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T he w orst is

to c om e

S truggling with changes in the work-
place? Tired by the barrage of new
ideas, continuous improvement targets

and productivity enhancement programs?

Perhaps you thought the worst might be

over? If so, think again.

A new report by the Federal Govern-
ment's recently-created Productivity Com-
mission, Stocktake ofprogress in micro-eco-
nomic reform, AGPS ISBN 0 642 25321 8,
suggests Australia, in fact, has barely
scratched the surface of change. It says a
huge reform task still lies ahead. And the
Commission regards this as crucial for Aus-
tralia's future living standards.

Reform in three areas is seen as critical:
transformation of the industrial relations en-
vironment; a new regime for funding and
provision of education and health services;
and stronger application of national compe-
tition policy principles. All three have impli-
cations for librarians and ALIA members, but
it is competition policy which perhaps has
greatest potential impact for many. As ALIA
president, Helen Fait, confirmed in her
Frontline column in inCite's August edition,
this is certainly an area of much controversy
among the association's membership.

Frankly, debate about whether there
should be competition through contracting
of services is well and truly over. The federal
public sector already contracts around
$8 billion in services. State governments
contract out work to the value of $3.3 bil-
lion. And about $2 billion of local govern-
ment services are contracted. So the public
sector's day-labour defences, like the walls
of tariff protectionism, have clearly been
breached irreparably already. For both pub-
lic sector managers and their employees, the
issue now must therefore be not whether, but
how, contracting and competitive tendering
should be used.

The obvious driver of policy in this area
for the foreseeable future is likely to be the
Industry Commission's massive report Com -
petitive tendering and contracting by public
sector agencies, Report NQ48, AGPS, which
was recently tabled in the House of Repre-
sentatives. So what are the highlights of its
632 pages? First and foremost, the Commis-
sion finds that, when done well, competitive
tendering and contracting (CTC) can lead to
significant improvements in accountability,
quality and cost-effectiveness. It can provide
tangible benefits to clients, taxpayers and the
broader community.
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But to maximise its potential for improv-
ing government throughout Australia, CTC
must be applied intelligently, the Commis-
sion says. It is not an end in itself.

Four key lessons are identified: first, CTC
must include clear and accurate specifica-
tions, real competition in which the best pro-
vider is chosen and adequate monitoring of
contractor performance; second, CTC should
force agencies to review what they are doing
and whether their current activities are effec-
tive in meeting policy goals; third, CTC must
focus on service outcomes, rather than on in-
puts; and, fourth, successful CTC demands
cultural change in governments and a new
mix of skills — it must be supported by min-
isters or councillors, be driven by senior
management, and handled in close consul-
tation with staff and their representatives, as
well as clients and the community at large.

Senior managers — many of whom are
understandably keen to urge acceptance of
CTC among their workforces — should note
that at least as strong a focus on changed at-
titudes is required within their own ranks.
Moreover, the Commission's emphasis on
involvement of staff and their representatives
as an essential pre-requisite should give
pause to those managers who are prone to
see contracting as synonymous with union-
breaking strategies. There are lessons too for
governments. Validly concerned with costs,
governments should, however, be at pains to
ensure their dominant goal is achievement of
quality and value for money, rather than
merely a minimisation of costs.

Perhaps most interesting, however, is
what the Commission has to say about the
arguments used by so many involved in de-
livery of public services — including some in
the library and information sector — to op-
pose contracting in principle. CTC, says the
report, will not of itself bring about reduc-
tions in service quality. In fact, agencies —
including libraries — can do much to ensure
quality by clearly specifying mandatory
standards and strictly monitoring contractor
performance against them.

The argument — used by many library
supporters, among others — that some areas
are fundamentally unsuitable for contracting
and competitive tendering gets short shift
from the Commission. It is true, the report
says, that some agencies can find it harder
than others to specify and measure quality:
for example, where future individual client
needs are difficult to forecast or where vari-
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ous different elements of
service must be combined to
produce an overall quality
standard. But this, it is ar-
gued, is a product of the
type of service. It does not
result from the manner of its
provision. It is a difficulty
whoever delivers the serv-
ice. And there is absolutely
no excuse for avoiding the
task of defining quality
standards on the basis that it
is 'too hard".

