Juggling the players: working with external stakeholders

Dinner with Chinese Vice President, Zhu Ronggii, in 1994: Renata Howe on his right, and on his left the
interpreter, Andrew Podger, Jenny Macklin and Professor David Wilmot (personal photo collection of
Andrew Podger)

Table 8.9 Overseas visits also have their downsides

My first trip overseas with Michael Wooldridge was just after the 1996
budget. It was a tough budget with cuts everywhere. The only new
spending was an increase in the subsidy for private health insurance
premiums. We went to the United Kingdom and North America, having
agreed clear lines for those staying behind to respond to all the criticism
we anticipated over the cuts.

To limit jetlag, I stayed up for as long as I could on the day we arrived
and we then had a full day of meetings and a dinner the next evening.
At one o’clock the next morning, I received my first call from Canberra:
private health insurance premiums were increasing and the media and
opposition were highlighting that this premium increase would fully
offset the subsidy increase. What should we say? The government’s only
good news in the budget had gone sour.

I did my best to discourage the knee-jerk reaction to involve politicians
in the setting of premiums, noting the department’s statutory role (which
I did not much like either) and the benefits of an arm’s-length process.

An hour or so later, there was another call. There was now a suggestion
of a public inquiry. I advised firmly against that, warning that inquiries
should not be established without some clear strategy in mind and the
new government could come under attack if there was any public
uncertainty about its support for Medicare.
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A few hours and several calls later, I decided I had better wake up the
minister’s adviser, Ken Smith. We went through the issues and he agreed
with my advice, and that we should not wake the minister until the
morning.

By this time, however, it was evening in Canberra and the press needed
answers. The Prime Minister and Treasurer were involved and wanted
to speak to Wooldridge. We set a time (about 8am, I think) and woke
the minister just after 6am. He agreed with the position we proposed:
do not have ministers buy into the premium setting and do not have an
inquiry. The telephone call was made and the minister presented his
views.

Decisions were then taken in Australia: premiums were to be subject to
agreement by a committee of the Prime Minister, the Treasurer and the
Health Minister and the Productivity Commission was to conduct an
inquiry into private health insurance.

The lesson? Advice from overseas has no authority or influence.

Differences across government

The extent of external engagement activity varies considerably across
Commonwealth departments according to their functional responsibilities. For
me, it was greatest in the Health department, which Sidney Sax famously
described as ‘a strife of interests’. Commonwealth—state issues are also most
complicated in health, though they also play an important role in many other
portfolios these days. Similarly, international connections vary across
departments—the Department of Health possibly having more than most.

There are also personal factors involved, with some secretaries preferring to
limit their own involvement, and exposure, relying more on ministers and their
staff to manage external relationships or, at least, requiring that their engagement
with stakeholders is always confidential rather than public. I generally enjoyed
this role, believing it made me better aware of the issues and different
perspectives and hence better able to advise, and accepting such engagement
could not be expected to be off the record (indeed, there were benefits from the
discipline and wider interaction that flowed from public engagement). I also
placed emphasis on the credibility of my agencies among the stakeholders and
saw public interest in the information I was able to provide via public speeches
and private consultations. I also enjoyed interacting with academics, finding
this personally stimulating. Other secretaries are more reserved and rely more
heavily on private and informal interactions rather than public forums. The days
of isolation and anonymity, however, are long since gone.
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Ministers” preferences also have an impact, some encouraging wider interaction
and others being less keen. Brian Howe was particularly keen for his small
department to have strong connections in Australia and internationally, including
with the academic community. Michael Wooldridge also promoted widening
and deepening the department’s work with external stakeholders, particularly
among health professionals.

Recent changes in the interaction

Curiously, while the management of external relationships has grown steadily
in importance across all government agencies, the sensitivities involved have
also grown, leading to increasing attempts to manage the process centrally
through ministers’ offices and the PMO.

The Management Advisory Committee report Connected Government sets out
some of the reasons for more interaction across and beyond government,
including the technological capacity to do so, increasing community expectations
and our increasingly informed and educated public. Looking simply at
Commonwealth—state relations, there continues to be an almost inexorable
increase in the national government’s involvement in public policy, whether in
service delivery or economic and environmental regulation. So far, the states
have not vacated these fields, so the extent of joint involvement has widened.
More generally, the increasing number of players on the field, and their
increasing professional capacity, requires secretaries to keep up to meet their
basic responsibilities of offering disinterested but highly informed advice.

