The Secretary

Senate Finance and Public Administration References Committee

Parliament House

CANBERRA  ACT  2600

Recruitment and training in the Australian Public Service (APS)

This submission is from the Department of the Environment and Heritage (DEH).  It addresses both recruitment and learning and development activities and trends in the agency.

The major discussion points contained in the submission are:

General

· It is important that agencies participate in APS wide projects and studies.  These help agencies benchmark their performance and encourage positive change.

Recruitment

· Recruitment has become a more dynamic activity with the increasing rate of change within and outside the APS. Developments include progressive streamlining of procedures and moves to e-business – information on internet and the start of online applications.

· As a policy agency DEH offers limited opportunities for young people.  Two youth targeted programs are the Graduate Development Program averaging 20 recruits annually and the Indigenous Career Development and Recruitment Strategy – 10 trainees currently.

· Devolved recruitment is more efficient and effective. Further devolution within the agency makes the process timely and allows for local factors eg Parks Australia Division and Australian Antarctic Division needs

Training

· Learning and development has become more integrated with the agency’s business needs.  

· There is increased manager accountability for staff development.  APS reform, program budgeting and accrual accounting training programs have focussed on the need to maximise return on investment.

· There has been a steady trend to buying in expertise by contracting learning and development program delivery to specialist providers. 

· DEH has a multi-layer learning and development model:

1. A Corporate Program underpinned by the Investors in People (IiP) initiative;

2.
IiP is a strategic element as it is driving cultural change and aligning individual learning and development with agency business needs;

· the Performance and Development Scheme (PDS) is a prime IiP tool;

· recent business need focus has been for IT training, contract management, project management, financial skills;

· also APS and DEH legislative reforms;

· leadership development is increasing in importance;

3.
Program areas have supplementary programs to cater for program specific needs.  The PDS is an important development needs identifier.

· Some formal evaluation has been conducted for major programs.  Evaluation of smaller scale learning and development is still generally reactive.

· The Graduate Development Program is comprehensive, well structured and successful.

· DEH had had limited involvement with accredited training.

· There is some concern that regional staff learning and development needs are still not being met satisfactorily.

· The semi-autonomous Australian Antarctic Division has reflected mainstream DEH developments with a move to culture change for high performance and revision of its Performance Management System.

Public Service Commissioner

· The devolution of powers under the new Public Service Act has enabled the PSMPC to undertake a less prescriptive, more strategic role in the APS.

· DEH supports the devolution as more efficient and effective.

· DEH makes targeted, strategic use of PSMPC programs and seminars.  They provide a means of getting an APS perspective on contemporary public sector developments and trends

If you would like further background information to expand on the material in the submission, please contact me Keith Fairbrother, Assistant Secretary, People Management Branch (keith.fairbrother@ea.gov.au or 6274 1250. 

Keith Fairbrother

A/g First Assistant Secretary

Strategic Development Division

       May 2002

Submission to the Finance and Public Administration References Committee Inquiry into APS Recruitment and Training

General

The Department of the Environment and Heritage has actively implemented and promoted the reforms made to the APS framework over recent years.  DEH has participated in a number of MAB/MIAC initiatives and APS benchmarking studies.  These have included MAB/MIAC’s 1995 Achieving Cost Effective Personnel Services, PSMPC’s 1999 People Benchmarking Study and ANAO’s 2001 Benchmarking Study of People Management Practices.

DEH considers that such cross-agency projects act as positive change agents in HR developments in the APS facilitating information sharing on best practice initiatives and providing agencies with an external assessment of the effectiveness of their HR programs and practices. 

Currently DEH is participating in the MAB Organisational Renewal project.  The outcome of the project may in turn significantly influence future HR programs in DEH.

Recruitment

Recruitment in DEH (reflecting developments across the APS and the public sector workforce more generally) has become more dynamic in recent years.  The increasing pace of change has demanded more flexibility in DEH staffing with immediate expertise in specialist areas to give effect to Government policy initiatives.  Some such initiatives have involved interaction across several departments (eg the Regional Forest Assessments and the Joint National Action Plan on Salinity and Water Quality).  The increasing use of taskforces and project teams demands a flexibility and mobility of staffing strategies to meet workload requirements.

Following its participation in the 1995 MAB-MIAC initiative, Achieving Cost Effective Personnel Services, DEH embarked on a re-engineering process which has seen its recruitment procedures progressively streamlined to produce more timely outcomes.  

More recently, DEH has been actively implementing the Government Online strategy by making information on employment prospects generally and on specific vacancies available on its internet home page.  Applications by e-mail are accepted and the next stage will be to develop the facility for direct online lodgement of applications.  Already DEH offers online lodgement of applications for its Graduate Development Program.  

DEH is a policy department albeit with a strong operational element in the Parks Australia Division.  Much of the policy work is Canberra based and is performed at the APS6 and EL1 levels.  Staff engaged at these levels usually have tertiary qualifications and/or previous work experience.  Opportunities for young people are necessarily somewhat limited.