Without doubt, the im-
plication here is that often
objections to CTC result
more from a reluctance to
set standards and a fear of
being held accountable to
them, than from genuine
concern with the quality of
service itself. In this regard,
the strongest message from
the report is that difficulties
in defining the required
quality of service are neither
exacerbated by CTC nor
overcome by in-house serv-
ice delivery. In fact, proper
application of CTC is more,
rather than less, likely to im-
prove the focus on output
quality.

The Commission's report
is likely to prove a major
milestone along the road to
new operational styles in
Australia's public sector. It
will impact directly on the
working lives of a large pro-
portion of ALIA's member-
ship. For that reason alone,
it should be compulsory
reading. But the report's
value extends beyond its
usefulness as a harbinger of
the future for public sector
librarians. Considered with a
genuinely open mind, it also
challenges many of our
strongest prejudices. And in
so doing, its findings demol-
ish many of the shibboleths
which have grown around
traditional approaches to the
delivery of public services in
Australia. [ ]
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ALIAppointments

These and other job advertisements may be found on our website, ALIAnet, at http:/
/www .alia.org.au/alia/aliappointments.html. Some late-breaking advertisements not
appearing in inCite appear exclusively on ALIAnet. For job advertisement enquiries,
for either inCite or ALIAnet, please contact Sharon Brodrick in the ALIA National Of-
fice, phone (06) 285 1877, fax ()6) 282 2249, e-mail sharon.brodrick@alia.org.au.

. We need an
s ASSISTANT

Library and
Information

Associaton EDITORI!

An enthusiastic individual is required to assist (full-time) in the production of
Australian Library and Information Association (ALIA) publications, both in
electronic and print format. The succesful candidate will be a key player in
the small, yet dynamic, publishing team based in Canberra at ALIA House,
the ALIA National Office.

The successful candidate will demonstrate experience and expertise in a hroad
area: from web publishing to editing, printing and desktop publishing. Prime
responsibilities will include assistance with the developmentand maintenance
ofweb pages on ALIAnet, the Association® world wide web site; and editorial
and other assistance with the production and publication of inCite, the
Association's news magazine, Australian Library Journal, the Association's
journal, plus a range of other ALIA publications.

The successful candidate will be self-motivated, thorough, with an eye for
detail, who can focus clearly on the end product as well as the processes
involved to get there, and with good interpersonal and team skills.
Remuneration in the range of $27 000 - $38 000 could be expected by
the right candidate, and will be dependent on skills and performance.

Copies of selection documentation, and information aboutALIAS operations
may be obtained from ALIAnet, at http://lwww .alia.org.au/or bytelephoning
the ALIA National Office on (06) 285 1877. Enquiries about this position
should be directed to Ivan Trundle (ivan.trundie@ alia.org.au).

W ritten applications addressing the selection criteria should be
forwarded to:

The Executive Director
Australian Library and Information Association
PO Box E441Kingston ACT 2604

by 25 October 1996

Do you need an enthusiastic

N ee d to Information Science graduate with

good comunication and information

- skills, and a willingness to keep
advertise a

learning, at your information
service or organisation?

7
vacancy : I am currently completeing the

B. App. Sci. in Information Studies at the

Contact Sharon Brodrick University of Technology, Sydney and

on (0 6 ) 285 1877 will graduate in December 1996. Please
contact me for a copy of my resume.
|r0te (ha.dllm: Ruth Jarvis

Tel — (02) 9871-1904

18th of each m onth Fax — (02)9888-1066

///CVZi' 37


http://www.alia.org.au/alia/aliappointments.html
mailto:sharon.brodrick@alia.org.au
http://www.alia.org.au/or
mailto:ivan.trundie@alia.org.au

