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S truggling w ith changes in the w ork­
place? T ired by the barrage of new 
ideas, continuous improvement targets 

and productiv ity  enhancem ent programs? 
Perhaps you thought the worst might be 
over? If so, think again.

A new report by the Federal G overn­
m ent's recently-created Productivity Com ­
mission, S to ck ta k e  o f  p rog ress in m ic ro -e co ­
n o m ic  re fo rm , A G PS ISBN 0 642 25321 8, 
suggests A ustra lia , in fact, has barely 
scratched the surface of change. It says a 
huge reform task still lies ahead. And the 
Com m ission regards this as crucial for Aus­
tralia's future living standards.

Reform in three areas is seen as critica l: 
transformation of the industrial relations en­
vironm ent; a new regime for funding and 
provision of education and health services; 
and stronger application of national compe­
tition policy principles. A ll three have im pli­
cations for librarians and ALIA  members, but 
it is com petition policy w h ich  perhaps has 
greatest potential impact for many. As ALIA  
president, Helen Fait, confirm ed in her 
Frontline colum n in in C ite 's  August edition, 
this is certain ly an area of much controversy 
among the association's membership.

Frankly , debate about whether there 
sh o u ld  b e  com petition through contracting 
of services is well and truly over. The federal 
pub lic sector a lready contracts around 
$8 b illion  in serv ices. State governments 
contract out w ork to the value of $3 .3  b il­
lion. And about $2 b illion of local govern­
ment services are contracted. So the public 
sector's day-labour defences, like the walls 
of tariff protection ism , have c learly  been 
breached irreparably already. For both pub­
lic sector managers and their employees, the 
issue now must therefore be not whether, but 
h o w , contracting and competitive tendering 
should be used.

The obvious driver of policy in this area 
for the foreseeable future is like ly to be the 
Industry Com m ission's massive report C o m ­
p e t it iv e  te n d e rin g  a n d  co n tra ctin g  b y  p u b lic  
s e c to r  a g en c ie s , Report NQ 48, AGPS, which 
was recently tabled in the House of Repre­
sentatives. So what are the highlights of its 
632 pages? First and foremost, the Com m is­
sion finds that, w h en  d o n e  w e ll, 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 com m unity.

But to m axim ise its potential for im prov­
ing government throughout Austra lia , C TC  
must be applied intelligently, the Com m is­
sion says. It is not an end in itself.

Four key lessons are identified: first, C TC  
must include c lear and accurate sp ec ifica­
tions, real competition in which the best pro­
vider is chosen and adequate monitoring of 
contractor performance; se co n d , C TC  should 
force agencies to review what they are doing 
and whether their current activities are effec­
tive in meeting policy goals; th ird , C TC  must 
focus on service outcomes, rather than on in­
puts; and, fo u rth , successful C TC  demands 
cultural change in governments and a new 
mix of skills —  it must be supported by m in­
isters or co u n c illo rs , be driven by senior 
management, and handled in close consu l­
tation with staff and their representatives, as 
well as clients and the com m unity at large.

Senior managers —  many of whom  are 
understandably keen to urge acceptance of 
C TC  among their workforces —  should note 
that at least as strong a focus on changed at­
titudes is required w ith in  their own ranks. 
M oreover, the Com m ission 's em phasis on 
involvement of staff an d  the ir rep resen ta tives  
as an essential pre-requisite should give 
pause to those managers who are prone to 
see contracting as synonym ous with un ion­
breaking strategies. There are lessons too for 
governments. V a lid ly  concerned with costs, 
governments should, however, be at pains to 
ensure their dominant goal is achievement of 
quality  and v a lu e  for m oney, rather than 
merely a m inim isation of costs.

Perhaps most interesting, how ever, is 
what the Com m ission 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 princip le . C TC , says the 
report, w ill not of itself bring about reduc­
tions in service quality . In fact, agencies —  
including libraries —  can do much to ensure 
quality  by c lea r ly  specifying m andatory 
standards and strictly monitoring contractor 
performance against them.

The argument —  used by m any lib rary 
supporters, among others —  that some areas 
are fundam entally unsuitable for contracting 
and com petitive tendering gets short shift 
from the Com m ission . It is true, the report 
says, that some agencies can find it harder 
than others to specify and measure quality : 
for exam ple, where future ind ividual client 
needs are d ifficu lt to forecast or where vari-
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ous different elem ents of 
service must be combined to 
produce an overall quality  
standard . But this, it is ar­
gued, is a product of the 
type of se rv ice . It does not 
result from the manner of its 
p rovis ion . It is a d ifficu lty  
w hoever de livers the serv­
ice. And there is absolutely 
no excuse  for avo id ing the 
task of defin ing quality  
standards on the basis that it 
is 'too hard'.

W ithout doubt, the im ­
p lication  here is that often 
ob jections to C TC  result 
more from a re luctance to 
set standards and a fear of 
being held accountab le to 
them , than from genuine 
concern with the quality of 
service itself. In this regard, 
the strongest message from 
the report is that difficu lties 
in defin ing the required 
quality of service are neither 
exacerbated by C TC  nor 
overcom e by in-house serv­
ice de live ry . In fact, proper 
application of C TC  is more, 
rather than less, like ly to im­
prove the focus on output 
quality .

