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Senator Sherry asked:

Budget deficit for Department
· Can the Minister confirm that the then acting Secretary of his Department emailed staff on 5 August 2002, telling them that,

Unless we took action, we were heading for a projected operating loss this year and in subsequent years of some $30 million p.a.

· Can the Minister advise what action has been taken to avoid an operating loss?

· Can the Minister advise which of his Department’s programmes and activities have been reduced to avoid the loss?

Answer: 

· My Department confirms the email contained the information as stated by Senator Sherry.

· The strategy adopted by the Department to avoid an operating loss involves reducing project, administrative and discretionary expenditure. 

Domestic and International travel occurs only where deemed essential by senior management.

Other discretionary expenditure including stores and stationery, office furniture, advertising and consultancies is closely monitored.

All recruitment action is restricted to the most essential circumstances as determined by senior management. 

Information Technology requirements have been reviewed and, where possible, low priority enhancements and upgrades have been deferred.

In addition, the Department is currently negotiating with Department of Finance and Administration to determine appropriate levels of funding.

· Please refer to the previous answer.  Essential client service and border management functions have not been reduced.
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Senator Sherry asked: 

DIMIA Secretary direction to staff

Is the Minister aware that last year the Secretary of his Department e-mailed all staff in the following terms, advising them of the circumstances under which they were permitted to make public comment regarding the Government:

APS employees have the right to publicise their personal views on the actions and policies of the government, but only on areas of operation that do not relate to their work.  You may, for instance, write to the press or talk with the media about matters that do not relate to the work of DIMIA.

And

Inappropriate public comment includes negative views or opinions about government policies.

· Can the Minister confirm that the APS Code of Conduct does not require public servants to be silent on the work of their Department?

· Can the Minister advise what steps he has taken to ensure his Secretary corrects the record and, in future, refrains from intimidatory behaviour towards staff?

Answer:

The question quotes selectively and incompletely from an all staff message sent on 20 June 2002.  Attached is a copy of the full text.

The APS Code of Conduct requires, at section 13(7) that:

An APS employee must disclose, and take reasonable steps to avoid, any conflict of interest (real or apparent) in connection with APS employment.

The Secretary’s message is consistent with that requirement.  The Secretary has acted correctly and appropriately in this matter.

All Staff

You will have noted the increased public interest, particularly in the media, in some business activities of the portfolio in recent times.  

One feature of this interest has been the protests held outside DIMIA offices around Australia.  These demonstrations have caused inconvenience to some employees and I take this opportunity to thank you all for the professionalism you have displayed in dealing with these interruptions. 

The increased public scrutiny of our activities provides a timely reminder of our obligations as DIMIA employees.  The public expects the highest standards of behaviour from its public servants.  The APS and its employees have a well deserved reputation for professionalism in implementing the policies of the elected government of the day, regardless of employees’ personal views.

It is a credit to all in DIMIA that this balance has been achieved well over time.  In order to maintain this record, we all need to be aware that there may be occasions when a perception of a conflict of interest may arise.  This may occur where your personal affairs have an impact, or may be seen to have an impact, on your work.  Inappropriate public comment, for instance, may be seen as a conflict of interest and may create a range of problems including compromising the conduct of DIMIA work.  Inappropriate public comment includes:

· personal statements or opinions which may imply they are official comments;

· negative views or opinions about Government policies, practices or personnel when acting in an official capacity or which throw doubt on your capacity for impartially performing your duties; and

· personal criticism of employees or clients of DIMIA, the Minister or the Minister’s office.

APS employees have the right to publicise their personal views on the actions and policies of the Government, but only on areas of operation that do not relate to their work.  You may, for instance, write to the press or talk with the media about matters that do not relate to the work of DIMIA.  You must not use information derived from your official duties for any purpose other than your official duties.

I have the utmost confidence that we will all continue to undertake our duties in a professional and impartial manner.

If you require clarification on any of these issues, please speak to your supervisor or the Conduct Management Section in Central Office.

Bill Farmer

Secretary

20 June 2002
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Senator Sherry asked: 

Position of Senior Assistant Secretary

Further to the Minister’s answer to QoNs 638 and 939,

(1)
Can the Minister advise how many people in his Department hold the position of Senior Assistant Secretary? 

