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I would like to acknowledge the Ngunnawal people who are the Traditional 

Custodians of the Land on which we meet. I would also like to pay respect to 

the Elders of the Ngunnawal people - past, present and emerging - and extend 

that respect to any other Indigenous Australians who are with us today.  

I would also like to thank the Institute of Public Administration Australia and 

the Australian Institute of Company Directors for putting on this great event.   

And thank you for the opportunity to talk about governance in the public 

sector in a changing democracy and achieving better outcomes.  

It looks like a fascinating program and great opportunity for useful 

conversations. 

This speech has been the product of some excellent collaboration. In 

particular, I would like to thank Renee Leon, Secretary of the Department of 

Human Services, for her advice on digital service delivery. I would also like 

thank staff within my department: Hilary Manson, our General Counsel; Oliver 

Richards and Louise Rawlings from the Strategic Policy Unit; and Ashley 

Sedgwick, my Executive Officer, for their input and advice. I’ll also draw on the 

work of experts within and beyond government in my remarks, who I’ll 

mention as I go along.     

These are big topics and issues we should never stop talking about. These 

discussions and, more broadly, the community discussion of these issues are 

part of a healthy democracy. 

I thought I would reflect on three topics I’ve been giving some thought to in 

recent times.  

They are public sector performance and trust; public agencies, departments 

and complexity; and the principle of subsidiarity in the Australian context.  

                                                           
1 Please note, the views expressed here are my own and do not represent the views or position of the Australian 
Government. 
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As I explore each of these topics, I will draw on examples in my time as the 

Secretary of the Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Cities and Regional 

Development.  

Public sector performance and trust  

There is a lot of discussion around trust at the moment. 

Across OECD countries, trust in governments was around 42% in 2016 

compared with 45% pre-global financial crisis.2 Australia is around this average. 

Other data suggests a decline in trust over the past decade.3 A part of this 

decline will reflect subdued economic outcomes over the past decade as well 

as the global financial crisis. 

More recently, in a recent speech the Governor of the Reserve Bank of 

Australia, Phil Lowe, made this point when he noted: 

“The diminished trust in the idea that living standards will continue to 

improve is a major economic, social and political issue. It underlies some 

of the political changes we are seeing around the world. It is also making 

it harder to implement needed economic reform. It is in our collective 

interest that this trust is restored”.4 

Despite the current uncertainty in the global economy, it is worth noting that 

in terms of material wellbeing, global outcomes are strong, primarily reflecting 

China and India’s economic growth.  

But this growth has created challenges for some developed countries.  

Many in the western world have lost confidence in market based solutions and 

capitalism more broadly, and this has been parlayed through to governments 

and public services.  

Too big a topic for me today but an important one.  

                                                           
2 OECD. 2017. Government at a glance 2017. www.oecd.org/gov/government-at-a-glance-2017-highlights-en.pdf 
3 The Scanlon Foundation surveys have asked: ‘How often do you think the government in Canberra can be trusted to do 

the right thing for the Australian people?’ The highest proportion indicating ‘almost always’ or ‘most of the time’, was at 
39% in 2007, rising to 48% in 2009, followed by a sharp fall to 31% in 2010. A low point of 26% was reached in 2012, 
followed by stabilisation in 2013.  While the level of trust increased, it was only by three percentage points, to 30% in 2014, 
and has remained at or close to that level (29%-30%) since.  
Scanlon. 2018.  ‘Social cohesion report’. https://scanlonfoundation.org.au/report2018 
4 Address to CEDA Annual Dinner by Reserve Bank of Australia Governor, Philip Lowe, Trust and Prosperity, Melbourne, 20 
November 2018 https://www.rba.gov.au/speeches/2018/sp-gov-2018-11-20.html 

https://www.rba.gov.au/speeches/2018/sp-gov-2018-11-20.html
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I want to focus on trust in public servants and how that relates to public 

service performance. 

In Australia, the level of public trust in public servants, as a broad professional 

grouping, is relatively low.  

