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Budget noose tightens on essential public service
By the time Australia wakes up, the cuts could already be too deep, NADINE FLOOD writesAustralia has one of the most

skilled, diligent and most
ethical public services in the
world. The Federal

Government recognises this and has
been a strong public supporter of the
abilities, the values and the quality
of the service. These compliments
are nice, but I’m worried that the
talk is not being matched by actions
that will keep our public service
strong.

I am concerned that the upcoming
federal budget will see cuts to the
public service that will damage
Australia.

Just three months ago, when
floods hit Queensland and Victoria,
thousands of public servants were
working overtime running the relief
and emergency payments systems
that got food and clothing to victims.
These included workers from
Centrelink, Medicare and the Child
Support Agency who were needed to
make sure emergency funding got to
the right people quickly.

Two weeks ago Centrelink
announced 530 job cuts, Medicare
has been operating under a de-facto
staff freeze for months. How many
staff can be cut before the

performance we saw in January is no
longer possible?

The Community and Public Sector
Union recognises that improving the
efficiency of the public service is
important and we want to work with
governments to do this. New
technology and new ideas mean that
public servants can work better, and
CPSU delegates are at work in
agencies across the public service
making this happen.

We have always supported
sensible changes. What we do not
support are blunt cuts that damage
an agency’s ability to provide crucial
services. The CPSU is involved in
negotiating 75 agreements across
the public service.

While we have supported the
standardising of conditions, the
Public Service Commissioner has
launched an agenda of cutting
conditions across the public service.
Public servants are already being
asked to do more with less, and now
face the prospect of a substandard
wage deal and a cut in conditions.

It’s a policy that doesn’t listen to
workers and what they want.

For instance, we now have the
ridiculous situation where the 1400
Defence employees who are
members of the Army Reserve are
having their reserve leave cut, at a
time when Defence is trying to
encourage private employers to give
their workers time off so they can be
part of the Army Reserve.

The mood last month at the
CPSU’s governing council – the
union’s peak decision-making body
– was one of deep dissatisfaction
with the way that public servants are
being treated. There is anger over
long delays in bargaining, and the
attitude of the Government and the
Commissioner. Adding to this mood
is the uncertainty over budget cuts
to the public service.

Despite an election commitment
not to increase the ‘‘efficiency
dividend’’ beyond 1.25 per cent, the
CPSU is hearing a steady drumbeat
of reports that some agencies will
face cuts of 5 or even 10 per cent.

We have not been able to get a
commitment that the Federal
Government will keep its promise to
leave the efficiency dividend at
1.25 per cent. After 24 years of the
efficiency dividend many agencies
have no fat left to cut. They can’t
refuse to pay 1.25 per cent of their
rent, or 1.25 per cent of their phone
bill, so the only alternatives are to
cut staff or services.

In Britain, the Government has
announced cuts of 19 per cent from
departmental budgets, and 500,000
job losses have been forecast.
Australia’s budget is in better shape
but we fear that public servants will
be used to meet a short-term
political target. Public servants are
an easy target for Governments who
need urgent budget cuts.

They don’t deliver a profit an
accountant can measure, but not all
value can be measured in dollars.
But they make decisions about
people’s lives, about what is good
and fair policy, and how we can
make this country better.

If we want the quality of our
Government to improve it will have
to be done on the back of a good
public service.

If the Government let a road, a
railway, an airport or another piece
of public infrastructure run down
they would be criticised by the
media and the public.

Yet this is what it is at risk of doing
with the public service, which
represents the intellectual
infrastructure the Government
needs to implement policies. Just
because the decline is invisible
doesn’t mean it isn’t real, and
doesn’t have real consequences.

If the public service is taken for
granted, or if budgets are cut too
much, then the damage can take
years to repair, and we are all left as
losers. For example, the 84 jobs just
cut at the Australian Securities and
Investments Commission will limit
the Government’s ability to crack
down on tax evasion and white-
collar crime. Quality staff cannot
always be recruited overnight.

In a labour market which is
tightening it is short-sighted to think
public servants don’t have options,
or that you don’t need to attract the
best graduates to keep your
organisation strong.

Public servants take huge pride in
their work, but being repeatedly
asked to do more with less is
difficult. Being part of a team that is
underfunded can corrode morale
and leads to departures. Polling by
Essential Media shows that 69 per
cent of Australians would prefer a
delay in returning the budget to
surplus to cuts to services or tax
rises. Only 22 per cent want
Government spending cut, while
49 per cent want it maintained.

The public is smart enough to
realise that short-term cuts might
make the budget bottom line look
good, but they will lead to negative
effects in the long term. They know
that millions of Australians depend
on the services provided by the
public service, and that a cut to the
public service is a cut that will
reverberate far beyond Canberra.

■ Nadine Flood is national secretary of the
Community and Public Sector Union.