(2)
Can the Minister advise if he is aware of such a position being created in any other Commonwealth Departments? 

(3)
Can the Minister provide details of the substantive criteria used by his Departmental Secretary to inform his decision to create the position; and to inform his decision to select the current occupant of the position (or positions if there is more than one instance)? 
(4)
Can the Minister advise if he or his Department have received any feedback from staff or staff representative organisations on the decision to create the position? 

Answer:

(1)
Two staff members hold the position of Senior Assistant Secretary.

(2)
It is not known if such a position exists in other Departments at present.  Officers have held this designation in at least one other Department in the past.

(3)
As advised in the response to Question Number 939, the title is a recognition of the skills, experience and important role the employees who hold the title play as senior Branch Heads within their relevant Divisions.  There are no detailed criteria applying to the employees holding this title.

(4)
To date no feedback has been received from staff or staff representative organisations regarding the creation of the Senior Assistant Secretary position.
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Senator Sherry asked:

Departmental spending on consultants

· Can the Minister confirm that his Department spent $71.4 million on ‘consultants’ in financial year 2001-02, up from $2.1 million in the previous financial year?

· Can the Minister provide a reason for the massive increase on ‘consultants’ from one year to the next?

Answer:

DIMIA’s 2001-02 Annual Report indicates that the Department spent 

$71.4 million on consultants in 2001-02.  This compares to $2.1 million in the previous financial year.

The reason for the increase is that the annual reporting requirements that clarify the meaning of the term ‘consultants’ have changed since the previous financial year.  The definition now covers a broader range of contracts and is line with ANAO guidance.

In compliance with the new requirements we have included service delivery contracts, including for infrastructure works in Australia, for the provision of services to asylum seekers and for humanitarian and settlement services.

Under previous definitions we have not reported these contracts as consultancy contracts.  Relevant information on these contracts was included in reports on performance outcomes in the Annual Report and in the Government Gazette.
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Senator Sherry asked:

· Can the Minister advise if any staff of his Department ceased employment and returned as consultants during this period (2001-02)?

· If so, what were they paid while staff members versus what were they paid when re-hired as consultants?

Answer:

Listed below are details of the individual who was identified as ceasing employment with DIMIA and returning as a consultant during the period 

2001-02.  Note that it is not possible to provide an exhaustive list as some individuals may be employed as consultants under company names. It is not possible to extract individual information from departmental databases in these cases.

	
	Salary as a DIMIA employee
	Payment as a Consultant

	Individual 1


	$80,291
	$1096 per week over a 4 month contract
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Senator Sherry asked:

(a)
Can the Minister confirm that complaints about his Department to the Commonwealth Ombudsman totalled 1098 in financial year 2001-02?

(b)
Given the information that complaints about government departments to the Ombudsman are, overall, declining, can the Minister why [sic] it is that complaints about his Department have risen so rapidly – against the trend – in the last few years?

(c)
Has the Minister considered what might be done to lower the rate of complaints to the Ombudsman?  If so, can he provide detail of those considerations?

Answer:

(a)
The Office of the Commonwealth Ombudsman itself received 1098 complaints in the financial year 2001-02.  Ombudsman-related matters recorded as received in the Department for that financial year totalled 693. 

(b)
The Office of the Commonwealth Ombudsman attributes the increase in complaints it has received about administrative action by the Department to the increased number of unlawful non-citizens arriving in Australia and their subsequent detention.

(c)
While the management of complaints received by the Office of the Commonwealth Ombudsman is a matter for that agency to determine, our organisations have achieved a good working relationship.  It has been the Department's preference, and that of the Ombudsman's Office, to work together cooperatively and informally in the common aim of quick and efficient resolution of issues of concern to the public and the Office.
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Senator Sherry asked:

Fit-out of DIMIA building in Canberra

(1) Is it correct that no Australian products and/or companies were invited to tender for the fit-out of the new building?

(2) If so, why were local and/or national products and companies not invited to tender?

(3) What history of past performance has the successful suppliers for a project this size (and in Canberra)?

(4) Do the successful suppliers have Quality Assurance certification for commercial office fit-outs?

(5) Do the successful suppliers have Environmental Management Systems certification for commercial office fit-outs?

