Submission to the Senate Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade References Committee 

Inquiry Into ADF Recruitment and Retention.

Chairman and Members,

Thankyou for the opportunity to place this submission before the committee. While the views expressed in this submission are mine, they are based upon personal experience of being a soldier for 15 years and from the discussions I had with my peers. I am currently a Public Servant in the Department of Defence and a Section Councillor for the Community and Public Sector Union Defence Section.

The main question for the committee asked if the current recruitment and retention strategies are effective in meeting the organisation’s requirement.

In my opinion the short answer is NO.
Some brief remarks as I will expand upon these in response to the more specific points of the inquiry.

In the early 1990’s in response to a number of reports and reviews, in particular CSP, a decision was made to realign the teeth to tail ratio of the defence forces. It was articulated that we needed a young fit fighting force that was supported by a diverse range of SME’s and large Defence Contractors. This thinking has persisted since that time.

Let me indicate here that I was a victim of this push. I was injured in a sporting accident while playing sport for the regimental team, Due to the woefully inadequate medical treatment that I was subjected to (the free medical that is often talked about) I was medically downgraded to a point were I was given an ultimatum that I would not be promoted any further, but if my performance decreased, I could be reduced in rank. I decided to separate from the Army at this point. In leaving I was the only person trained in the Army Calibration Service as an Instructor. I commanded the largest and most efficient Calibration Service and was the only one with NATA (the Quality Standards Assessment Body) Quality Training. But because I was unfit to be deployed to a combat role (a highly unlikely event given my specialist trade) I was made the offer I outlined above. Over the next 3 years the Army lost the entire team of highly trained specialists that I had developed. 

The most interesting part of all of this was the complete lack of effort that was made to keep my skills or to make available a civilian position that would allow the organisation to keep the skills that they had invested into me. In fact the whole organisation that I dealt with from that point forward couldn’t have cared less.

As I move froward into my submission, that despite the above, I actually bear little ill will toward the organisation and in fact currently work in the Department of Defence in the DMO.

It is not only the ADF that is having difficultly in retaining and attracting quality staff it also the Public Service and in some cases contractors hired to address the holes in the organisation. This is in many cases false economy as the contractors are charging the department a small fortune to, in many cases, re- employ former members of the ADO.

Summary of the submission.

A. The current bottom in system is inefficient and inflexible. Especially with more mobile expectations of workers in the current economy, this system needs to be replaced with a more multi level and lateral system that encourages diversity of experience and can bring people and expertise in at all levels of the organisation for periods of service.

B. The Defence Reform Program has had a large negative on the retention of personnel in the ADF. The basic tenant of the program was cost cutting and replacement of personnel in so called rear support areas. In many cases it was the availability of these jobs and positions that allowed servicemen to have a break from the stress of the constant training and drilling of front line units and to improve their skills in a more focused environment. A major outcome of this committee needs to be the reintroduction of Members in Uniform into the support elements of the services to allow them to have a break and to concentrate upon the development of their technical skills.

C. The reduction in the terms and conditions of service that I experienced over my career and the ongoing reduction of these conditions under the pretext of simplification has had an enormous psychological effect upon serving members. Unlike the common perception, servicemen do not see themselves as merely employees in a job, but as a part of a way of life. They have trust in their leaders and expect that the senior ranks of the forces will actively fight for their conditions and welfare. Unfortunately my experience leads me to the observation that this group is more interested in pleasing the Government of the day rather than fighting for their subordinates. The role and structure of the Defence Personnel Executive (DPE) needs careful examination and scrutiny by this committee.

D. The ADF has been losing skilled specialists for the last 20 years. With the advent of DRP and the movement of the uniformed personnel into combat roles, the “Military Moron” has risen to the top. In the maintenance of any high level skill there will be tension between the obligations of a soldier and the obligation to be technically skilled. It is this tension that the Army in particular has been woeful at managing. To redress this the army needs to probably reduce dramatically the ceremonial RSMs and their feeder groups and replace these positions with skilled technical specialists. It is probably worth noting that the RAAF has managed to keep these two competing groups in some perspective by in the technical areas placing the emphasis on the encouragement and fostering of technical excellence. This is a lesson that the Army can afford to learn. 

