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9 August 2002

Ms Sue Morton

Committee Secretary

Senate Finance and Public 

Administration References Committee

Parliament House

CANBERRA   ACT   2600

Dear Ms Morton

I refer to my enquiry of 26 June 2002 regarding a late submission to the inquiry on recruitment and training in the Australian Public Service to the Senate Finance and Public Administration References Committee.

Attached for your attention and information is the Personnel Operation Program's (POP) submission to the Committee.  As a key provider of training in Human Resources issues the steering committee believe that we play a vital and unique role in the delivery of human resource related training in the APS.  In particular POP has facilitated the employment of young people in human resources and provides training and advice accessible to employees in regional areas as well as in capital cities.

As a member of the POP Steering Committee I can be contacted on 
(02) 6283 2032.

Yours sincerely

Steve Doepel
Chairperson, Steering Committee Working Group

Personnel Operations Program
The Personnel Operations Program (POP) is a provider of training and other services to human resources and personnel staff in the Commonwealth public sector, on a cost recovered basis.  The Program operates in the ACT region.  Refer to "Background to the Personnel Operations Program" (below) for further information on the establishment of POP.

We are in a position to provide some brief comments from the perspective of a technical training provider on some elements of the Committee’s terms of reference in relation to training in the Australian Public Service, principally:

· the employment opportunities for young people in the APS

· the extent of accredited and articulated training offered in the APS

· the efficiency and effectiveness of the devolved arrangements for training in the APS, and

· the value for money represented by training and development dollars spent in the APS.

These comments are made specifically in relation to recruitment of human resources practitioners, and to training in Commonwealth legislation, pay and conditions matters for human resources staff in government agencies who administer entitlements for employees in the Commonwealth public sector.

The Program offers a wide variety of economically priced training (refer below) and maintains a register of appropriately trained individuals available for employment as HR/personnel practitioners in the public sector.  Member agencies use this referral service extensively to employ staff in the Human Resource area.  In this way POP has become a conduit for people - most of whom are young - to join the Human Resource environment of the public sector.

Under current government policy, arrangements for the pay and conditions of employment in Commonwealth agencies have been largely devolved to Agency Heads.  The principal mechanisms for providing many of these arrangements is through Certified Agreements or individual Australian Workplace Agreements and these conditions do vary between agencies.  Agencies are responsible for ensuring that the human resources staff who administer agreements are trained in the conditions applying in their agency.

Notwithstanding, there is legislation and core Commonwealth conditions that still apply fairly universally across the Australian Public Service and many non-APS Commonwealth agencies.  For example, the Public Service Act 1999 provides the basis for the employment of people in the APS, and the Maternity Leave Act 1973 and the Long Service Leave (Commonwealth Employees) Act 1976 apply across most agencies in the Commonwealth.  Even in areas where agencies may provide for their own conditions, there is still commonality in many areas.

The Personnel Operations Program is the sole provider of training and advice in these core Commonwealth conditions of service:

· even in a devolved environment, there is an ongoing need for technical training in legislation (as well as good practices) for human resources/personnel staff in agencies

· we believe the Program can provide services of a consistently high standard at low fees that could not be matched by a “commercial” provider if there were one in the marketplace

· we also believe that due to the technical nature and complexity of Commonwealth legislation, it would be difficult for a commercial provider outside the public service to develop, maintain and update these kinds of training programs in isolation from the policy environment and information networks available in a central agency in the public sector

· we would argue that it is not effective on cost or other grounds for Commonwealth agencies to be responsible for their own training in these technical matters, especially for small agencies with limited resources, and that the most efficient and effective way to deliver this training is in-house from within the public sector, preferably through a central agency, such as the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations or the APS Commission.

The Program also provides a range of good practice training courses, based on common principles, with examples and exercises focused on agency Certified Agreements, so that participants become familiar with their own particular conditions.  These workshop type courses cover such topics as the various Leave types as well as Travel and Relocation conditions.

We have no doubt that there is a significant saving to the public purse in the overall cost of this kind of training by the current means, as opposed to agencies individually having to provide this training themselves or under contract through a provider operating on a profit or commercial basis.

At the present time, our Program is sponsored and housed by the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (DEWR) and is located in the Canberra Office of that department.  The Program operates autonomously, under the direction of a Steering Committee of representatives from participating agencies.  The Program must raise funding of around $250,000 per annum through course fees and subscription fees to recover the costs of salary and administration.  There is a Memorandum of Understanding with DEWR.  To date the program has more than paid it's own costs to the department.  The long-term future of the Program, however, is by no means assured.

If the Program had to operate outside of the public service, that is, without a sponsor agency, the cost to set up and operate would be significantly more and those costs would need to be passed on to agencies in fee rises.  We estimate the higher cost that would have to be passed on to agencies would be around 40% more than currently (on that basis, the operating cost is conservatively estimated at $100,000 pa more than now, total $350,000 pa, plus any one-off relocation/set up costs).