Don’t pull rug on research
Young scientific researchers will be hardest hit if the Government cuts $400 million from health research, BETTINA ARNDT writes

This week the Federal
Government is poised to
make a decision which
could strike a blow to the

hopes of Australians suffering ill
health, now and in the future. A
cabinet leak has revealed plans to
decrease medical research funding
by $400 million over the next three
years. This would mean drastic cut-
backs to world-leading medical
research programs that have led to
discoveries which save lives and
improve the well being of patients
suffering a wide range of diseases.

Just think of the young women
now spared the horrors of cervical
cancer due to Ian Frazer’s new
vaccine. The people all over the
world who now hear as a result of the
invention of the bionic ear by
Graeme Clark. The humidicrib
helping keep premature babies alive.
The Melbourne breakthroughs in
leukaemia treatment leading to
75 per cent of children now being
cured. Barry Marshall and Robyn
Warren’s noble prize winning
discoveries of the bacteria causing
stomach ulcers and stomach cancer.
Evidence of the role of mother’s folic
acid intake to prevent birth defects
like spina bifida. And the men using
CPAP who no longer risk death
through sleep apnea – to say nothing
of the grateful wives spared snoring-
induced sleepless nights. There’s a
long list of discoveries made by
Australian medical researchers
which have turned night into day for
so many ill people.

Australian medical researchers are
world renowned, despite the
relentless struggle to maintain
programs in the face of constant
funding pressures. Our most
brilliant minds, leaders of medical
research programs across the
country, already spend much of
their time scrounging research
dollars by writing grant applications
for sparse medical research funds –
knowing they have an approximately
20 per cent chance of success.

But it’s the young researchers who
have most to lose. Here are many of
Australia’s most gifted young people
with just the type of maths/science
brains which could set them up for a
lucrative career in investment
banking. Yet they choose, after eight
years-plus of tertiary study, to
devote themselves to medical
research, earning a pittance
compared to what they could rake in
elsewhere. And devotion is the right
word. Medical research is an

extraordinarily demanding career,
requiring countless hours – often
over nights and weekends – of
methodical, tedious and repetitious
experimentation, data analysis,
problem solving and trouble
shooting.

I’ve seen it all firsthand, as Patron
of LARA, an organisation which

funds research into
lymphangioleiomyomatosis (LAM) a
fatal disease of women in their 30s
and 40s. Women with LAM die when
an unusual smooth muscle cell
proliferates and smothers the lungs –
sometimes within four years of
diagnosis. Pregnancy accelerates the
disease, which is why it is often

diagnosed in women with young
children. Medical research offers the
only hope for these women and in
the 16 short years since researchers
have been working on LAM, we have
seen major breakthroughs with the
discovery of the abnormal gene
complex causing the disease.

At the Woolcock Institute of

Medical Research in Sydney,
researchers have discovered that a
protein which in normal people
stops lymph vessels multiplying is
missing from the lungs of patients
with LAM – a finding which could
lead to a new treatment for LAM and
other cancers which spread via the
lymph system. My friends with LAM

need this research. It’s their lifeline.
Why would this Government, led

by a Prime Minister who boasts of
her zeal for education, want to pull
the rug out from under these
brilliant, hard-working people doing
such vital work? The LAM research is
just one tiny program in the vast
research effort taking place all over
Australia, programs which have
taken years, even decades to
establish. This immense investment
is now at risk by this reckless
proposed funding cut.

Access Economics has shown that
every dollar invested in the
Australian health research and
development sector returned at least
five dollars in national economic
development. We all stand to lose if
the Gillard Government decides to
cripple our medical research
industry. That’s why protesters are
gathering today at rallies in
Melbourne Sydney, Adelaide and
Canberra. The Canberra rally is to be
held at the John Curtin School of
Medical Research, Garran Road at
12:30 pm. These rallies are seen as
one last chance for the community
to protest against this proposed
government action.

Many are warning this massive cut
will mean the young researchers will
most likely lose their jobs. The best
will find jobs overseas, in countries
which place more value on the
abundant intellectual capital they
have to offer. But what’s to entice
future students into this most
demanding, unglamorous of careers,
when a government sends such a
clear signal that universities and
research centers, the thinking hub of
our society, are such a low priority?
The British Government faces a far
worse economic situation than
Australia yet this government
recently announced that they will be
investing an additional £775 million
($A1.26 billion) in medical and
science funding. Prime Minister
David Cameron explained: ‘‘A strong
science and research base is crucial
. . . which is why despite tough
spending decisions we have
protected its funding. We have some
of the best scientists and facilities in
the world and today’s
announcement will help ensure we
continue to be at the cutting edge of
life sciences.’’ Australia also has
world leading scientists, particularly
medical researchers. We can’t afford
to lose them.

■ Bettina Arndt is a Canberra writer.