E. The current practice of short-term postings with members spending long periods away from home is destructive to relationships and families. It is an absurd point to make that this “is” service life, because it is not. In fact it would be relatively easy to increase the length of stay in a location without adverse impact upon the service by functionally grouping servicemen and not trying to train technical support specialists to be highly efficient jungle killers. The rational of the Armed Forces over the last 50 years to treat everyone as an infantry man is a notion that is as foreign to the modern battle space as the idea that wars are well defined. As we move into a period of peace keeping and peace enforcing the skills and tools that our modern Defence Forces will need will bear no resemblance to that which the leadership trained with to deploy to Vietnam.

F. Other Issues:

a. The first other issue that is relevant is a discussion as to the structure of the Defence Force. Maybe we need to restructure our defence Forces to be able to respond to low level threats, to provide higher levels of assistance to the Civil Community and to be a flexible force that is multiskilled and adaptable. One of the suggestions could be to form a hybrid organisation of the Navy, Fisheries, Immigration and Customs to establish a coast guard service that would pick up responsibility for boarder security, border patrol and Search and Rescue. This would give variety and interest into the jobs and be able to recruit people to a job that has responsibility, relevance and excitement. By hybrid, the members of the Navy element will still be available for Defence deployment or re-allocation in times of conflict.

b. We need to understand the role of diversity in the attraction of people to the Armed Forces. No longer are the body of potential recruits content to come into the service and do menial tasks, Unfortunately the current middle and lower level middle management of the forces don’t seem to understand the value of diversity and the need for exciting and stimulating activity. 

c. The impact of families, the external labour market and the increasing educational level of the potential recruit are combining to reduce the numbers that want to join the force as it currently stands. As better solution would be to critical evaluate the recruitment templates and to lower the expectations of the recruiter and allow more people to be considered by the services. 

d. The reserves need a new structure, a demonstrated commitment to them and for the integration issues in to the ADF to be solved. Even though it was scrapped for political reasons, the ready reserve worked well in breaking down the integration problems.

e. The management structure of the ADO needs to be addressed. The deficiencies in this structure are an impediment to the retention of good members. IF the numbers separating from the defence forces was broken down by trade/category and it should support the poor management thesis. For decades the poor people manager has been the norm in the services. As with the last great exodus from the forces, I believe The Hon Manfred Cross MHR inquired into this subject. It seems that despite this excellent inquiry the lessons were not learnt by Defence. The management of the ADO needs to be redefined and technically skilled personnel should be allowed to develop and use high level technical skills and the best people managers should be left to be people managers. As we enter this new century, the old military traditions of the maximum rank being the boss might have to change as we implement new systems of command, management, leadership and responsibility.

f. The final point I wish to make is one to look forward. The Department of Defence has recently been rocked by several incidents to unacceptable behaviour and rough justice. Despite inquires, the Defence Force Discipline system is far from fair open and transparent and in most cases the procedure is tailored to achieve the mandated result. Within the structures of the ADF, the idea or representation and defence of rights and protection from unfair actions are woefully lacking. I am sure that we can get any number of solid upstanding military officers to appear before you to defend the chain of command. But in practice it is this chain of command and the inherent problems and lack of accountability that is the primary reason that it doesn’t work when it comes to the protection of the individual from persecution or unfair action. I propose to the committee that one of the most effective ways that this can be addressed is to establish an office of Personnel Advocate within the Department, Like the Inspector General, the Advocate should answer to the Secretary and CDF directly and hold observer/adviser status to the Defence People Council. It should not absorb other functions such as Defence Equity or parts of DPE. It should be an independent body that can go into a situation and be a defender of the individual, have sufficient power to protect its officers from harassment or intimidation and have the power to compel any member of the ADO to answer questions and not be stopped or hindered in an investigation. The other role of this office would be to act on behalf of the “employee” in actions before the Defence Force Remuneration Tribunal or The Industrial Commission. Through an office such as this the message of PEOPLE FIRST can be made and implemented throughout the ADO and the inequities of the system be removed.

.