In a 2017 Roy Morgan poll that looked at attitudes towards various 

professions, 37% of respondents rated public servants as high or very high for 

ethics and honesty, down 2% from 2016.  While this is up from 30% in 2007 

when they started measuring trust in public servants, it is hardly a resounding 

endorsement!5 

Interestingly, the low levels of trust are not uniform across all areas of public 

service. Public servants that directly serve the public – nurses and police, for 

example - are among the most trusted professions.  

When asked to rate the level of trust in front line public servants, nurses 

topped the field at 94% for their ethics and honesty, followed by school 

teachers at 81% and police received their record high rating of 76%.6 

This draws attention to the importance of people’s experience in dealing with 

the public sector. 

In the case of nurses and police, people are dealing with professionals often at 

times of extreme stress, and the professionalism and empathy of these public 

servants shines through.  

Confidence and trust in the public sector will at least in part reflect people’s 

experiences in dealing with public servants.  

A development in public service delivery is that many interactions or services 

will not involve interaction with public servants. 

My colleague Renee Leon at the Department of Human Services has outlined 

for me the shift in service delivery to meet customers’ rising preference for 

digital services.  

                                                           
5 Roy Morgan, 2017. Image of Professions surveys of Australians 14+ between 1976 – 2017. 

http://www.roymorgan.com/findings/7244-roy-morgan-image-of-professions-may-2017-201706051543 
6 Roy Morgan, 2017. Image of Professions surveys of Australians 14+ between 1976 – 2017. 

http://www.roymorgan.com/findings/7244-roy-morgan-image-of-professions-may-2017-201706051543 
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The Department of Human Services has around 800 million interactions every 

year and provides services to almost every Australian at some point in their 

lives. 

The increasing availability of services on digital platforms provided through the 

Department of Human Services’ website, the myGov portal and mobile apps, 

has reduced the number of people accessing services through the 

department’s shopfronts.  

Customer visits have reduced by more than one third over the past five years. 

myGov registrations have more than doubled and over 98% of Medicare 

services and more than 80% of family, student, carer and jobseeker payment 

claims are now submitted online, enabled by the department’s self-service 

technology and frontline staff.  

Only six years ago these were all on paper claim forms that had to be posted or 

hand-delivered.  

Customers used to have to queue up at a shopfront with paper receipts to 

claim from Medicare, now the refund goes into your bank account while you 

are at the doctor.7  

Despite customer preferences trending strongly toward digital service delivery, 

the APS review found that, in broad terms, only around one third of Australians 

surveyed trusted the Australian Government to manage data.8  

Trust for the public service in a digital world will be built on how data is 

handled and stored, how privacy is respected, and on the security of 

government IT systems and infrastructure.  

And better digital public services will need to adapt and reflect the 

circumstances of those they are serving as well as keeping pace with 

contemporary expectations of service delivery. And that will also require 

significant investments to ensure our IT systems remain fit for purpose.   

But that won’t be enough. 

                                                           
7 Advice from Department of Human Services, 20 August 2019 
8 APS Review p. 44 (source data is Public Attitudes towards data governance in Australia ANU 2018) 
https://www.apsreview.gov.au/resources/priorities-change 
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People’s expectations of public services are higher than ever, not just from a 

digital perspective but also in more complex cases where public servants 

continue to interact with the people. 

Public servants are very capable of meeting this challenge. 

Recently, we had a good example in my department, through the Drought 

Communities Programme and related government programs to provide 

drought assistance. 

This program could have been run in the usual way, through email, telephone 

and digital means – a typical grant program.  

But when communities are under real pressure something else is required. 

In this case, the extra contribution came through Drought Community 

Outreach Activities. The team with policy responsibility for this program ran a 

series of outreach activities around Australia in drought areas.  

This was a joint idea from my department and NBN Co. to improve Australian 

Government services to regional areas. We have partnered with the Australian 

Taxation Office, the Rural Financial Counselling Service, Centrelink, NBN Co., 

the Department of Employment, Skills, Small and Family Business, state 

government agencies, key farming bodies and non-profits like the Royal Flying 

Doctor Service and the Salvation Army to provide better-coordinated and 

personalised support.  

Agencies came together in local RSLs and town halls, set up tables, and offered 

one-on-one advice to farmers and community members experiencing hardship.  

Over 2,100 people attended 56 events in New South Wales, Victoria and South 

Australia, coordinated by my department, between January and May 2019.  