The Graduate Program is DEH’s major recruitment program for young people.  It aims to attract a range of high calibre applicants with the potential to make an effective contribution to DEH particularly and the APS in general.  The annual recruitment campaign attracts over 1000 applications, most of these lodged on-line.  DEH has contracted out the recruitment process but is actively involved in the selection aspects which include a final stage using assessment centres.  

The majority of applicants are female (a fairly constant ratio of 2:1 which reflects the gender balance of the intake) and more than half have science qualifications.  This would be expected given the nature of DEH’s areas of responsibility.  For the last three years the annual intake has averaged 20 graduates.  They have been drawn from all regions of Australia with ages ranging from 21 to 31.  The median age of the current intake is 25.  

The other specific recruitment program focussed on young people is the Indigenous Career Recruitment and Development Strategy (ICDRS).  Last year DEH recruited 10 trainees, 2 based in Canberra and the others across the National Parks in Kakadu, Uluru Kata-Tjuta, and Booderee (Jervis Bay).  The emphasis here is attracting Indigenous staff who have the potential to expand their skills and progress to senior management levels.

There are no available figures on trends in the age of recruits to DEH over recent years but in 2001the median age of on-going employees in DEH was 41.  This is the same as for the APS where the median age rose from 33 in 1985.

DEH finds the devolved arrangements for recruitment more efficient and effective than the previous centralised, prescriptive framework.  DEH has moved to extend delegations to program and line managers to the maximum extent consistent with good governance arrangements.  This allows more timely recruitment to fill vacancies with decisions made by managers who have good knowledge of local and program specific factors which may impact on the type of skills and abilities required for working in a particular area.

The Parks Australia Division is a particular case in point having very distinct requirements in recruiting people who can work in remote locations and appreciate the cross-cultural factors applying to parks with Traditional Owners and Joint Management Boards.  Parks Australia has also obligations in respect of providing employment and development opportunities to Indigenous people.  Parks Australia employs a high proportion of non-ongoing employees, partly because of the nature of its operations but also to fit local needs.  

Australian Antarctic Division

The Australian Antarctic Division (AAD) functions as a semi-autonomous organisation with headquarters in Hobart.  It has unique recruitment needs for its expeditioners and its continuing research work.  (AAD has been recruiting for expeditioners for over 50 years.) 

Like the Canberra based elements of DEH, AAD has devolved recruitment delegations to general manager level.

The AAD employs a large number of non-ongoing employees in proportion to the agency size for conducting and supporting research in Antarctica, drawn from across Australia. This has necessitated the assessment of not only technical skills, but also a more close assessment of personal skills for people to live and work in small and remote communities for extended periods of time. 

The AAD is currently reviewing the manner in which it attracts and assesses potential applicants. The AAD is planning a number of strategies to increase the number of women expeditioners to that more representative of the Australian population. In addition, for the current round of expedition recruitment, the AAD is trialling the use of assessment centres for the carpenter and plumbers trade groups to try and better assess behavioural requirements expected of expeditioners. This will be evaluated and depending on the success of the trial, may be extended to all employment categories for subsequent years. The use of assessment centres to date has only been used for Station Leaders.

The AAD (which has for some years offered rotation placements for DEH Graduates on their development program) has recently introduced a Graduate Recruitment Program to address a number of issues associated with:
· a significant number of long term employees at or nearing retirement age; 

· significant organisational change associated with a move from shipping to air transport to Antarctica; 

· environmental management; and 

· corporate governance responsibilities.

This is a workforce planning strategy to assist in ensuring that the AAD has the people in the future to address these issues and the challenges they represent to the organisation.

Training (Learning and Development)

DEH has sought over recent years to tailor its staff learning and development activities to integrate closely with the existing and emerging business needs of the agency as well as programs which address skills gaps and knowledge identified by individual staff members.

APS reforms have resulted in managers becoming more accountable for developing their staff.  This has been matched by staff members becoming more aware of the need to constantly update or acquire new skills.

Adoption of program budgeting and accrual accounting has focussed attention more strongly on maximising the return on investment in staff learning and development.  

In common with other APS agencies DEH has contracted out much of the delivery of staff learning and development programs.  DEH believes that this is both effective and cost efficient, enabling the Department to “buy in” high quality services as and when needed.   

DEH has developed a multi-layer model for identifying, meeting and evaluating learning and development needs.  The Corporate Learning and Development Program is developed and managed centrally.  The strategic approach to learning and development is underpinned by the Investors in People (IiP) initiative.  (DEH recently gained accreditation as an Investor in People, an internationally recognised standard.)  With its emphasis on people IiP has had a cultural change impact with more emphasis on individuals taking responsibility for directing their learning and development in the organisation.

Much of the Corporate Learning Development Program focus over the last three years has been on the development and implementation of the Performance and Development Scheme (PDS) which covers all non SES staff in DEH (SES staff have a complementary scheme).  This was driven centrally but included a fully consultative process with divisions in the development phase and the use of several service providers to conduct over 100 workshops - tailored to meet the various work area circumstances - to introduce the concepts of the scheme and develop individual performance agreements which were aligned to the work plans of the individual staff members’ work areas.