The international agenda is also inexorably increasing, so that almost every
department now has its own networks among similar developed nations and
very different, developing nations, and relies less heavily on the Department of
Foreign Affairs and Trade. Most secretaries travel overseas several times a year,
with and without their ministers.

Engagement with academics has moved in both directions. The Hawke/Keating
Governments encouraged close connections with academia. Howe reflected this
attitude when I was secretary of his department, encouraging us to engage with
external centres and academics. The Howard Government seemed less enthusiastic
on the whole, though Wooldridge was keen for us to consult public health and
medical researchers in particular. The government’s unease, not often shared
by Wooldridge, was more with consulting health economists known to be critical
of private health financing and promoting closer control of doctors (indeed, I
was instructed not to consult certain external experts when conducting the
review of health services delivery for the Prime Minister in 2005). Nonetheless,
anumber of departments have strengthened their relationships with universities
in recent years, including through contracted research, as they struggle to
maintain research capability internally.
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Issues arising

An issue in all areas of working with stakeholders is the respective roles of
secretaries (and their departments) and ministers (and their offices). The modern
world demands that secretaries and their departments engage more widely, but
as they do so, political risks arise that need to be managed carefully.

In working with the states, forums of officials are essential for marshalling the
information and analysis and clarifying the key issues for political settlement.
Not allowing the officials some space to work without direct political involvement
(or having political bureaucrats) can undermine the ability for dispassionate
analysis and information sharing. Secretaries play a key role in overseeing these
processes and in maintaining the confidence of ministers that the process is
working in their interests, giving them the opportunity to consider relevant
policy options and make well-informed decisions.

Likewise, in dealing with interest groups, ministers understandably need to be
confident that departmental contacts are constructive and supportive of the
government’s agenda and are not likely to exacerbate political difficulties. A
risk, if that confidence is lacking, is that ministers see secretaries and their
departments as just one source of advice competing with others, where the
competition for ideas is managed directly in the office. Vital to informed debate
and good decision making is the availability of disinterested public service advice
that is well informed of different views and able to provide analysis of them.
Smart interest groups will liaise with departmental officers as well as ministerial
staff; wise ministers will encourage this and refer proposals from interest groups
to departments for analysis and advice. Secretaries are key to getting these
processes right.

There can also be a risk in ministers expecting their secretaries to maintain close
relationships with stakeholders, particularly those they themselves draw on
regularly. Secretaries must also demonstrate to their staff and to the wider public
that such relationships do not reflect any partiality. Accordingly, it is important
to ensure relations with organisations that are not known supporters of the
government are also maintained, notwithstanding the occasional displeasure of
ministerial staff. It is also important to resist undue pressure to offer consultancies
to those close to the minister without proper process.

Maintaining international connections also raises the issue of containing costs
to taxpayers and ensuring value for money. International travel is always seen
as a perk by the media, and such criticism is often unfair. I do not know if I
always got the balance right, but I generally went overseas with the minister
once a year, letting another senior officer accompany him if there were other
visits, and I might have had a separate visit each year focusing on my own
contacts while attending to some specific business. Sometimes there were other
brief visits for specific business purposes.
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Lessons

Secretaries these days do have to spend more of their time managing external
relationships. Even when they are not directly engaging with external
organisations, they must oversee the relationships and ensure there is comfort
at the ministerial level about the processes involved, that they support the
government’s agenda and that the people involved can be trusted.

Managing the relationships requires effort to appreciate different cultures as
well as different views and to help staff understand that in complex fields such
as health it is not possible simply to direct. Often, success is reliant on influencing
key players to cooperate even if they do not fully agree. In this context, the idea
of ‘leadership’ encouraged by the APS Commission does indeed have real meaning
and value.

In a similar vein, I learned to take a pragmatic approach to working with the
states. Notwithstanding the benefits of clearly defined roles and responsibilities
(which T still strongly advocate), there will always be many areas where one
level of government wishes to influence another and these areas change from
time to time. For these reasons, I thought in terms of ‘control, influence,
appreciate’: try to clarify who controls what, identify and negotiate areas where
one jurisdiction wishes to influence another and always appreciate the remaining
areas under the others’ control, as some understanding of the issues and
challenges can be important into the future.

I believe strongly that secretaries benefit from personal involvement in external
networks, whether they are networks of academics or international experts or
of experienced non-government players. These networks provide rare
opportunities to look at the department, or the wider system in which it operates,
from an external perspective. Such perspectives quite often lead to significant
reassessment of strengths and weaknesses, and where effort needs to be placed
in the medium to longer term.