We believe there is a significant need in regional areas for the kind of training and advice that we provide, as there are many Commonwealth agencies that have their Head Office in either a State or a regional area.  We do receive enquiries from employees in HR units in agencies in the regions, and while we have occasionally offered our training programs in Sydney and Melbourne, organised through a local agency, we do not have the capacity to do this on a wider basis.

In summary, in the devolved environment in which the Commonwealth public sector is operating, the Program is able to provide essential training in core Commonwealth conditions and good practices of a consistent and high quality standard at a very low cost.  This is particularly valued by small agencies.

The fact that the Program has continued to flourish in recent years, despite the devolution arrangements and the trend to variation in some conditions amongst agencies, is a testament to the value of the Program’s cost effective training and related services to agencies.

Background to the Personnel Operations Program

The Personnel Operations Program is a co-operative body set up for the purpose of providing efficient and cost-effective human resource services including the provision of training, advice and networking services.  It is funded by subscribing Commonwealth and some ACT government agencies and was first set up in the 1980s.

The key function is to provide technical training and information on Commonwealth legislation, pay and conditions matters, to human resources and personnel staff in the public sector.

In its current form, the Program has been operating since 1990, but before that had an incarnation within the then Public Service Board for a number of years in the 1980s.  It should be noted that the Program was discontinued by the Board in the late 1980’s, but was later revived when a number of agencies, seeing a clear need for consistent and cost effective technical training for HR/personnnel staff, got together to set up the Program in its current form.
POP provides services to some 65 government agencies (four of these in the regions) which subscribe to a membership entitling them to low fees for training courses and other services.  As well, we provide training courses on a higher fee-for-service (more market-based rate) to some 20 other government agencies and several private sector providers who have contracts for personnel and related services in government agencies.  Some ACT government agencies are also clients, as ACT government legislation and conditions of service are similar in many respects to that of the Commonwealth.

As the Program operates on a cost recovery basis, we are in a position to provide training at very low fees, for example, a half day course for a subscribing agency is $152 per participant (including GST), and we offer in-house training for groups and other structured courses at very competitive rates.
We are, as far as we know, the only provider of specialised technical training services on public sector pay and conditions to our client group.  For example, we offer courses on legislation administered by personnel areas as mentioned earlier, as well as good practice in the public sector.  A full list of our courses is attached for information.

We have strong links with the APS Commission, which provides support for HR networks that we also manage, as well as provides advice on technical matters in their area of policy responsibility, particularly on the Public Service Act and related legislation and practice.  Under long standing arrangements, the APS Commission also provides presenters and some materials for several courses which we facilitate to agencies, eg APS Values and Responsibilities, Review of Actions, Promotions and ISACs, and SES Recruitment.
Our Program played a key role in providing training to HR/personnel staff when the new Public Service Act 1999 came into effect in December 1999.  We have run overview courses on the new legislation to around 500 APS staff following introduction of the Act.  We believe that no other training provider offered this.
We also offer a low cost, structured program to train new and inexperienced personnel employees four times a year.  The course runs 2 days a week over 4 weeks.  The cost for 8 days training is $1455 for a member agency (including GST).  This is by far the most cost effective means for agencies to quickly train up new employees and also gives practice in using the agency's Certified Agreement as well as covers core Commonwealth conditions and good practices.  It is a highly regarded course, well subscribed by agencies.  Individuals wanting to start a career in HR can nominate for the course.

In our opinion, most agencies could not provide this kind of structured, introductory training themselves, either as effectively or at the low cost we can offer, and it would be beyond the capacity, financially or resource wise, of small agencies to provide this level and standard of training for their new personnel employees.

Last year, the Program trained some 800 participants in 100 short (half and full day) courses and 4 introductory personnel training programs.  All our courses are advertised on a training calendar and are open to anyone, although we largely market directly to HR/personnel units in agencies.  We have publicly accessible information on the internet (www.workplace.gov.au/POP).

With some 65 member agencies, the Program’s membership has been maintained over recent years, and places on some training courses are in particularly high demand.  The Program’s course designed for new HR/personnel practitioners “Introduction to Personnel” is in greater demand now than at any time over the past three years.
In addition to training services, the Program manages a regular monthly HR forum to discuss topical issues, as well as a telephone help-line.  Regular forum guests include representatives from Commonwealth agencies such as DEWR, APS Commission and ComSuper as well as staff from service providers such CITEC Payroll Services.  Many agencies use this forum to keep up-to-date with advice on the 'hottest' issues of the day.  A telephone help-line is regularly used by subscribing agencies.  For regional members, in particular, it is the only helpline operating for staff to access casework advice on certain pay and conditions matters (with the exception of the helpline run by the APS Commission), and the alternative would be for those agencies to pay for legal advice at market rates.
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