Governing in the public interest requires first-class coordination

Probably a minority of Norfolk islanders have a favourable opinion of the decision-making
talents of the Australian government - well, at least, the previous Australian government.
There are several reasons for poor decision-making in Canberra. The one I wish to highlight in
this article is a chronic inability to coordinate the capacities of others to achieve a shared
purpose. It's partly a consequence of running down the competence of the public service over
some four decades, partly a consequence of outsourcing of functions to private firms, partly
an arrogance that ignores knowledge residing in dispersed corners of the community.

Six capacities

To complete a project, a public authority needs the following resources or “capacities’:
a champion with the skill to coordinate all the other capacities needed;

a serviceable vision or objective;

legal powers;

knowledge or technical information;

competent personnel;

funding.

All capacities are necessary - the absence of any one hobbles progress, even if the other
resources are in adequate supply.

Often, these capacities are scattered across different departments, contractors and the
community, so the most important capacity is the first, coordination, the talent for mustering
others’ capacities to a shared objective.

Local analogy

Suppose a Norfolk Islander couple wants to build a house on land they own. What “capacities’
do they need? They will need an image (vision) of the new house: will they aim for a stately
villa with wide verandas or be satisfied with a converted container on blocks? Then they need
a building permit (legal power) from the Council. They need construction expertise (knowledge)
or skilled tradesmen (personnel) to supply that expertise. And they need money (funding).
Above all they need the capacity to coordinate all the inputs and make prudent decisions.

The couple’s authority to muster capacities derives from their ownership of the land. A
government’s authority derives from its election.

This local case study also offers a lesson about outsourcing. The couple might think they can
outsource the entire task to a builder while they decamp to Australia on holiday, but if
something goes wrong, the Council will hold them as landowners responsible.

Electricity fragmentation - case study

Now let’s scale up this model to the eastern states of Australia, and take electricity supply as
an example. The transition from coal-fired generators to renewables, which has been
inevitable for more than 30 years, is a shambles. The Commonwealth has had no concept
(vision) of what is needed; the states who control the generators have privatised most of them
to competing companies so have surrendered their powers (legal); retailing to the public has
been outsourced to competing private firms with profit motives (coordination deficit); and
nobody has stood up to endless haranguing by the dominant conservative press to ignore
climate-related emissions (knowledge deficit). In short, coordination is inadequate: there is
nobody in charge.

It gets worse. There is a shortfall in coordination even within the Australian government. The
politicians don’t trust their public service staff (personnel deficit), so seek advice from mates



and consultants. The engineers who know how to run an electricity grid (knowledge) don’t
control the funding and the accountants who run Finance are suspicious of any project that
costs money (funding deficit). Various entities have been established to achieve coordination -
AEMO, AEMC, AER, ESB, ARENA, CEFC - but as they multiply, the coordination problem
becomes even more challenging.

The assembled capacities of those involved - three levels of government, business, civil
society, media and ordinary citizens - is far greater than the individual capacities working in
isolation, but this potential is not harnessed.

Money is a means to the vision, not the vision

On Norfolk Island, can we scale up the home-building couple’s can-do mindset to civic
functions? Coordination of capacities should be simpler here than in Australia because travel
distances are small and there is no intermediate level of government. (This is not an argument
for abolishing the states in Australia, the scale there is very different). In facing up to
challenges like climate change, transition of electricity to renewables, waste management,
food security and sewerage, there is deep knowledge amongst the Island community as to
what worked previously and what is likely to work in future. There is also deep technical,
expert knowledge. But the knowledge is dispersed. Norfolk Island will need strong
coordination to muster the immense capacities that already exist on the Island.

The critical role is a trusted champion

The critical role for each enterprise or function is that of a trusted coordinator/champion
person in charge. They develop the vision, click the right buttons within various government
agencies, recruit suitable personnel and find money from somewhere. They have to juggle
several balls concurrently. Note that trust is essential. The well-attested decline in the public’s
trust of the Australian government has been running in parallel with a decline in its ability to
coordinate.

Coordination is arguably the most difficult role of government, but skill at it is essential to
governing a peaceful community, because at the senior level, only government can coordinate
between the public, commercial and civic sectors.

Can Norfolk Island show how it should be done? The Island community has traditionally
been a high-trust one. Is the residual trust sufficient to transition the Island to the next stage of
its life peacefully and efficiently? From the perspective of a recent arrival, I'm sceptical. The
stock of trust enjoyed by the Council administration seems to be running down rapidly and
this will cripple the Island’s decision-makers in devising durable, cost-effective solutions to
the challenges ahead.
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