
Some conclusions

The very writing of this monograph has highlighted some of the modern
challenges for secretaries and for public administration. How much should a
retired secretary reveal about the goings-on in government that were rightly at
the time kept confidential? Does revelation by a former secretary, even after
two or more elections, make current ministers less trusting of their relationship
with current secretaries? Should the rule applying to cabinet papers
(foreshadowed recently to be reduced from 30 years to 20 years) be the
benchmark, or a shorter period, particularly if no genuinely sensitive information
is revealed?

To omit examples of the practices of secretaries and ministers, and the issues
involved, would not only make for dull reading, it would remove the real flavour
involved. I have tried to steer a middle course, being more open than most of
my predecessors have chosen to be in light of the more open society we now
live in, which has inter alia already downplayed the old-fashioned public service
value of anonymity. I have, however, not written a ‘kiss and tell’ story or
revealed anything particularly sensitive, and nearly all my examples relate to
the period before the 2004 election.

Improvements in public administration
During my career in the Public Service, I have seen many changes. Overall, I
have no doubt public administration in Australia has improved in these 40 years.
The Australian Public Service is more professional and capable than in the past.
A simple example illustrates the point: in the 1970s, more than 50 per cent of
the APS was at or below what are now the lowest two classification levels
(comprising less than 5 per cent of the current APS), most of these not having
completed Year 12 schooling, and a small minority of the service were graduates
compared with well more than 60 per cent and still rising today. This primarily
reflects the impact of new technology, but also the demands of a better-educated
and more pluralist society.

In line with the three themes of the Coombs Royal Commission, public
administration is also more efficient and effective, more responsive to
governments and better engaged with the community it serves.

The financial management reforms of the 1980s and 1990s, led by secretaries
such as Ian Castles and Michael Keating, have their detractors, but I have no
doubt that these have made the Public Service much more conscious of the
taxpayer resources it manages and of the purposes to which Parliament and the
public have determined they should be directed. Examples of greater efficiency,
and also greater effectiveness, abound, albeit that many reflect successful
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utilisation of information technology as well as financial management reform.
In terms of service delivery, Centrelink today is a vast improvement on the Social
Security department I joined in 1978, constantly measuring and reviewing its
service performance, utilising the latest technology and linking a wide range of
payments on behalf of various Commonwealth and state agencies; the Tax Office’s
online processes now automatically identify income from many sources, reducing
error and speeding up the process; the Job Network is more effective at placing
longer-term and disadvantaged unemployed people into jobs than the former
Commonwealth Employment Service (CES) and at substantially less cost; even
the budget process has been transformed since the 1970s when I was in the
Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, when the budget had to be ‘put
to bed’ about six weeks before budget night—now decisions can be taken by
ministers on the weekend before and be fully incorporated in the documentation
tabled on the Tuesday, identifying estimated costs over the forward years along
with expected outputs and impacts.

Responsiveness to government has improved through the financial management
reforms that have clarified government objectives and improved their capacity
to control, and through increased resources for ministers to help them oversee
administration, and better cabinet processes. The tiny office Margaret Guilfoyle
(Minister for Social Security, 1975–80) occupied in the south-west corner of Old
Parliament House in the 1970s had room only for her adviser and a departmental
liaison officer, with no meeting space other than her own small room. Today’s
ministers have large offices, housing several advisers and support staff and a
chief of staff and usually two departmental liaison officers, with a separate
meeting room and a spacious ministerial room. When working well, the minister’s
staff and the department operate as a close team complementing their respective
roles, ensuring the department is responsive to the minister’s requirements in
providing professional advice and implementing the government’s programs
and policies. Cabinet processes are also more elaborate and effective, supported
by the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet and the other central
agencies as well as the Prime Minister’s Office and the Cabinet Office.

The administrative law reforms of the late 1970s and early 1980s gave the public
and those affected by government administration much greater access and
influence, transforming the management of most programs and increasing
consistency and effectiveness. The subsequent financial management reforms
opened up more opportunities for client influence through service charters and,
in some cases, choice of service or service provider through commercialisation,
outsourcing and privatisation. More generally, advances in communications,
increased media power and more sophisticated approaches by interest groups
have contributed to more systematic engagement by agencies with their
stakeholders and with the public.
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Notwithstanding the continuing political debates involved, I believe there has
also been real improvement over the years in public policy in many areas of
government activity. To name a few in the social policy field, I would mention
superannuation, education and health and aged care. Australia has been fortunate
to have successive governments of able and dedicated ministers determined to
improve the wellbeing of Australians and willing to pursue longer-term reforms
despite short-term political pain. They have been supported by a professional
public service led by some remarkable secretaries, notwithstanding some
reduction in policy capacity in recent years.

