producers have witnessed the price of
cattle in particular, rising and rising and rising. This is a wonderful
situation to be in if you have stock to sell, but if you now have
to restock at prices double or more those that you received, it
spells double trouble.
Suddenly, the tide has turned with rain falling over large areas,
turning black paddocks green, filling dams and putting smiles on
faces again. If you’ve still got some grass alive it will now start
to grow feed and support some stock to produce a cashflow; if
most of your grass did not survive the drought then the recovery
process is underway and a good summer wet will put your
pastures on the road to recovery.
The Winton area has been particularly fortunate to receive over
300mm in the four months June to September – almost unheard
of, but most welcome. Just as the pastures are on the road to
recovery so it is with the local economy – it will take a couple of
years for the benefits of the rain to flow through.
For this reason, the Federal Government’s Stronger Regions
funding grant of $8m, announced on 5th October, to help
rebuild the Waltzing Matilda Centre is so important to the local
economy. The past twelve months without the Waltzing Matilda
Centre as a focus for tourism in Winton has been a challenge,
to say the least.
BRUCE COLLINS, Winton

Health services and private health insurance must be affordable to be sustainable. With the upward trend in
costs for both rising faster than CPI increases, government and family budgets are under stress and government,
community and insurers are looking for savings.
Howard’s tax rebate incentives encouraged people to take out PHI, increasing contributors from 30% to 56% and
relieving pressure on public health costs. Means testing of the rebate under Rudd-Gillard and annual increases in
premiums has seen a decline to 47%, almost have of whom have an annual income of less than $50K. The average
family policy is now twice as expensive as a similar policy in NZ and three times more expensive than in the UK.
Industry sources attribute the increased cost to three factors – (i) Australia’s ”community rating” system, which
means health funds cannot refuse coverage or charge increased premiums to the elderly, sick or patients with preexisting conditions, (ii) more patient choice over hospital, doctor and treatment in the Australian system, and (iii) the
relatively high cost of medical devices and prostheses in Australia.
Focus of a review by the Prostheses List Advisory Committee is on (iii), the 14% (of $13 bn paid by insurers) for
medical devices and prostheses. The Committee sets a fixed price that insurers pay for over 10,000 medical
devices annually. Price disparity between, say, an implantable defibrillator costing $19,000 in a public hospital and
$52,000 in a nearby private hospital, is passed onto the insurer and then into premiums. The disparity comprises a
complex system of rebates – to the private hospital and the device manufacturer, as well as an additional margin to
“subsidise” devices sold in the public system.
Changes to (iii) are likely to result in minimum savings, while a focus on (i) changing the community rating to
lifestyle-related and preventable diseases and (ii) greater competition between private hospital providers and
doctors’ groups, remunerating on outcomes and preventative care rather than a per-service model, would be
more sustainable.
G. CONNORS
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Interested in
contributing to
Dialogue?
Contact the editorial team at dialogue@lnp.org.au
and let us know your area of interest.
Advertising enquiries, letters to the editor and
your feedback and comments are welcome.

DOES YOUR PARTY UNIT NEED HELP
WITH POLICY DEVELOPMENT?
The Policy Standing Committee is here to assist, and
can provide information and training on how to develop
effective policy motions. Let us know how we can assist
your party unit via email to dialogue@lnp.org.au
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YOU CAN TRUST OUR
TEAM TO DELIVER
At Express Print & Mail we understand
that business, like politics, isn't only about
policies and procedures. It's about effective
communication.
Talk to the experts who already know the
ropes. We have the experience, listen to
your needs and offer you real solutions.
Think of us as your assistant working behind the
scenes, delivering your message when it counts.
We take care of everything from start to finish,
leaving you to deal with other important matters.
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