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Parliament House

ACT 2600

Introduction


It was with interest that I read your advertisement asking for submissions on Recruitment and Retention in the Australian Defence Force (ADF). I am an Australian Regular Army Warrant Officer Class Two serving in the Royal Australian Corps of Military Police. I am currently on long service leave, pending separation from the ADF in September of this year, after almost 25 years of service.


From the onset I would like to point out that I am not separating as a disgruntled soldier, as I have enjoyed my service and am leaving on my own terms. However, I would like to take this opportunity to offer my opinion to you on the subject of Recruitment and Retention in the ADF. I believe that the ADF needs a constant influx of personnel, as well as possessing the ability to retain experienced personnel to achieve its mission, which is to “train for war”. As I am of the belief that the ADF is not currently meeting these needs, I would like to tender this submission.

Phases of Service


To explain how I believe people initially join and then stay in the ADF, it is my experience that there are two distinct phases of service. Firstly, young people entering the ADF will normally have no difficulty in completing their initial four year period of service and perhaps will complete a further two or three years more.  In most cases the life of these young people changes after this period of time, as the novelty of the ADF wears off and they begin to settle down to consider their future.


These people make up the majority of the lower levels of the ADF and this is where the ADF needs to have the ability to attract people to enlist, as without this influx of personnel, significant shortfalls will be experienced in manning levels.


The second phase of service involves those personnel who make the decision to continue serving, after completing aforementioned period of service. These personnel will have considered what the ADF can offer them and in many cases will at this point have a partner.  It is these personnel that the ADF needs to retain, as without them, the experience base of the ADF suffers dramatically.

Areas of Concern

Whilst there are many in-service issues that may impact on recruitment and retention, it is my belief that in recent years there has been a number of key areas that have had a significant negative impact on the ADF’s ability to recruit and retain the appropriate levels of manning. These areas I believe are:

Open ended enlistment;

The erosion of Conditions of Service, such as the Defence Home Loan and Home Purchase Sales and Expense Allowance (HPSEA); and

The current Superannuation Scheme available to ADF Personnel.


I would now like to address each of these areas.

Open Ended Enlistment


Most members joining the ADF today are tied to an initial four year contract after which, their service is based on an open ended arrangement with restrictions on notice to be provided upon applying for discharge.


This system of engagement does not allow the ADF to assess its manning levels and needs, as does a contract based system. I recall when I joined the ADF I was initially asked to sign a contract for a period of three or six years, followed by a three year contract thereafter. Also, members were offered incentives to re-engage either in the form of a Financial Bonus after their first six years of service, or  offered a posting or  course etc at other times.


I believe that this type of contract based system would better suit the ADF in managing it’s manning. This system provides more certainty than the open ended arrangement. It appears that it is too easy for personnel to discharge in today’s ADF. This I have observed first hand and it is  particularly evident when soldiers are at the point of transition between phase one and two of Military Service, or when a difficult posting or deployment is being experienced.


Often the personnel making the decision to discharge at this point, given more time in the ADF, would overcome these difficulties and eventually become a longer serving member. 

Conditions of Service/Defence Home Loan/HPSEA

It is acknowledged that the service personnel of today are well paid, which includes many of their allowances and the standard of housing has improved dramatically. However,  this alone is not enough to entice people to join  or stay in the ADF.

Why is the ADF experiencing significant difficulty in meeting recruiting targets in all areas, particularly after the well publicised success of East Timor?  How are members enticed to provide longer service when they ask how am I compensated for not having the ability to purchase a home, for my partners inability to obtain a job and for the affect that constant postings has on my  children, who move from school to school and lose their friends every two years?

Surely, the conditions of service must be appropriate and adequate compensation provided.  Serving personnel over the years have not traditionally purchased a home until they leave the ADF. The reasons for this are many, but how does a member  obtain the funds to purchase a home when the member and his partner survive on a single income. Also,  what do they do if they do purchase a home, as they will only live in the premises for a short period of time and may find themselves having to rent out and manage the premises from somewhere else in the country?

I recall when I joined the ADF, after the appropriate period of qualifying service, I became entitled to the Defence Home Loan valued at $25K. This was a significant incentive at that time as one could purchase a home for not much more than that. Yet today and still being entitled to this subsidy, I find this amount to be totally inadequate.


As with the DFRDB Scheme, this $25K subsidy is no longer available to personnel joining the ADF today, as they are now entitled to the new scheme. This new subsidy which is worth substantially more than $25K, is again not adequate enough and must be obtained through the National Bank. The result of this is that the member has no choice with who he obtains a loan and if he proceeds with the subsidy, significant fees are incurred as it is dealt with as a separate mortgage on top of the mortgage that will be required to purchase the home.


It is my belief, as I have indicated above, that the subsidies being provided to Defence Personnel to purchase a home are totally inadequate and have lost their effect as a “Condition of Service”.


