
 

Only 20 months to prepare for democracy – Is anyone preparing? 

 

The submission presented by Norfolk Island Regional Council to the Joint Parliamentary Committee 

considering Norfolk Island’s governance was remarkable. That’s because of the frankness of the joint 

authors – Interim Administrator Mike Colreavy and General Manager Andrew Roach – about their 
objectives and their attitude to the Norfolk Island population whom they have been hired to serve. 

 

The submission is available on the committee’s website www.aph.gov.au/. A summary has been 
published in The Norfolk Islander. 

 

The primary purpose of the Interim Administration (IA) would seem to be to improve the Council’s 
administrative systems, including financial condition. There is also an implicit objective: to prepare for 

its end. In their own words: 

 

The knowledge that there is an Administration in place that is transparently working towards 
implementing necessary reforms should provide confidence that by the scheduled Administration 

end-date - December 2024 - local democracy will be restored. (p.2). 

 
Time is not on the side of the IA to prepare for the changeover – in other words, to build the capacity of 

the Council’s staff and systems ready for a new representative government of some form. The 

Commonwealth, let alone the Island, won’t be happy if it inherits a dysfunctional organisation with 
poor staff morale, with all the friction and waste that would entail. 

 

Rather than critique the NIRC submission clause by clause, let’s consider a hypothetical agenda for a 

competent IA which is keen to bequeath a healthy organisation.. Readers can compare this idealised 
approach with the approach articulated in the IA submission, if they wish. 

 

But first, some frank advice for the joint authors. Quit disparaging the elected members who were 
serving before you arrived. It’s unbecoming. Dwelling on alleged mistakes in the past only sours the 

atmosphere for tackling the future. 

 

Next, a basic principle of staffing in remote communities. Any new government must aim at greater 
local self-reliance. There is no credible path to financial sustainability that relies upon fly-in contractors 

or outsourced service providers for routine functions. The many reasons include higher cost of salaries 

and benefits, longer and more painful induction periods, cost of accommodation and fares, more 
fumbles and greater bureaucratic workload for all. (This is not to argue against short contracts for 

special technical experts or occasionally, an imported manager to refresh a stale Council department). 

 
In remote Australia it is widely accepted that it is best to train people who have a family background in 

remote Australia rather than induce city born-and-bred experts to head outback. This is partly because 

people raised inland are more likely to understand the idiosyncrasies of living in their communities and 

also because they are more likely to stay there. No doubt a similar principle applies to Norfolk Island. 
 

Another basic principle is to build a respectful relationship with the leaders of Island opinion, in 

particular the Council of Elders and Norfolk Island People for Democracy. It would be sensible to 
schedule a regular catch up, say, monthly prior to the Council meeting, to resolve issues and map a 

pathway forward. 

 
Now some actions. The most urgent is to stop dismantling the present staff complement and structure. 

Whatever shortcomings may have bedevilled the previous administration, and opinions about that are 

contestable, they don’t necessarily apply to the support and operational people who are keeping systems 

running. The more of those who are replaced or who leave because of poor morale, the more difficult it 
will be to build a cohesive organisation by December 2024. 

 

Looking inward to the staff, an extensive program of staff development should be established. The 
number of employees is small enough that the IA can meet each, assess their skills, enquire about their 

career aspirations and draw up a plan for further development. Some can be sponsored onto courses and 

others mentored by mature-age Islanders. 

http://www.aph.gov.au/


 

Council should also offer all staff secure tenure, except those such as lighterage crews that are 
necessarily part-time or casual. 

 

Looking outward, the new government will need many additional recruits to replace third-rate offshore 

service providers. Short courses should be presented on such subjects as secretarial, accountancy, 
reception, website maintenance, IT, mechanical, public relations, tourism, project management and 

procurement. Particular attention can be given to human relations and recruitment. Islander experts 

should be engaged to present these workshops and they should be open to the general public, to build a 
pool of talented potential employees. 

 

A top priority should be to prepare a cohort of mature candidates for elected office and senior 
managerial positions. Public expressions of interest should be called for people willing to attend 

executive-level residential courses in Australia or New Zealand, for example the Rural Leadership 

Program, all expenses paid. 

 
A short course in ethics in government and the proper relationships between elected members and 

officers can be run on Norfolk Island, by negotiation with (say) the Ethics Centre in Sydney. This also 

can be open to the public. 
 

Meetings should be scheduled with parents, teachers and students in years 10, 11 and 12 to canvass 

interest in a career in the Council service, with mentoring, vacation work and understudy roles offered. 
 

What about cost? The expense involved in staff development is always an investment not a cost. 

Whatever the above measures cost, it will be modest compared with the cost of contracting services to 

Australian consultancies, importing a stream of square-peg senior managers or tolerating the damage 
caused if staff are squeezed into positions for which they are not prepared. 

 

Regardless of the ‘key performance indicators’ in their contracts, the IA will be judged not by the 
budget surplus on 5 December 2024, but whether the organisation is respected as a trusted and desirable 

place to work, populated by competent staff with high morale, delivering local services effectively. The 

Interim Administrator and General Manager have scarcely 20 months to bestow this reputation upon 

themselves and the Council. 
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