THE FALL OF NELSON

When I was a boy, I wanted to be an astronaut.  I think a lot of boys did back then.  I also liked the sea.  Something about the way it drew me, I always liked the water and of course loved the beach.  When I was high school age, I have heard of boys leaving school to join the Defence force.  I think it was just a matter of which service had the best to offer.  But the image the Navy drew upon me was one of adventure.  Of seeing the world and being paid for it.  Foreign ports, alien cultures and they were waiting to be discovered, with an interview, medical and a wait for your call.


That is how I remember my experience when I joined.  It was exciting.  Sure the recruiters fudged the facts to fill the quotas.  But essentially the adventure was what attracted me and I’m sure I was not alone.  Looking around the faces of my classmates at HMAS Cerberus that cold June morning, I could see the spark in their eyes.  They were there to learn, pass and start the adventure.


I know the word adventure has been used more than in passing.  However, I firmly believe that is how it was for a lot of men and women who joined up those twenty of more years before.  Many of those, as did I, joined for the proud feeling which you felt wearing the uniform.  This pride I carried so close to my heart, has waned over the years.  Partly due to the erosion of the Conditions and allowances earlier on, now can add mismanagement and ignorance to its list of priors.  During my time, some twenty years, I have seen enquiries, surveys, studies and human resource management tools all tell us what some of us knew would happen.  Wasted money?  Some would say so.  I personally believe the Defence Force relies too heavily on investing in outside help to find out what we need to sustain a healthy, viable and productive Defence Force.  All that needs to happen is for the Service Chiefs to leave their comfort zones for a while and do some travelling around the country side and find out first hand what the defence community wants and expects from their employer.  Not a ‘privatised’ outside version of the facts.


I once heard an Admiral use the sentence “The Navy has gone to the Dogs” when he addressed a division of Naval Servicemen and Women right before a march past for Divisions.  He went on to say he believed the average recruit would only remain five years before discharging.  That to me does not sound like we want to keep our people.  Especially when those in senior positions are also leaving for reasons of discontent or retirement.  That leaves quite a hole in our knowledge base and billet structure.


So, what is wrong with our ADF?  I can only speak for myself, my category, that is branch specialisation, and service.  However I can draw conclusions based on events which seem to affect all services.  Personnel shortage and the budget, which places constraints on pay, affect us all.  Our Reserve force seems to be getting bigger whilst the Permanent force dwindles.  For my category I can define the problem areas which need addressing.

1. Amalgamation.  Since the advent of my categories amalgamation, I have seen members leaving due to:

a. Alignment deficiencies, which affect members who are now required to learn completely new skill sets in order to simply remain competitive for promotion, which they would already have been in their old stream but now required to align.  This has merged two promotion streams into one.  Members have been disparaged by the loss of position on these rosters and whilst competitiveness can be healthy, members feel cheated for all they have worked for and now find themselves up to two years from a promotion they thought just months away.

Also, alignment being competency based, members requiring to align at the senior level are disadvantaged because their qualification is less than a member completing his or her training from the start.  Having gained their advanced training under the previous training curriculum.  Training to align these senior members is inadequate.  This has an impact on a member’s qualifications at discharge and may mean the difference of attaining a job in civilian life you think you are trained or requiring further training for qualifications they would have, had they been uniformly awarded those qualifications at alignment.

b. Since our category is now Information Systems based, our training virtually ceases beyond our current posting environment.  Members are expected to carry out tasks, which they are simply not equipped due to poor training management at senior levels.  Members should be trained on every information system they would expect to be exposed.  This would negate posting turbulence and do away with billet prerequisites which already presents a big problem when posting members.  That is, losing units are unable to lose members to course prior to taking up their next posting because that member’s position is usually gapped.  Whereas if members received this training wherever and whenever periods can be identified (low activity, maintenance or leave periods) during their posting, this would alleviate some of our current manning problems.

2. Leadership.  Teamwork, proactive and harmonious are all terms associated with environments spurned on by good leadership.  Sadly, this trait has been lost amongst some of our senior members despite all the encouragement from the top.  Some unit senior executives and senior members still believe in crisis management, which is ‘Only deal with those issues which affect me the most’.  They seem to have lost the personal skills and should ask themselves ‘Am I really in touch with my staff?  Am I showing my staff the leadership they require?’  I am aware of such places these questions ought to be raised.  Duty of care demands good leadership is shown not predisposed by rank.  There is no reason a junior member is incapable of good leadership simply due to his or her rank.  For I have seen examples in my own workplace.  It is sad when you see young members so discouraged with their work they find discharge a welcome thought.

3. Conditions of Service.  This of course is a big factor why members are not remaining, particularly in the senior ranks.  Those just waiting for their twenty years to get that pension and going.  I am a person contemplating such action.  If an employer can no longer provide the benefits or offset them with another incentive, why would you not consider leaving.  Allowances such as Travelling Allowance should be reintroduced or perhaps Service Allowance increased to compensate for separation of those who work shifts from their families.  For twenty years I have worked shifts.  How can I be compensated for my insomnia due to erratic sleep patterns, loss of quality of life with my family whom I only see much of during my days off.  A possible solution to this is to offer those members watch-keeping an allowance commensurate to the effects caused by this type of working condition.  Studies have been done on shift work conditions and the effects they have on people.  No one in civilian life chooses to do this kind of work unless the pay is good.  I for one am very discouraged and feel pride alone no longer serves as payment for such conditions.

4. Technology.  Another ‘bug bear’ is technology.  Most members are required to work with technology that seriously requires upgrade.  No matter how much you address the issue, action is rarely forthcoming.  I work with equipment and a mainframe that dates back to the 1970’s.  The joke is one Pentium computer could do the thinking power of the whole mainframe.  This mainframe crashes on average 20 times a week.  This is counter productive and only serves to frustrate the users.  In key areas of defence, no expense is spared, but I work on a mainframe providing continuous secure communications to over 200 locations in five states and territories, and gateway to many international destinations.  Disruption to these clients can be seen as no less than unprofessional.  Imagine if Telstra or Optus continually crashed.  How would their customers view that?  We are simply required to do more with less.

In conclusion, I realise how this may be viewed as nothing less than that of a disgruntled employee.  I served for years proud of what I represented.  The last ten years have seen some dramatic changes with introduction of the Defence Reform Program (DRP), civilianisation of service positions and down-sizing the billets on ships for minimum manning.  These changes have and still are being absorbed by those continuing to be affected.

I am concerned to think what our ADF will be like in ten years.  Whether we will have a sustainable force or more of a part-time one.  The answer can be found in the men and women who serve.  All the Service Chiefs have to do is take the time to visit and listen.  It is all right for the ADF to have a vision, but without the people and experience that vision is no more than a pipe dream.
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