The PDS was a prime factor in gaining IiP accreditation.  There were of course other important IiP driven initiatives such as the notional allocation of  $1000 per staff member in the annual learning and development budget in each program area.  This has required local managers to take a direct interest in learning and development activities for their staff.

The Corporate Learning and Development Program is developed annually following discussion with the Executive who also identify the business needs of their program areas which extend across organisation.  Underpinning the major PDS project, the focus of attention for corporate learning and development activities to meet business needs has been on IT training, contract management, project management and financial skills training as mainstream learning and development.  Most of these programs have been delivered by contracted providers who often work in partnership with in-house staff to develop the course content.

Education on the impact of changes in major DEH legislation and the APS employment and legislative framework has also featured as a major activity.  Much of this activity has been conducted by senior level staff with subject expertise but use is also made of PSMPC developed programs.  DEH has a memorandum of understanding with PSMPC as its preferred supplier for APS corporate programs.

To promote better understanding of DEH-wide issues, Executive seminars are arranged under the banner of the IiP initiative.  These seminars have fostered a more integrated culture across program areas in DEH.

DEH has also initiated identification and development of high potential EL2 staff with a view to enhancing future leadership in the organisation.  This year, the first selected participants took part in the Career Development Assessment Centre program and/or enrolled in the ANU Master of Management Program. 

Program Managers are responsible for the identification and provision of learning and development which is directly relevant to their program area needs.  An important method of identifying needs is through the PDS performance agreement, appraisal and feedback phases.  This involves each staff member drawing up a performance agreement with their manager and, at appraisal and feedback sessions, discussing individual learning and development needs to help achieve their personal outcomes.  Preference is then given to funding learning and development activities which have been identified on staff members’ individual development plans and which are consistent with the business needs of the agency.  Divisional IiP Committees are also active in identifying learning needs and arranging development activities for staff in their areas.

The PDS was recently the subject of an independent, formal evaluation.  The evaluation was positive but highlighted the need to focus more on better identification of individuals’ needs and make better strategic use of individual development plans.

At this stage, evaluation of the effectiveness of separate learning and development courses is generally reactive with participants responding to questionnaires or providing informal feedback.  This will be an area for attention for the future.

The Graduate Development Program is a structured program which lasts 10-11 months.  During this time the graduates complete three placement rotations in divergent areas of DEH as well as undertake a series of courses aimed at equipping them with a comprehensive range of skills applicable across the APS and DEH.  These include writing skills, understanding of the policy development and parliamentary processes, negotiation, record keeping etc.  The development program is endorsed and later evaluated by the Graduate Steering Committee, an SES level group chaired by a Deputy Secretary.

DEH has had only small-scale participation in accredited training.  The PSMPC public Sector course has been the major activity over the last decade.  More recently DEH has become involved in competency training with rangers and trainees.

DEH has recently made the decision to start working on capability frameworks using the PSMPC model as a basis for development to suit DEH skills needs.  This project will be integrated to workforce planning strategies for the future.

The DEH Study Assistance Scheme has continued to be well used by staff across the agency.  Most users are pursuing tertiary studies which are related to their current field of subject knowledge but more general DEH and APS related courses such as Environmental Law are also accessed regularly. 

There is some concern that the learning and development needs of staff in regional areas (which are usually quite remote locations) are not being met satisfactorily.  There are only limited learning and study opportunities available for such staff and these often have residential segments which are expensive and time consuming to attend.  This an area where assistance from the PSMPC in providing opportunity for APS tailored extension learning programs, including on-line learning courses, would be of great value.

Australian Antarctic Division

In 2001 the AAD reviewed its organisational culture and identified the need to have a culture that more closely reflected a high performance culture, not only addressing improving employee skills, but better reflecting the behaviours required of its employees to achieve business outcomes, and the APS Values and Code of Conduct. Accordingly,  the decision was made that as an organisation there would be an increased focus on assessing behavioural criteria for both head office and antarctic expeditioners to more closely ensure that the organisation employs people who are committed to the required culture, in Hobart and Antarctica. This has been carried through into a revised Performance Management system for Head Office employees and is in the process of being extended to expeditioners.

Public Service Commissioner

The new Public Service Act 1999 saw the devolution of important powers previously held by the Public Service Commissioner (the Commissioner) to Agency Heads.  This has provided the opportunity for the Commissioner to assume a less prescriptive, more strategic role in APS wide matters.  

DEH supports this changed emphasis which allows for greater flexibility to meet agency business needs.  DEH considers that new role for the Commissioner is an important and necessary one in maintaining a viable APS and values the overarching coordination and support offered by the PSMPC in training and career development opportunities.

The Department makes targeted and strategic use of PSMPC corporate APS programs and has the PSMPC as its preferred supplier for such programs.  PSMPC information seminars and networking opportunities provide important channels for obtaining an APS-wide perspective on contemporary public sector best practice management developments and trends.

DEH would like to see the PSMPC extend its current activities to provide more opportunity for training and career development for regional staff.  Increased online learning and development opportunities would be very valuable in helping to minimise the isolation and reduce the time and cost of accessing learning and development in the APS.
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