Governing Norfolk Island (or anywhere) requires trusted staff

I commenced the previous column (22 October) with the statement “To govern sustainably,
every administration must establish and retain the trust of the people it governs.” It’s also true
that to govern effectively, every administration must earn and retain the trust of the staff it
employs.

The conditions of employment of staff are a fertile field for cultivating trust, or, conversely,
mistrust. In public authorities, security of tenure is a vital tool for cultivating trust. Before
explaining, let’s recapitulate - this time to the first column in this series:

“The concept of a technically competent public service, recruited on merit, independent of
partisan politics and with secure tenure, can be dated from the Northcote-Trevelyan reforms
in Britain in 1854. The reforms were a response to incompetence and nepotism (appointment
of mates) in the British civil service that had become too great to ignore. That date is
important. It is long after civil administration was established in New South Wales...”.

The British civil service that oversaw the establishment of New South Wales was the pre-1854
corruption-ridden, unreformed service. When Victoria established its separate administration
in 1855 and Queensland in 1859, they had the benefit of knowing about Britain’s agenda of
public sector reform. To this day, cases of rorting, political corruption and influence-peddling
in New South Wales are disproportionately large, relative to its population. Political history
matters!

Secure tenure as a special example of trust

At the beginning of the era of ‘economic rationalism’, the pro-market policy mindset that has
come to dominate public administration in Canberra and all Australian states, Victoria in 1982
introduced a policy of contracts (rather than tenure) for senior officers in what was dubbed
the “senior executive service’, an elitist concept imported from the USA. Victoria was quickly
followed in 1983 by the Hawke/Keating government in the federal jurisdiction, even though
by that date, detrimental effects in the US civil service were already being reported. Gradually
a policy of contract employment filtered down from the senior service into lower ranks and
then eventually, security of tenure as a fundamental ‘value” of the public service was
abolished in Commonwealth legislation, and in varying degrees, in the states.

A contract specifies that the loyalty of the employer to the employee and vice versa ends on
the date of the contract, with no necessary obligation for the continuing well-being of either
the institution (from the viewpoint of the employee) or the career of the employee (from the
viewpoint of management).

Admittedly, it is difficult for management to weed out deadwood employees if they are on
secure tenure. But sacking so-called under-performing staff avoids confronting under-
performing supervisors (which half the time is the real cause) and is a lazy way of managing.
It’s called “Blame the victim”. When staff are permanent, the administration is tacitly
committed to their training and career development. Employers (government or private
sector) naturally refuse any obligation for professional development of outsourced
contractors. It’s no coincidence that since 1983, investment in training of employees has
suffered in Australia, which is now trawling around the world to find trained staff to fill
certain roles.

A contract signals that an employee is dispensable and that if they fall out of favour, someone
else can be contracted. Contract employment is poisonous to the capacity of staff to give frank
and honest advice to their senior officers. No shades of grey here: it is not possible to have an
unbiased public service that is free from political intrigue without security of employment.



It's easy for workers struggling on casual, insecure wages and self-employed business people
to resent the secure employment, with paid leave and superannuation thrown in, that
permanent public servants have traditionally enjoyed. But there are many ripple benefits for a
community. Employees who are confident in their jobs find it easier to form families,
purchase houses, finance further education and take on volunteer roles after hours and. Also,
there used to be a tacit trade-off in remuneration: public servants accepted lower salaries than
comparable positions in the private sector in return for security of tenure. Once security was
loosened for senior officials, their salaries jumped, to the detriment of the public purse and
erosion of the ethos of service.

Cautionary notes
Generalities don’t necessarily apply in particular cases. There are numerous highly competent
senior executives in Canberra under contract. And Norfolk Island is of course a special case.

In the private sector, many roles on Norfolk Island, such as lighterage, traditionally have been
competently filled on a casual or part-time basis and nothing in this column suggests any
deficiency in these arrangements. The column is about public officers filling full-time, ongoing
roles.

In the public sector, fairly obviously, contract is appropriate for an Interim Administrator
intended to fill a role on a temporary basis pending representative government. Also, from
time to time for defined tasks it will be necessary to import experts with specialist skills who
won'’t be expected to put down roots here.

Norfolk Island is a special case for two other reasons. Given the absence of tertiary
educational institutions, the public authorities here have a higher responsibility for training
and development of local residents for skilled occupations. And because of the limited range
of alternative positions, peremptory dismissals can have devastating effect on competent staff
and their families.

If local staff are considered dispensable and their employment insecure, the stage is set for
corrosion of trust between the administration and the people; and then the stage is set for
unstable, incompetent and ineffective administration.
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