The Com m ission's report 
is like ly  to prove a m ajor 
milestone along the road to 
new operational styles in 
A ustra lia 's  pub lic sector. It 
w ill im pact d irectly  on the 
working lives of a large pro­
portion of A L IA 's  m em ber­
ship. For that reason alone, 
it should be com pulsory 
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 m any of our 
strongest prejudices. And in 
so doing, its findings dem ol­
ish many of the shibboleths 
w h ich  have grown around 
traditional approaches to the 
delivery of public services in 
Australia . ■
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EDITOR!
A n  e n th u s ia s t ic  in d iv id u a l  is r e q u i r e d  t o  a s s is t ( fu l l - t im e )  in  t h e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  
A u s t r a l ia n  L ib r a r y  a n d  I n f o r m a t io n  A s s o c ia t io n  (A L IA ) p u b l ic a t io n s ,  b o t h  in  
e le c t r o n ic  a n d  p r in t  f o r m a t .  T h e  s u c c e s fu l c a n d id a te  w i l l  b e  a  k e y  p la y e r  in  
t h e  s m a ll,  y e t  d y n a m ic ,  p u b l is h in g  t e a m  b a s e d  in  C a n b e r ra  a t  A L IA  H o u s e ,  
t h e  A L IA  N a t io n a l  O f f ic e .

T h e  s u c c e s s fu l c a n d id a te  w i l l  d e m o n s t r a te  e x p e r ie n c e  a n d  e x p e r t is e  in  a  b r o a d  
a re a : f r o m  w e b  p u b l is h in g  t o  e d i t in g ,  p r in t in g  a n d  d e s k to p  p u b l is h in g .  P r im e  
re s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  w i l l  in c lu d e  a s s is ta n c e  w i t h  t h e  d e v e lo p m e n t  a n d  m a in te n a n c e  
o f  w e b  p a g e s  o n  A L IA n e t ,  t h e  A s s o c ia t io n ^  w o r ld  w id e  w e b  s ite ; a n d  e d i to r ia l  
a n d  o t h e r  a s s is ta n c e  w i t h  t h e  p r o d u c t io n  a n d  p u b l ic a t io n  o f  in C ite ,  t h e  
A s s o c ia t io n 's  n e w s  m a g a z in e ,  A u s t r a l ia n  L ib r a r y  J o u r n a l ,  t h e  A s s o c ia t io n 's  
j o u r n a l ,  p lu s  a  r a n g e  o f  o t h e r  A L IA  p u b l ic a t io n s .

T h e  s u c c e s s fu l c a n d id a te  w i l l  b e  s e lf - m o t iv a te d ,  t h o r o u g h ,  w i t h  a n  e y e  f o r  
d e ta il ,  w h o  c a n  fo c u s  c le a r ly  o n  t h e  e n d  p r o d u c t  as  w e l l  a s  t h e  p ro c e s s e s  
i n v o lv e d  t o  g e t  t h e r e ,  a n d  w i t h  g o o d  i n t e r p e r s o n a l  a n d  t e a m  s k il ls .  
R e m u n e r a t io n  in  t h e  r a n g e  o f  $ 2 7  0 0 0  -  $ 3 8  0 0 0  c o u ld  b e  e x p e c te d  b y  
t h e  r i g h t  c a n d id a te ,  a n d  w i l l  b e  d e p e n d e n t  o n  s k ills  a n d  p e r fo r m a n c e .

C o p ie s  o f  s e le c t io n  d o c u m e n ta t io n ,  a n d  in f o r m a t io n  a b o u t  A L IA S  o p e r a t io n s  
m a y  b e  o b ta in e d  f r o m  A L IA n e t ,  a t  h t t p : / / w w w . a l i a . o r g . a u / o r  b y  t e le p h o n in g  
t h e  A L IA  N a t io n a l  O f f ic e  o n  ( 0 6 )  2 8 5  1 8 7 7 .  E n q u ir ie s  a b o u t  th is  p o s i t io n  
s h o u ld  b e  d ir e c te d  t o  I v a n  T r u n d le  (iv a n . t r u n d ie @ a l ia . o r g .a u ).

W r i t t e n  a p p l ic a t io n s  a d d r e s s in g  t h e  s e le c t io n  c r i te r ia  s h o u ld  b e  
f o r w a r d e d  to :

T h e  E x e c u t iv e  D ir e c to r
A u s t r a l ia n  L ib r a r y  a n d  I n f o r m a t io n  A s s o c ia t io n  
P O  B o x  E 4 4 1 K in g s to n  A C T  2 6 0 4

b y  2 5  O c t o b e r  1 9 9 6

N e e d  t o  

a d v e r t i s e  a  

v a c a n c y ?
C o n ta c t Sharon B rodrick  

on  (0 6 ) 2 8 5  1 8 7 7

inCite deadline:
1 8 t h  o f  e a c h  m o n t h

D o  y o u  n e e d  an  e n t h u s ia s t ic  

In form ation  S c ien ce  graduate w ith  
good  com unication  and inform ation  

sk il ls ,  and  a w il lin g n e s s  to  k eep  
le a r n in g ,  a t y o u r  in fo r m a t io n  

serv ice  or organisation?

I am currently completeing the 
B. App. Sci. in Information Studies at the 
University of Technology, Sydney and 
will graduate in December 1996. Please 
contact me for a copy of my resume.

R u th  J a rv is  
Tel — (02) 9871 -1904  
Fax  — (0 2 )9 8 8 8 -1 0 6 6
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