Governing Norfolk Island (or anywhere) sustainably requires trust

To govern sustainably, every administration must establish and retain the trust of the people
it governs. Without trust, the administration has to resort to coercion and regulation, and
needs to spend more of its precious staff time and budget on quelling unrest. For example,
without trust that their taxes are being raised fairly and spent wisely, people are less willing
to pay taxes, so the cost of enforcement rises.

Without trust, frank communication between the administration and the leaders of
community opinion breaks down, increasing the risk of poor decisions by the administration
and so further corroding trust. If the administration does not enjoy the trust of the population,
then people well-regarded in the community are less likely to apply for staff positions or join
advisory committees. The administration hobbles itself if it doesn’t take advantage of the best
talent available.

Trust is built by repeated, successful interactions. Trust is slow to build and rapidly
destroyed. A single dodgy contract or unwarranted pay rise for executives can undermine
years of painstaking trust-building.

Trust requires mutual respect. A population may not like the officials in charge or their
partisan affiliation, but if the people respect them and believe that the officials have the best
interests of the population front of mind, then trust can survive. Conversely, trust cannot
survive if the officials don’t respect the people they govern; and the people always know when
this is the case.

Low-trust and high-trust societies

As a case study of a low-trust society, one need look no further than the USA. Superimposed
upon the US population’s unique traditional fear of government, in the past three decades
partisan forces driven by corporate donations have actively sought to undermine trust in
numerous public institutions, including their political opponents, the Supreme Court, the
officials who run elections, the national media, the FBI, the Department of Justice, even local
boards overseeing public schools and libraries. The result is that the USA is close to becoming
ungovernable and one third of the population considers that there is a serious risk of violent
civil war.

Norfolk Island has traditionally been a high-trust society. This is evident in the common
practice of leaving car keys in the ignition, and the common practice of not insisting on fixed-
price quotations upfront from tradespeople.

In an established community with a long and proud history like Norfolk Island, the primary
obligation for fostering trust lies upon an incoming administration. A measure of the
competence of an incoming administration is the strength of the respectful relationships they
build with the leaders of local opinion.
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