Governing in the public interest requires thoughtful policy analysis

‘Public policy’ is a term for a general guide on how a government department or local
government intends to make decisions in a particular field. Sometimes a policy is explicitly
labelled as a ‘Policy’, sometimes it takes other formats such as a White Paper, a ministerial
press release, a senior officer’s speech, a planning scheme or a cultural heritage plan for a
locality. The annual budget is an influential statement of policy, as it makes clear where the
government’s priorities really lie.

Policy is sometimes formulated directly through a structured investigation, followed by an
official announcement, but sometimes indirectly, such as by the appointment of senior
decision-makers who have a predictable personal approach to issues.

In other words, a government can appoint senior officers that it knows are likely to act in a
certain way without publicly instructing them or even acknowledging the behind-the-scenes
intention. For example, the present Coalition government in Canberra has appointed a large
number of Liberal Party operatives and anti-union sympathisers to secure positions on the
Administrative Appeals Tribunal which arbitrates industrial matters. As another example, the
Coalition recently appointed a former chief executive of the anti-environmental Australian
Petroleum Producers & Exporters Association as the new chief executive of the Murray-
Darling Basin Authority. It's called the ‘my hands are clean” approach to resolving
contentious issues.

(By the way, the same tactic is commonly employed when selecting consultants. If a minister
wants to privatise a public asset, for example, it can call on a hard-line free-market
consultancy like ACIL Tasman or Deloitte Access Economics to provide a veneer of
independence to the recommendation).

As mentioned in the previous column, there was a major restructure of Commonwealth
public service departments in Australia in July 1987. By way of dark humour, public servants
came to call the day of the announcements ‘Bastille Day’, because of its proximity to the
French national day, 14 July, as well as gloom at the guillotining of the careers of many
worthy officers. The reforms pushed aside many long-standing senior public servants and
elevated those willing to introduce the pro-privatisation ‘economic rationalist’ reforms
favoured by the government of the day. Loosely speaking, the restructure prioritised people
educated in economics, law and commerce over content-rich technical experts in fields such as
science, education and health. All the states have followed similar reforms.

Since the 1980s, tertiary curricula in economics or commerce have favoured free-market, free-
trade solutions over community-based solutions, so most graduates in those disciplines
emerge with a worldview tinted accordingly.

Policy analysis

The process leading to approval of a policy is called “policy analysis’, and is supposed to be
the specialty of the public service, meaning the career employees who serve the elected
representatives of government. Policy analysis is a complex activity. It includes studying the
official files, assessing the success of previous policies, gathering knowledge from both
frontline practitioners and experts, consulting other departments, forecasting “what-if’
scenarios and possible consequences of a change, and consulting the general community and
businesses that are going to be affected.

Few public officers have been trained in policy analysis before they are recruited. Mostly it is
learned on the job, which tends to entrench the culture of departments, for good or bad. Many



tertiary educational institutions in Australia that used to teach public administration have
closed their schools of government or absorbed them into schools of economics or business.
This has reflected the shift of national government policy towards free-market solutions to
problems.

Sometimes governments do stupid things. Think Vladimir Putin invading Ukraine, Tony
Abbott destroying credible climate policy for nearly a decade or knee-capping the NBN.
Commonly, governments do stupid things because of inadequate policy analysis. This can be
because of hubris - leaders think they are smarter than they really are, so don’t need to
consult. Sometimes leaders surround themselves with advisers who tell them what they want
to hear and are dismissive of people who might give alternative points of view. Think Paul
Keating’s ridicule of those sceptical of his economic rationalist reforms - he called them
“Balmain basket weavers”. Sometimes leaders have little choice because performance
measures- such as budget targets - that are wildly inappropriate are imposed upon them.

Enormous damage can be done to the fabric of a community or a nation by faulty policy
analysis or by a leader who doesn’t expose himself or herself to a wide range of alternative
viewpoints. Wide and deep consultation tends to steer leaders away from flawed decisions
and towards an honourable reputation.
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