In August and September 2019, my department is again collaborating with 

other agencies to bring targeted drought assistance to regional and remote 

Queensland.  

This is a great example of agencies working together, and partnering with the 

right people beyond government, to respond to communities’ feedback and 

provide better service to communities in need.  

We didn’t seek permission, but we kept ministers in the loop and they have 

been strongly supportive, with key ministers helping to promote outreach 

activities via media releases and tweets. 
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This experience highlights that while digital opportunities will both allow some 

savings and offer improved services, they won’t be the whole answer.  

People with complex situations and people under pressure will require a more 

tailored approach.  

And if the public service doesn’t offer this service, people will lose trust in 

programs and the public service.  

In their recent report on inequality, the Productivity Commission made a 

similar point when it noted that a programmatic public policy approach would 

not address the sustained disadvantage associated with complex 

circumstances.9 

For most Australians, sustained economic growth and reliable access to 

employment, coupled with investment in skills and education, offers 

opportunities for a better standard of living.  

But for some, growth and complementary improvements in skills and 

education policies will not be enough.10  

The Productivity Commission has done some interesting analysis in this area 

and I was particularly taken by comments made by Karen Chester when she 

was at the PC. 

Karen talked about a relatively small, but significant group of Australians for 

whom disadvantage is entrenched and the cycle of poverty is difficult to break.  

There can be a range of underlying drivers – mental health, chronic disease, 

intergenerational stories of poor economic participation by parents and poor 

educational outcomes for their children.  Indigenous Australians continue to be 

well over-represented in these disadvantaged groups. 

For this cohort, standard government interventions are likely to be ineffective, 

instead requiring a “handmade” or tailored approach.11 

Such an approach will need to be sustained, results will take time, and initially 

the return on investment can be modest.  

                                                           
9 Productivity Commission 2018, Rising inequality? A stocktake of the evidence, Commission Research Paper, 
Canberra. https://www.pc.gov.au/research/completed/rising-inequality 
10 Productivity Commission 2018, Rising inequality? A stocktake of the evidence, Commission Research Paper, 
Canberra. https://www.pc.gov.au/research/completed/rising-inequality 
11 Chester, K. 2018. Growth's running mate, Economic & Social Outlook Conference, Melbourne. 
https://www.pc.gov.au/news-media/speeches/growths-running-mate 

https://www.pc.gov.au/news-media/speeches/growths-running-mate
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Moreover, as disadvantage is often concentrated geographically, the policy 

response should reflect the interaction with place. 

While progress in the digital delivery of services is welcomed, there will always 

be the need for face-to-face contact, particularly for people with complex 

circumstances who might need more intensive support.  

This approach to addressing the needs of people with complex circumstances 

will require collaboration across the public service in order to achieve better 

outcomes.  

This would include collaboration across the public service from different levels 

of government, something I’ll return to shortly. 

 

Agencies and Departments 

If we are arguing for a more joined up public service it is worth reflecting on 

the institutional arrangements of the public service and how they support 

improved outcomes for people. 

The 2014 Commission of Audit argued that Australia has too many government 

bodies.  

The audit report said this would create duplication and overlap, unnecessary 

complexity, a lack of accountability, the potential for uncoordinated advice and 

avoidable costs.12 

At Federation in 1901, Australia’s population was nearly four million and the 

newly minted Commonwealth Government had just seven Departments of 

State. 13  

Today, the population is 25 million and there are 18 Departments of State (in 

16 portfolios) supported by around 170 Commonwealth entities and 

companies.14 

So why the change? What is driving this trend?  

                                                           
12 Australian Government 2014. Towards Responsible Government. The National Commission of Audit 
https://www.ncoa.gov.au/report/phase-one/part-b/9-rationalising-streamlining-government-bodies 
13 First Administrative Arrangements Order detailing 7 Departments of State at federation in 1901: 
http://www.naa.gov.au/Images/1901_tcm16-87676.pdf 
14 The Flipchart which counts the number of PGPA Act Commonwealth entities and companies as at August 

2019 is at:  https://www.finance.gov.au/resource-management/governance/#flipchart 

http://www.naa.gov.au/Images/1901_tcm16-87676.pdf
https://www.finance.gov.au/resource-management/governance/#flipchart
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Why would successive governments progressively disaggregate the public 

service and create interwoven public institutions?  