Whilst there are many other conditions I could refer to, I would like to address HPSEA, as it is a good example of the effect a change in a condition of service can have. 

I understand the entitlements for HPSEA have changed in recent times, I have discovered that this entitlement now incurs a Return of Service Obligation of 12 months residual service. Any long serving member who wishes to separate from the ADF and use some of their benefits to assist them purchase a home, can now  no longer access this entitlement to assist them.

This is but one example of the erosion of a Condition of Service and the disincentive it provides to personnel providing long periods of service. This condition of service should be directly related to recognising the special nature of all types of Military Service.

Superannuation

Any member of the ADF who has served for some years knows that the Rank Structure in the ADF is based on a person completing approximately 20 years of service. In the Army for example, one could expect to reach the rank of Corporal under ten years, Sergeant by approximately 12 to 13 years and Warrant Officer between 15 and 20 years. This progression allowed for the soldier to gain the experience and knowledge required to undertake these duties and to perform to the desired standards in these ranks. It must be understood after all, that these people are training for war and to undertake the very serious responsibility that that brings.

  
The DFRDB Scheme recognised that a percentage of soldiers were required to serve for 20 years or more, to meet the needs of the ADF. It provided the appropriate incentive to do so, as DFRDB was structured to provide Financial Recognition for these members and their families after completing this 20 years of service. As I indicated earlier, how can a member and his family be compensated after all the years of sacrifice.

In 1991/92, the DRFDB Scheme was replaced by MSBS. At the time it was my belief that the very special nature of Military Service would no longer be recognised. The MSBS Scheme, aside from the Retention Benefit which is available after 15 years of service, is the same as any other Superannuation Scheme and can not be fully accessed until Age 55. I could not understand this change and believe that it was undertaken as a cost cutting activity by the Government of the day. 

From that time, I have seen a significant shift in the attitudes of young soldiers in the first phase of their service, from that of trying to make a career of the Army, to treating their service as any other job. Yet Military Service in the ADF today is more demanding than when I was a young soldier, particularly now that the majority of the Army is located in Northern Australia, given the impact of the Army Individual Readiness Notification (AIRN) and the demands being placed on the families of today’s serving members.  I have also noted that the Corporals, Sergeants and Warrant Officers of today are spending less time in rank before being promoted and the standard of personnel attending Promotion Courses has declined significantly. It appears to me that this is a result of the ADF’s inability to retain the services of their experienced soldiers and the result of there being no superannuation scheme available to entice experienced personnel to serve on.

Throughout my Military Career there have been times of extreme difficulty for my family and myself, where I have found myself questioning my ability and willingness to serve on further. However, as time progressed, my family and I were always aware that if I served for 20 years we would be compensated for the times of hardship. As a result of this, I was able to complete 20 years of service and to give my best to the ADF. 

This same scenario has been portrayed to me by other long serving personnel and they like me now ask, what makes today’s soldier and his family serve on, when they can have a far better life, get a better job and obtain a similar, if not better, superannuation benefit away from the ADF.  Obviously, as is evident by the need for this committee, the answer is, “Nothing”,

I have also worked with the members of many other Armed Forces and understand that Australia is one of the only Armed Forces that I know of that does not recognise the service of it’s members by providing a Superannuation Scheme which is accessible, in full, after 20 years of service. Not only does the ADF not have this, but the soldier of today finds that the provisions that apply to MSBS keep changing, which further erodes their willingness to serve on. 

I must say at this point that Serving Personnel are well paid and as is evident from East Timor and they receive more than adequate allowances when deployed. Yet how do we retain the experiences that have been obtained from deployments such as these, when it appears that the retention of the experienced personnel  is now becoming a significant issue? As I pointed out earlier, perhaps the Superannuation for these personnel needs to be addressed and a more attractive option put in place.

It is my belief that the Superannuation Scheme being offered to Military Personnel today does not recognise the special nature of Military Service. It does not compensate long serving personnel, provides no incentive to young people to undertake a Military Career and to endure the hardships that that life presents. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, I would like to say that  it appears to me that serving in the ADF is being treated more and more as a job and not a career, and this is being achieved by the lack of incentive currently being provided to young people to serve.

Also, the recognition being provided to long serving members of the ADF, has over the past twenty years steadily been eroded. These long serving members and their families make a considerable sacrifice for a large percentage of their lives and now receive little to no recognition at the end of this time.

It must be understood that to serve in the Armed Forces is not like any other job. It requires significant dedication and commitment and has a significant impact on the families of those members who are serving. It is my belief that until the Government realises the significance of Military Service and provides appropriate incentives and recognition,  the current situation with Recruitment and Retention in the ADF will remain, if not worsen.

Yours sincerely,

Brian Mason