(6) Does DIMIA need to pay a premium for their fit-outs?  If so, why?

(7) What is so different to the DIMIA fit-out requirements than the other larger Government Departments where a special type of American product needed to be specified?

(8) Will this set a precedent among other Government departments for future fit-outs?

(9) When the fit-out has been completed, what service levels will be maintained for the department?

(10) What guarantee has the department that the imported products (through their distributors) will be available for years to come, at what timeframe and at what price?

Answer:

The Commonwealth did not tender for the fit-out.  As approved by the Public Works Committee, the Department entered into a Guaranteed Maximum Price contract with Bovis Lend Lease (BLL) for the fit-out of the building.  BLL procures most of the goods and services from other suppliers, using competitive processes to ensure best value for money for BLL and, in turn the Commonwealth.

In responding to the questions asked, the Department sought advice from BLL.  It has estimated that the fit-out has around 80% Australian content. 

(1)
No it is not correct.  All the tenders were Australian.

(2)
Not relevant – both Australian content and companies were involved.

(3)
Selection of suppliers has been based solely on the criteria set in the tender process and the focus on achieving value for money.   All of the major suppliers and a majority of the sub-contractors have worked in the industry and/or with BLL in the past, including many on major contracts in Canberra.

(4)
Yes.  BLL is certified by International Standards Organisation (ISO) 9001 under certificate 103-94 issued by the international certification service agency, SGS.  All contractors working on the project are required to perform under those obligations.

(5)
BLL has a strict environmental policy based on International Standard ISO 1400.  All contractors are required to perform to the strictures of BLL’s environmental obligations, the key elements of which are included in the project’s environmental brief of the fit-out contract.  BLL’s policy adheres to Australian/New Zealand Government policy regarding environmental best practice.  Additionally, DIMIA has required BLL meet environmental standards set under Commonwealth Government policy.

(6)
No premium has been paid.  Indeed, the GMP fit-out cost was described by the Public Works Committee as being a, “highly competitive commercial offer and value for money for the Commonwealth”. 

(7)
No special type of American product (or brand) was specified in any fit-out tender.

(8)
The Department has simply sought to achieve best value for money for the Commonwealth, a good outcome for its staff and high environmental targets. 

(9)
BLL has an ongoing commercial and contractual obligation to DIMIA and the building owners on the fit-out.  BLL has advised that its selection of contractors and suppliers was, in part, based on their financial stability and reputation to perform over the long term.

(10)
BLL points out that no product, either Australian or from overseas, comes with guarantee of future supply.  Suppliers will warrant their products against defects and the like, but not their business against insolvency.  In this regard there are no guarantees beyond such intangibles as a firm’s existing reputation, and these and other like factors are always taken into account by BLL in their tender process.
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Senator Sherry asked:

Closure of suburban DIMIA offices

(1) Does the Minister have plans to close suburban offices of his Department in each capital city, leaving just one CBD facility in each city with counter service?

(2) What plans does the Minister have for the future of the Preston office?

(3) Can the Minister provide details on the expiry dates for the leases his Department holds for each of their remaining open suburban offices?

Answer:

(1) There are no plans to close any of those offices other than the Preston office.

(2) The plan is not to renew the lease that expires in 29 September 2003. 
(3) There are two remaining suburban offices:

· Dandenong

lease expiry 31 December 2004

· Parramatta

lease expiry 28 February 2007

Other non-capital city offices are:

· Cairns


lease expiry 3 May 2005

· Southport

lease expiry 31 July 2006

· Thursday Island

lease expiry 18 February 2007
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Senator Sherry asked:

Ernst & Young audit report into DIMIA

(1) Does the Department accept the recommendations made by the auditors in their report?  If not, why not?

(2) If so, in what way have they addressed or do they plan to address these recommendations?

(3) Can the Department or Minister provide a copy of the report?

Answer:

(1) The Department’s Audit and Evaluation Committee (DAEC) has accepted the auditor’s report.

(2) Nine of the report’s eleven recommendations have been implemented, the other two recommendations are in the process of being implemented.

(3) The Department cannot release the full report due to ‘Commercial-in-Confidence’ information.  Instead, the Department can provide an executive summary of the report with the ‘Commercial-in-Confidence’ references deleted, which is attached.
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	Review of Country Information

May 2002




Executive Summary

Ernst & Young have completed a review of the efficiency and effectiveness of the collection, dissemination and use of country information within the Department.

