Governing Norfolk Island in the public interest — Part one

The Snell family, publishers of this newspaper, have generously agreed to allocate space for a
series of occasional articles on public administration from my pen during the next few months.
The purpose of this series will be to sketch out some well-established principles and practices
of governance and how they might be applied by the Island’s decision-makers to improve the
administration of public affairs on Norfolk Island. As both a recent settler on Norfolk Island
and a long-term associate of the Centre for Governance and Public Policy at Griffith
University, | hope in this series to draw upon both traditional and scholarly bodies of
knowledge to present some insights about how a society can be governed well.

In this introductory article I will describe the process of ‘reform’ that has swept through
Australia’s machinery of government in the past four decades. Later, | will attempt to define
‘public interest’ — the overriding obligation upon a democratic government to advance the
well-being of its people — and how that can be achieved.

The pro-market reforms

Knowledge of how to govern a community or nation has been sorely run down in Australia
during the past 40 years. The decline can be dated from 1983, when the incoming
Hawke/Keating government introduced a range of pro-market reforms that have been labelled
‘economic rationalism’ (Australian term), ‘neoliberalism’ (international term) or ‘new
managerialism’ (referring specifically to the public service). Subsequently, both major parties
have pursued pro-market reforms with greater or less enthusiasm.

The so-called ‘reforms’ can be summarised as pro-market and pro-business. They have
included reduction of budgets for public service departments, downplaying of the public
service’s role in policy-making, privatisation of public assets, outsourcing of services,
deregulation, promotion of generalist managers (especially economists) to senior positions at
the expense of content-rich experts, and the importation of business people onto government
advisory boards.

Also, infrastructure services such as electricity and telecommunications have been split into
competitive fragments in the name of pro-market ‘competition’.

Also, there has been a concerted effort to abolish tariffs on goods imported into Australia in the
name of ‘free trade’, tariffs being the instrument that used to be applied to protect domestic
industry by adjusting for the different values of currency and different labour costs in different
countries.

These reforms have had the effects of starving civic services (such as libraries, public housing,
hospitals and public schools), of undermining knowledge-generation (such as the arts and
scientific research), of strengthening the powers of business against employee unions and of
shifting the share of taxation from higher income taxpayers to the general population. Example:
reduction of the marginal tax rate of the wealthiest people from 60% to the present 47% and
making up the loss of revenue by imposing a goods and services tax paid by everybody.

Polls of the Australian population have consistently demonstrated hostility towards the
neoliberal reform agenda, with opposition to privatisation for example consistently running
above 70%.

Origins of pro-market reforms

With the possible exception of the Victorian government under Liberal Premier Jeff Kennett
from 1992-1999, no Australian state has pursued the neoliberal reform agenda as vigorously or
with such ideological purity as the Australian national government.



The origins of this reform movement have been well studied by people who like studying such
matters. Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom was very much influenced by a free-market
economics adviser and the same with Ronald Reagan in the USA. Both established their reform
agenda as political campaigns. Reagan's mission in the USA was greatly aided by the peculiar
fear and suspicion of government that permeates US politics, unlike Britain or Australia.

No country with the possible exception of New Zealand for a period under Treasurer Roger
Douglas has pursued the neoliberal agenda as vigorously as the UK, USA or Australia. The
pro-business Murdoch media empire has acted as a conduit for the transmission of neoliberal
ideas between these three countries. Murdoch used to be more centrist in his political
orientation but became very close to Reagan during the 1980s and thereafter shifted steadily to
an anti-labour, anti-environmental, pro-business stance.

The public services

The term ‘government’ includes both the elected politicians and the unelected bureaucrats or
public servants. These two supposedly semi-independent partners in the craft of governing
traditionally have acted according to quite different principles and administrative procedures.
Elected politicians are supposed to respond to the pressures of public opinion, which can be
intense, short-term in focus and loudly pushed in the media. Career public servants are
supposed to research and analyse the pros and cons of contemporary issues more carefully,
anonymously, away from the glare of media publicity and then to give non-partisan, expert
advice to the elected members. Ministers form the bridge between these two complementary
branches of government.

The public services in the Commonwealth and the six States are legally independent of each
other. Local government is a creature of the States.

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, but just prior to the
establishment in 1855 of Victoria and in 1859 of Queensland as separate colonies with their
own civil administrations and also just before the Pitcairners settled on Norfolk Island.

Like Norfolk Island in 1856, Victoria was colonised by free settlers, unlike New South Wales,
which was a penal settlement. To this day traces of these different origins are discernible in
these states’ different approaches to government. In a future article 1 will examine whether
New South Wales, Victoria or Queensland offers the best model for local government on
Norfolk Island.

In the next article I will report on some Australian experience of privatisation of public assets
and services.
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