Critics of the public service might suggest it reflects an unrelenting ambition of 

public servants to create fiefdoms.  

In my experience, senior public servants generally resist the creation of new 

entities. 

One thought is that a more disaggregated institutional structure brings 

improved governance and improved confidence that specific issues are being 

taken seriously. 

However, it also brings increased complexity and the question we need to ask 

ourselves is: does an increasing array of institutions necessarily solve the 

problems of an increasingly complex world, and keep us focused on the 

outcomes we seek?  

I won’t explore these issues from an organisational perspective today but I will 

note that I have my doubts about the operational efficiency of numerous small 

agencies as the corporate overhead alone can be substantial. 

In creating new entities, governments are mostly responding to the demands 

of the public not the demands of the public service. 

Potentially, a number of factors are at play here.  

Let’s consider a few of them. 

First there is integrity. The Australian public rightly has a strong expectation 

that safeguards are in place to ensure the integrity of public institutions.  

Agencies like the Australian National Audit Office, integrity commissions, the 

Privacy Commissioner, the Ombudsman, parliamentary inquires and so on 

provide confidence to people that the public service and government meet 

appropriate standards.  

These functions are necessarily carried out by discrete entities, whose entire 

mandate is to critically review and assure the actions of governments and 

departments and agencies.  

Public confidence in these bodies lends public confidence to the public service.  

Another factor is regulation. 
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Effective regulation is a core function of the public service.  

Among the range of regulatory functions undertaken across government, there 

is a mix of separate agencies, like the Australian Consumer and Competition 

Commission in the Treasury portfolio or the Civil Aviation Safety Authority in 

my current portfolio. 

However, not all regulatory activities are undertaken in separate agencies, 

some are undertaken within departments.  

In my view, separate agencies are not always necessary for effective 

regulation.  

What is important for regulators is that they operate under clear legislative 

requirements, and are subject to parliamentary oversight.  

A third factor is operational independence. The RBA is a good example of this, 

where it is given a policy target by government and enabled through 

legislation. It is effectively given operational independence to achieve the 

government’s aim. 

A fourth factor is transparency. Agencies like the Productivity Commission 

perform this function admirably. Through consistent and open processes, they 

support the thorough analysis of policy issues and provide confidence to the 

public that policy is being well developed or addressed. 

A fifth factor is the need for government to focus effort across the public 

service on a particular issue. The recent establishment of the North 

Queensland Livestock Industry Recovery Agency, set up in response to the 

devastating floods in north Queensland earlier this year, is one such example. 

An arrangement such as this provides more confidence to the government and 

the public that an issue is being addressed in a coordinated way. 

As I explained earlier, a new agency is not always required. There is ample 

authority for the public service to join up and solve particular problems using 

its own initiative. 

Moreover, some new agency arrangements would ideally be time limited to 

when an objective was achieved, so as not to leave a legacy of small agencies 

seeking a new reason for being once the original problem was addressed. 

So a range of institutional settings can work effectively, depending on the 

circumstances.  
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But we should not uncritically accept that small and dedicated agencies 

achieve better or different outcomes.  

Outcomes can sometimes be equally, perhaps even more effectively, achieved 

through departments and by holding senior executives to account. 

As the Commission of Audit found, far from strengthening accountability, too 

many government bodies can have the reverse effect, blurring lines of 

responsibility and creating unnecessary complexity.15  

Large numbers of agencies can be confusing to the public and may well create 

issues when trying to respond to multifaceted complex policy issues.  

It is interesting to reflect from a constitutional perspective on the creation over 

time of agencies, through which the executive power of the Commonwealth is 

exercised – I would like to thank Hilary Manson, General Counsel at my 

department, for her excellent insights on this issue.  

Departments of State exercise this executive power. Departments of State are 

directly responsible to ministers under sections 64 and 67 of the Constitution.  

In our constitutionally mandated system of responsible and representative 

government, ministers are responsible to Parliament and thus to the 

electorate.   