Accurate and comprehensive country information is a key requirement for sound Protection Visa decision-making.  The Protection Decision Support Section (PDSS) is responsible for collecting and disseminating country information and providing DIMIA staff with access to CISNet, the information technology system used to distribute country information to various offices around Australia. PDSS is also responsible for distributing country information contained on CISNet to overseas posts via a quarterly CD-Rom.  The key users of the service are Protection Visa decision-makers.  Departmental policy staff and staff of the Refugee Review Tribunal also access country information.

The assessment of effectiveness was based primarily on how well the service is meeting the needs of its users.  It drew heavily on the results of a series of focus groups with Protection Visa decision-makers in the Melbourne, Pitt Street and Parramatta Regional Offices.  Approximately 33 decision-makers, and approximately 5 managers participated in the focus groups and discussions. We also held discussions with the RRT in Melbourne and Sydney, and with the Director of the Protection Policy Section in Central Office.  The audit scope did not extend to a review of how country information was used in making individual Protection Visa decisions, as this aspect was to be incorporated in an audit of PV decision making planned for late 2002 (since deferred to 2003-04).

DIMIA has been providing a country information service for just over 10 years.  Over this time, the service has responded to a continually changing environment. Our audit has identified a number of areas where further improvements could be made.  

The key audit findings are:

· The structure, roles and responsibilities of the country information team may need to be revised in order to meet user needs more effectively. 

· The use of the country information service liaison officer (CISLO) network could be improved.

· The main focus of quality assurance procedures is on the formatting of entries included in CISNet, at the expense of higher value-added activities such as reviewing the content, level of analysis, consistency and sourcing of country information.

· Data is poorly organised in CISNet, CISNet is not used as a central coordination point for all country information and CISNet system capabilities are not being fully utilised.

· The management of, and responsiveness to, information requests requires improvement.  

Summary of Recommendations

Our detailed audit findings and recommendations are included throughout the body of this report. The recommendations are summarised below.

	No
	Recommendation
	Priority

	1
	
	

	2
	PDSS should put in place a process for systematically identifying country information user needs (both case managers and policy-makers), and obtain regular feedback from users on how well it is meeting those needs.  
	Medium

	3
	PDSS, in consultation with case managers, should put in place a mechanism for identifying trends in the caseload (such as countries producing asylum seekers and the nature of claims).  
	Medium

	4
	PDSS should consider broadening the range of information sources it uses to compile country information, including the use of academics,  NGOs, and private sector sources, as appropriate.
	Medium

	5
	PDSS should be more proactive in its approach to providing country information, for example, through close monitoring and provision of information in relation to volatile country situations, emerging geopolitical pressures, upcoming elections and election results and the like.  
	Medium

	6
	PDSS should review the appropriateness of the current structure, roles and responsibilities of country information staff in the light of heightened expectations of performance.
	Medium

	7
	PDSS should improve the use of the CISLO network.
	Medium

	8
	
	

	9
	PDSS should focus quality assurance procedures on reviewing the content, level of analysis, consistency and sourcing of country information.
	Medium

	10
	PDSS should ensure that researchers receive ongoing training on data input to CISNet to improve the consistency of storage of data in CISNet. 
	Medium

	11
	PDSS should improve its management of, and responsiveness to information requests.
	Medium


The majority of the above recommendations reflect the need for effective two-way communication between the providers and users of country information.  Communication is an essential element of understanding user needs and reducing expectation gaps.  An improvement in the content and timeliness of communication between PDSS and users should enable PDSS to better target their services and could be expected to lead to increased user satisfaction.   
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Senator Ludwig (L&C 48) asked when the investigation of media director, Brian Johnstone, who was suspended over an alleged breach of the APS Code of Conduct, is completed please advise:

a) Its cost.

b) What the outcome is, if it is made public.

Answer: 

This investigation has not been completed at this time as the investigator is awaiting contact from Mr Johnstone to complete the final report.  

It is anticipated that the investigation and final report should be completed by the end of March 2003 however, the outcome of internal investigations of this nature is not normally made public.  What information can be provided will be made available once the investigation has been finalised.  
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