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I would like to place a submission to the Senate Committee into the inquiry into Recruitment and Retention of Defence Personnel.

I am a Petty Officer Combat System Supervisor serving in the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) and have been in the Australian Defence Force for over eight and a half years.  I have served active duty in East Timor (Operation Warden/Stabilize) and served in the Persian Gulf (Damask 8).  I have served on warships for over 5 years and been in instructional billets for the remainder of the time.   I have been in a position to witness the drastic fall in retention in the Navy, and believe I am in a very good position to inform you of my thoughts in relation to this matter.  All my opinions, are based on what I have personally witnessed whilst serving in the RAN, and can unilaterally be applied to the Australian Defence Force (ADF).  These opinions are mine and I do not want them to be kept confidential as I am hoping that they can help build a stronger and more effective defence force.

I see three main reasons for the drastic shortfall in retention and recruitment, they being money, conditions of service and policy.

Firstly money: With the amount of specialist training we are receiving, most people realise that they can leave the ADF after their initial service and with the experience gained, be employed in numerous more fields of work then previously capable of.  This may sound simplistic, but moving to “Civvie Street” and not having to work the exceptionally long hours, keep duties and live in the confined and sometimes awful environments sound a lot more pleasant in the long run.  We in the Navy have been told again and again that money is not the answer.  Well let me say this.  The government has spent $43 million on advertising for recruiting, while nothing has been done to make people want to stay in.  With the lack of interest that is being shown to ‘Join up”, recruiting numbers are down, therefore placing the burden squarely on the shoulders of the men and women in the ADF to do more with less.   Whilst concentrating on getting people in to the ADF, it seems he Government has lost sight of the fact that people are leaving in droves.  Our Defence knowledge base is deteriorating, having the effect of making the ADF a place of very junior people with not much experience doing more with less with a less experienced and knowledgeable team.  One solution to this is to pay significantly higher salaries, therefore making it seem less attractive to leave in relation to what can be gained by discharging and getting another job, or a tax free wage.  It must be realized that people are more aware of what is out there and to make the ADF an attractive career option in needs to have a competitive salary, which at the moment it does not.

Condition Of Service: Over the last couple of years we have been placed in a situation where we have been asked to give up some conditions of service in order to receive others.  This is a total morale crusher.  Conditions of service are just that, and to be placed in the position of “Wage Bargaining” is something nearly every serving member finds totally repugnant.  Why should we give up our conditions of service? Over the last couple of years, the military in this country has moved more into the “Corporate” mentality, and this has resulted in a lot of bureaucrats making decisions that in no way reflect the true conditions we are living with.  It must be reiterated again and in very loud and public forums that this is a Defence Force and not a company.   Conditions of service should be left alone and the only thing done to them, is that they be significantly increase.

Another thing that has people disgruntled is the constant changing of the superannuation policy, even though this is part of all superannuation funds now, it seems the Government can change any thing they want whenever they want, without thought to the consequences.  Let me put it this way, It use to be that after you had served 20 years you where entitled to a pension, Even though only about 4.3% of people who joined made it to this time period, they had something to keep them in.  Then Superanuation can in an the pension idea was scrapped, but it use to be that when you left the ADF you could get your money that you contributed and use it as you see fit, or roll it over.  Now with the change to super policy, a member has nothing to show for even 15 years of service. However once someone has left the ADF, they can except that they now have to find a job to keep them employed till they retire, and everybody knows that you must work up to a good wage, so most people leave simply because they know if they remain in the ADF they will not be able to support themselves and their families when they do get out, so they leave early to secure a better paying job.

And lastly Policy: The policy in the ADF and the government currently contradicts its self. The resulting disenchantment to people who have placed their lives at risk in hostile environments is,  an overwhelming sense of not being lead effectively by Government and thereby giving Command no option to change things for the better, and the significantly valuable service they give to their country seems to become a worthless thing in itself with Government not listening to the people who make this country what it is today.

I will now give you a personnel account of why I can say this and hope that this situation can illustrate my point. I am currently living in a “Non-recognised defacto relationship” (Military term) and as such am not entitled to any subsidized rental like my peers.  Being termed non-recognized defacto, automatically tells you I am in a defacto relationship, however my partner is another man, thereby making me ineligible to receive the entitlements.

The Commonwealth legislation, The Marriage Act 1961 stipulates that “Marriage, according to law in Australia is the union between man and woman” and the Sex Discrimination Act 1884 defines a defacto spouse as being “a person of the opposite sex”

Now the Defence forces own instructions titled Discrimination, Harassment, Sexual Offences, Fraternization and other Unacceptable Behavior in the ADF, defines discrimination as

“Discrimination occurs when people are treated less or more favorably because of a physical attribute, their background or just because they are different to others.  It includes actions or words that involve a distinction, an exclusion, a restriction or a preference which prevent or impair people from exercising or enjoying their human rights or fundamental freedoms in any political economic, social or cultural field of life.” And sexuality is defined as being illegal to discriminate against

Now if a same sex defacto relationship is legally discriminated against economically, it shows that between Government legislation and ADF policy, there are contradictions.  

Also the ADF’s policy on Equal Employment Opportunity in the ADF states “EEO principles require that the worth of the individual be respected, and that diversity, tolerance and flexibility be valued and that equal treatment of all personnel is achieved by demanding a non-discriminatory and harassment free workplace.”

Now this cant happen if the Government and Defence allows for it to continue

The only resulting conclusions that can be drawn is that Government and Defence can’t work out the basics, so no wonder there is confusion and disenchantment amongst the ranks.

Issues like this need to be addresses, simply because if the people currently in the ADF are disgruntled, what sort of impression will that give to people wanting to join?  Answer is obvious, they won’t join up.  RETENTION OF PERSONNEL IS THE ANSWER.  Not large recruiting drives

I hope that this has enlightened the three most serious causes in my mind, for lack of retention in the ADF. 