While Commonwealth executive power has never been exercised exclusively 

by such departments (or ministers), over the past 45 years an increasingly large 

number of Commonwealth statutory corporate bodies have exercised 

Commonwealth executive power over increasingly large areas of government 

regulation. Statutory corporate bodies were known at Federation, e.g. in 

relation to the running of railways, but not to the extent seen today. 

These corporate bodies stand outside the Departments of State referred to in 

sections 64 and 67 of the Constitution.  

The level of independence of these bodies from ministerial control varies but it 

is ordinarily significant both in strict legal terms and perhaps more importantly, 

in practice.   

Again, there may be compelling countervailing considerations of public policy 

justifying an absence of, or limited, ministerial control, but in other cases, it 

                                                           
15 Australian Government 2014. Towards Responsible Government. The National Commission of Audit 
https://www.ncoa.gov.au/report/phase-one/part-b/9-rationalising-streamlining-government-bodies 
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might be contended that the lack of ministerial oversight or control is an 

impediment to the ability of ministers to discharge the government’s political 

accountability to the people. 

The significance of this constitutional context may not receive the attention it 

deserves. Indeed, as far back as 1992, writing about the changes over the 

previous decade to the character of entities through which executive power is 

exercised in the United Kingdom, one commentator noted that these changes 

had 

 ‘…been driven and fashioned almost entirely by a political-economic 

impetus and with virtually no legal or constitutional consciousness … The 

executive agencies being carved from the body of central departments 

might result in the creation of more effective managerial units, but there 

is little evidence that the impact on the notions of ministerial 

responsibility and civil service anonymity, let along the broader concerns 

of public accountability, have been adequately addressed’.16 

A key question for the public service in preparing our advice for governments 

is: how does this increased complexity and diffuse responsibility impact on 

public accountability and, in turn, public confidence in our institutions? 

 

The principle of subsidiarity in Australian governments 

When discussing the public service the most relevant consideration to the 

public is all public services – Commonwealth, state and local.  

Generally speaking, the public has little interest in whether a service is 

delivered by the federal, state or local government.  

The expectation is about the service and the outcome. 

The principle of subsidiarity goes to which level of government is best-placed 

to deliver the public service.  

                                                           
16 M Loughlin Public Law and Political Theory Clarendon Press 1992 pp 260-1, quoted in D Kinley Governmental 
Accountability in Australia and the UK: A conceptual Analysis of the Role of Non-Parliamentary Institutions and 
Devices 1995 18 UNSWLJ 409 
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My remarks on subsidiarity today draw heavily on an excellent discussion of 

these issues by Jonathan Pincus in a 2005 Productivity Commission paper, 

which I recommend to you.17 

The principle of subsidiarity is thought to have originated in Mosaic Law18 – 

that is, the law of Moses. 

It transferred to Greek social and political thought, was further developed by St 

Thomas Aquinas and medieval studies, and was later embraced by the Catholic 

Church as a social doctrine.19 

The central premise of subsidiarity is that “…nothing should be done by larger 

and more complex organisation which can be done as well by a smaller and 

simpler organisation”.20 

In government settings, the principle of subsidiarity typically refers to activities 

across different levels of government, particularly federalist models, but is also 

a feature of the European Union21. It is generally concerned with central 

governments usurping power from state and local governments.22 

We can see this principle being applied in practice by policy makers.  

For example, in its 2017 report on Transitioning Regional Economies, the 

Productivity Commission suggested there was little to no role for the 

Australian Government in regional policy.23  

In keeping with the subsidiarity principle, the PC argued that “…over recent 

years successive Australian governments have encroached more in to regional 

policies that should have remained with the states and territories…”, making 

evaluation difficult and creating scope for jurisdictions to blame each other for 