I have had the privilege of participating in many of these developments—in
management (the financial management reforms of the 1980s and early 1990s
and the people-management reforms of the late 1990s and 2000s) and in policy
(poverty alleviation and family allowances in the 1970s, tax and superannuation,
youth allowances and higher education in the 1980s, housing and health and
aged care in the 1990s and 2000s). Not all have been entirely successful, but my
firm judgment is that real progress has been made.

Universal challenges for senior public servants
Many of the challenges facing public administration in Australia are common
internationally, because they are driven largely by communications technology
and increasing connectedness globally and locally.

Global interdependence, and global ‘governance’, is affecting the concepts of
‘public interest’ and ‘public goods’. Nations and their governments will still
pursue their national interests, but identifying what is truly in the national
interest requires understanding of global public interests and how they might
best be protected and promoted. Harmonisation of government regulation and
policy is increasingly important, whether in social policy fields such as public
health (including food safety and therapeutic goods and managing the risks of
communicable diseases) or in financial markets, and the pressure for world
authorities to ensure justice and human rights or to regulate international trade
and business is also increasing.

Nearly every national agency these days has a substantial and growing
international agenda, requiring the development and maintenance of international
networks of officials to support international forums of ministers and guide the
work of international organisations. Politicians also need to develop their own
international networks.

Departmental secretaries (and their equivalents in other nations) have particular
responsibilities in ensuring the development and nurturing of these networks
and must be personally involved. They must contribute to the international
forums and help their governments respond to emerging policies. This requires
investment, particularly in staff moving into more senior positions and those
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with the potential to be secretaries in the future. I experienced a huge shift over
my career from the days when every overseas visit needed the approval of the
Overseas Visits Committee to when most senior executives would travel overseas
at least once every two years. From my first visit to the OECD in 1980, I found
enormous value in having an international perspective on the policies I was
developing and reviewing. My contributions to international policy development
were modest, but that role will be increasingly important for secretaries and
other senior officials in the years to come and will involve increased mobility
between the Australian public service and international organisations.

Improved communications and a better-educated and wealthier community have
also, as mentioned, led to more systematic engagement by Australian government
agencies with their domestic stakeholders and the Australian public. This will
only continue to grow, with secretaries needing to employ increasingly
sophisticated approaches to communications management. Secretaries’ ability
to manage by Weberian processes of hierarchical control will also continue to
diminish, as staff and those outside their departments expect to be consulted
and to have real influence, and secretaries’ own influence over ministers is
challenged by the contributions of others. Concepts such as ‘governance’ and
‘leadership’, which encompass a more diffused process of decision making, are
likely to grow in importance and in complexity as governments strive to respond
to rapid change and uncertainty. In this environment, values including integrity
and impartiality are fundamental to fostering productive relationships.

The perennial issue of the political–administrative interface, and of the balance
between the responsiveness and independence of the Public Service, has been
affected everywhere by the communications revolution. Australia’s moves since
the 1980s to increase responsiveness have been mirrored in nearly all Western
democracies, with closer control by political leaders, more political staff and
more carefully managed media relations. As I have argued elsewhere,1  there is
reason for concern that the legitimate push for increased responsiveness in
Australia has now gone too far, unduly constraining public service independence.
Recent actions by the Rudd Government on secretaries’ contracts and
performance pay, ministerial staff numbers and conduct, and senior appointments
have gone some way to redress the balance, but the problem is even more acute
among state governments, and the underlying pressures remain, requiring
constant care and attention. It is more common these days for secretaries to be
called on to defend ministers than, as was accepted practice formerly, for
ministers to defend officials.

There is no simple answer here. A key element of public service professionalism
is the democratic responsibility to be responsive; some independence is also
demanded by the values of impartiality and being non-partisan. I always
highlighted the caveat to the view commonly expressed in the 1980s and 1990s
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that public servants did not determine the public interest because that was for
the elected government to decide. The caveat is ‘subject to the law’, and I would
highlight the role of public servants in upholding this through due process as
determined by public service, financial management and administrative law,
and through common law interpretations of that legislation. These laws include
very broad concepts such as values (Public Service Act), ethics (Financial
Management and Accountability Act) and public interest (for example, Freedom
of Information Act), which govern due process. If anything, I would take this
further, suggesting public servants are also responsible for advising on good
processes for policy development as well as program administration, beyond
the strict requirements of the law. In my view, the Public Service does, in this
wide area of due process, truly have responsibility to identify and protect the
public interest.

