Submission to the


SENATE FOREIGN AFFAIRS, DEFENCE AND TRADE


REFERENCES COMMITTEE





The following submission summarizes some of my observations and conclusions as a  retired professional engineer, father and father-in-law of two serving officers. My only personal experience of military life was as an infantry private during the 1939-1945 war. 





Terms of Reference





While the committee has invited submissions from the general public as well other sources, the terms of reference in most cases require information not generally available.  The statement on progress of implementation of the Defence Reform Program made by the Minister of Defence on the 11 March 1999 is the only benchmark that can reasonably be used to evaluate most of the questions that the committee are looking at. From material appearing in the press it seems that in the areas of recruitment & retention, the Program is a failure. Whether two brigades- sized groups were in a state of readiness by June 1999 as promised & are still maintained in that condition is a question for the committee. 





The question of service, pay and allowances is another matter. My impression is that pay and  conditions have slipped badly over time, and, if recruits are hard to find or retain, part of the reason is self evident. Market forces do not stop at the ADF door and the best of the bunch will be first to go and the most expensive to replace. Postings are obviously difficult where families are involved, adding more pressure to escape to civilian life. The replacement of the old pension scheme with a less predictable superannuation scheme in an atmosphere when doubts are cast on the future lifestyles of superannuants is another disincentive to stay in the services. The demands of service life are not replicated in the civilian workforce and pay and conditions should reflect that fact. 





The situation in regard to adequacy of specialist personnel numbers in the ADF again requires inside knowledge. If there is a shortage, training programs for new recruits are long and expensive. Again, attracting specialists from outside means competing with the market and the issue of postings and families even more of a problem. 





Career management, an obvious need to help retain staff, can only be successful if there are career opportunities. Where does, say, a lieutenant see any prospect of future promotion when the structure has no available slots. Service personnel generally realise that age can be a barrier to re-employment. If they see no future except forced retirement from the service, they will likely get out while they still have some outside prospects. Perhaps encouragement to take up further study or training for civilian life would help to increase the retention rate. There must be some way of balancing the cost of paying for, say, a graduate or postgraduate course (whether directly helpful to the service or not) against the cost of getting and/or training a replacement.





One bright spot may be the reserve force. It already seems to have filled in many holes in the system. Their deployment overseas, while helpful in maintaining their enthusiasm, has denied full time forces some opportunities. Again reserves will cost money, and availability has already been a problem where employers have not held jobs open - mandatory in earlier years. Personnel who have a chance to enhance their CV through study while they were in the regular service might also be more prepared to serve as reservists after discharge.





  


In summing up, when I look at the overall picture of the Defence Reform Program the flaw seems to be in the approach. One gets the impression that the allocation of money has been a top down. Total funds seem to be inadequate and capital purchases seem to be given top priority, whatever is left in the budget can be spent on personnel. My experience has been that if you let others cut your budget, you carry the can. In this case it is for a shortage of our most valuable resource. I urge the committee to recommend a complete re evaluation of the money allocated to defence, so that service pay and conditions allow appropriate strategies to recruit and retain the necessary personnel. Advertising campaigns do nothing for the morale of those already serving.
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