failures.24  

                                                           
17 Jonathan Pincus, Productivity Commission, Productive reform in a federal system - Roundtable Proceedings, 
Canberra 27-28 October 2005, pp.25-52, https://www.pc.gov.au/research/supporting/productive-reform 
18 Gussen, B. F., 2016. Australian Constitutionalism between Subsidiarity and Federalism. Monash University 
Law Review 383, pp. 383-418 
19 Gussen, B. F., 2016. Australian Constitutionalism between Subsidiarity and Federalism. Monash University 
Law Review 383, pp. 383-418.  
20 Bosnich, D. A., 2010. The Principle of Subsidiarity. Religion and Liberty: Volume 6, Number 4. 
21 Panizza, R, The Principle of Subsidiarity. Fact Sheets on the European Union.  
22 Bosnich, D. A., 2010. The Principle of Subsidiarity. Religion and Liberty: Volume 6, Number 4. 
23 Productivity Commission 2017, Transitioning Regional Economies, Study Report, Canberra. 
24 Productivity Commission 2017, Transitioning Regional Economies, Study Report, Canberra. 
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The PC suggested the Australian Government return to its core business – that 

is, focusing on national economic development through policy settings that 

have broad application across regions. 25  

This would be a challenging policy position for any federal government to 

adopt given that members of parliament are elected on a geographical basis.  

In other words, to suggest that issues arising in a member’s electorate that 

might relate to a region’s prospects would be simply passed to the relevant 

state or local government. 

I don’t think the public accepts that position.  

At the very least I suspect their expectations would be that the local member 

was aware and deeply engaged in the issues of their region. 

Moreover, a broader reading of the principle of subsidiarity does not suggest 

the higher level of government (by which I mean more aggregate not more 

important) is uninterested in the capability of the level of government 

delivering the services.  

This is not to argue against applying the subsidiarity principle where it can be 

applied. 

In applying the subsidiarity principle to his 2015 analysis of federalism in 

Australia, Andrew Podger points out that the principle offers several benefits, 

including responsiveness to local conditions and preferences, a check on 

central power, and the potential for efficiency gains as each local community 

weighs up the costs and benefits of government. 26 

Andrew also argues that in practice the application of the principle of 

subsidiarity will require cooperation across all levels of government.  

Ken Matthews made similar points in his recent address ‘Water management 

in Australia – Time for a Rethink’, where he proposed a number of institutional 

reforms to water management.27 

Andrew and Ken’s analysis points to why governments of all levels should take 

an interest in regional policy.  

                                                           
25 Productivity Commission 2017, Transitioning Regional Economies, Study Report, Canberra. 
26 Professor Andrew Podger, The 2015 OAA-ANU Lecture, Federalism and Australia’s National Health and 
Health Insurance System, 12 October 2015.  
27 Ken Matthews AO, Address to the 2018 Peter Cullen Lecture, Water Management in Australia – Time for a 
Re-think, Canberra, 8 November 2018.  
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That is, the capacity of policy to respond in a complementary way to address 

the issues of a region. 

The combination of issues that a region faces in optimising growth for its 

citizens will vary. 

There are, of course, common issues - that might go to education and health 

services for example - but even these will need flexibility to accommodate the 

circumstances of the population they serve. 

This area of policy is often called place-based policy.  

A place-based approach recognises the impact of ‘place’ on individuals’ 

experiences and outcomes and incorporates this into strategies to improve 

social, economic and environmental outcomes.  

It embeds meaningful public participation in policy development and service 

delivery.28 

The evaluation of whether such an approach is more effective is still a 

developing area. 

But it is worth trialling and evaluating. 

Part of the solution of good governance supporting democracy is an open and 

collaborative relationship between the levels of government that recognises 

the strengths of governments.  

There is a simple take out for me in this.  

The public servants of all governments must effectively work together. That is 

what the public expects. 

 

  

                                                           
28 Open Government Partnership Australia. 2019. Improve public service practices using place-based 
approaches. [online] Available at: https://ogpau.pmc.gov.au/commitment/improve-public-service-practices-
using-place-based-approaches [Accessed 26 Aug. 2019]. 
https://ogpau.pmc.gov.au/commitment/improve-public-service-practices-using-place-based-approaches 
 

https://ogpau.pmc.gov.au/commitment/improve-public-service-practices-using-place-based-approaches
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Final Remarks 

Thank you for the opportunity to speak with you today. 

I’ve raised a number of issues today that I am far from expert in and would like 

to thank those more expert in these areas who have helped me prepare these 

remarks. 

I would also encourage you to take these remarks in the manner they are 

intended, reflections on the public service and the beginning of a conversation.  

And I hope they are of assistance in your considerations over the coming day. 

 

 

  

 

 

 