More recently, the idea of ‘public value’ has gained currency, encouraging public
servants to be more than just responsive and to exercise leadership to ensure
policies and programs add public value in addressing community problems. I
have much sympathy for this but am also mindful that our Westminster system
does require ministers to accept responsibility and be accountable to Parliament;
taking too far public servants’ responsibility to deliver ‘public value’ could
undermine this principle. Secretaries need to guard against their officers being
too independently minded and critical of the political process, as well as against
excessive responsiveness, which can undermine due process.

Particular Australian challenges
Australia’s federal system imposes particular constraints on the national
government and affects most secretaries considerably. Few informed people
argue for abolition of the states, recognising not only history but the extent to
which federalist factors are built into nearly every aspect of the constitution,
including the structure of the legislature, the role and structure of the judiciary,
as well as the responsibilities that can be exercised by the Executive (and the
Parliament). Most also recognise that there are efficiencies in a degree of
devolution and decentralisation, along with greater capacity to respond to the
varying needs of different communities.

Nonetheless, federal arrangements are under increasing pressure, driven again
by communications and transport technology and associated global forces.
Increased international activity inevitably adds to the role of national
governments and changes in the way business is managed within Australia and
the way people move and communicate also add to demand for national
consistency and coherence. There is also evidence of an increased national
identity among Australians.
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National approaches do not, however, necessarily require exclusive national
government authority: state governments might agree to harmonise their policies
or they might contribute to national policies adding their practical experience
to the deliberative process or they might administer agreed nationally consistent
approaches.

Nonetheless, the purview of the national government is inexorably widening
in my view and reliance on cooperation and goodwill without some fundamental
reconsideration of roles and responsibilities will prove eventually to be too slow
and bureaucratic, and ineffective. Secretaries of Australian government
departments do need to have increased appreciation of the policy and
management issues faced by their state counterparts, whether or not formal
changes in roles and responsibilities are on the agenda.

Another particular issue for Australia concerns the balance of power between
the Executive, the legislature and the judiciary. The role of the judiciary and
quasi-judicial institutions widened substantially with the administrative law
reforms 30 years ago, largely in response to the increasing, and increasingly
complex, role of government administration. Notwithstanding the role of Senate
Committees, it is the legislature that is struggling to keep pace with the
continuing increase in government activity.

Along with most secretaries, I was frustrated by the style of most of the Senate
Committees I attended, which rarely addressed the major policy or performance
issues and mostly pursued more superficial and immediate political matters. I
believe these committees need more professional support from the Parliamentary
Service, rather than from political staff, to probe more deeply and over time
substantial policy and performance matters. House of Representatives Committees
have even further to go to provide the level of scrutiny needed. The media might
be largely to blame, but it too responds to the material provided, including by
Parliament and its committees and individual politicians.

Secretaries might not welcome more scrutiny, but they would welcome a shift
in the scrutiny towards issues of substance. This might also enhance the
understanding by Members of Parliament, including potential future ministers,
of the operation of the Public Service and the capacity of its senior leaders (other
than their political dexterity).

Final comments
I have had the privilege of being a public servant for 37 years, including 12
years as a secretary or equivalent. It was a period of great change in the Public
Service and in government, through the excitement of the Whitlam years, the
steadier hand of the Fraser era, the years of economic and financial management
reform under Hawke and Keating and the conservative pragmatism of the Howard
Government. All were reformist governments in their own way. Each ended up,
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even if not by prior intention, presiding over an extension of the role of the
Australian Government both domestically and internationally. The means of
achieving that role shifted, particularly under the Hawke, Keating and Howard
Governments, towards purchasing and regulating rather than providing.
Governments and the Public Service also responded to increasing community
expectations and advances in technology, with increasing concern for service
delivery and policy implementation as well as policy development and advising,
and with increasing demand for community engagement and responsiveness to
individual circumstances and preferences.

This monograph focuses on the changing role of departmental secretaries, but
the context is of the changing role of government and changing approaches to
public administration. I have included in Appendix B a summary of the main
reforms to which I contributed; Appendix C includes a list of some of my
publications and those official publications to which I made a substantial
contribution.

No doubt changes will continue, particularly as technological development
continues to accelerate. The unique role of the Public Service, however, and of
its leadership is likely to continue based, in my view, on the core values of
professionalism, impartiality, responsiveness, non-partisanship, accountability
and service.
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