Houston launches problems that can’t be ignored
NICHOLAS 
STUART

Surprisingly, perhaps, it
appears that Defence Force
chief Angus Houston wasn’t
misreported. ‘‘If you draw

comparisons against similar
institutions,’’ he began, before
helpfully explaining he meant, ‘‘ – I
am talking about university
campuses – I think the number of
incidents of this kind is less at
ADFA.’’ How, one wonders, does
Houston know this? ‘‘My own kids
went off to uni and I got a feel for
what happens.’’

Let’s start with the first problem in
Houston’s formulation. The
Australian Defence Force Academy
isn’t a normal institution.

Most uni students emerge with a
massive HECS bill, having paid for
unsubsidised food and lodging for
years before they face further
uncertainty in the jobs market.
ADFA graduates leave without debt;
enjoy healthy food; are put up in
accommodation with top-class
facilities; and study in ideal
conditions with good lecturers in
small classes. Oh, and they’re paid
between $35,000 and $50,000 each
year. Even the cost of textbooks is
covered.

This is hugely different from
community ‘‘norms’’. Expecting

students to refrain from skyping
their casual sexual encounters
doesn’t seem to be too much to ask.
Yet apparently, according to
Houston, who’s styled the
‘‘commander’’ of the forces, perhaps
we should be prepared to expect this
sort of thing.

If he had simply retained a
dignified silence, there would be
nothing to say. Nevertheless, by
choosing to speak and put himself so
at odds with community values,
Houston has blown open a new
issue: one that goes to the heart of
our forces and the way they perform
their role. He has passed cases of
ammunition to those who
strenuously believe in the military,
but are currently bitterly
disappointed in its management and
culture. Because that’s the group
that are now demanding change.
People who are tired of the

continuous platitudes which have
been trotted out once again by the
‘‘command’’ group – recycled
verbiage completely at odds with the
realities being practised on the
ground. In just two crisp sentences
Houston managed to completely
trash both the military’s reputation
and his own. So much for the idea
that the services are professional
institutions. His comments negate
the idea that there is anything
‘‘special’’ about being an officer
holding the Queen’s commission.
This is not just my view – it’s his own
senior officers who are privately
furious with their chief. Leave aside,
for a moment, his bizarre claim that
students elsewhere engage in
regular, real-time transmissions of
sexual encounters. (Where, exactly,
does this occur? And does Houston
really believe officer cadets
shouldn’t be held to a higher
standard, particularly given they’ll
be working together in close
proximity for the next 20 years?) If
the chief’s understanding of modern
society is dependent upon anecdotal
evidence from his sons, this might go
some way towards explaining the
current chaos that is enveloping our
armed forces.

Military effectiveness can be

judged on three critical elements;
personnel, equipment and
operations. Let’s examine each in
turn. The ADFA scandal is just the tip
of the iceberg. A rich seam of
problems weaves its way throughout
the military in each of these areas.
Just casually glance down the ranks
at any parade and it’s obvious that
the forces are no reflection of
modern Australian society. It’s an
Anglo-Saxon, white, ‘‘boy’s own’’
military that reflects the make-up of
the country in the 1950s. Women
remain a token presence, as do
ethnic minorities. It should hardly
be surprising that the institution’s
cultural foundations reflect this
antiquated view of society.

The forces have also proved
unable to even ensure they’re
properly equipped for fighting. The
navy’s admitted the amphibious
fleet has rusted up – fortunately the
Royal Navy found a spare ship,
otherwise we’d be without.
Yesterday news arrived that there
could be a big gap before the Joint
Strike Fighter is available – Houston
was the air force chief when the
decision was made committing us to
this aircraft. The military’s record on
equipment purchases isn’t good.

All this could be forgiven if we

were actually managing to fund a
war effectively: unfortunately, we’re
not. For over half a decade now our
major international commitment
has been a commitment to the
Security Force in Afghanistan, but
not everyone would consider the
developments that have taken place
to represent progress. Opium has
now become the biggest cash crop of
our province and our policy of
targeted assassinations and night
raids now includes an innocent
former governor as well as many
other civilians as its victims. The
diggers deployment is also directly
responsible for replenishing the
Taliban’s coffers. They charge a levy
on every truck that’s allowed
through to bring supplies to our
diggers. Leaving that war to the
strategists has failed to offer even a
faint glimmer of the prospect of
success at any time in the future.

It’s a pity for Houston that he’s
been caught up in this debacle. He
has tried to do the right thing in the
past. His comments quoted at the
beginning of this article are accurate,
but not representative of his
attitude. He also said he was
‘‘absolutely shocked’’ by the
incident and has commented
positively on the role of the male

cadet who exposed the event. This
should make it all the more
surprising that he made such
remarks. Perhaps it reveals the full
extent of the disconnect between the
military and modern society.

Two years ago Houston
established a Reference Group on
Women in the ADF. Although this
hasn’t met for a long time, no one
doubts he has attempted to do what
he can to make the forces ‘‘more
representative of the community in
which it lives and serves’’.
Nevertheless an indelible image
remains. Individuals may attempt to
rattle and shake the bars, but the
cultural barriers are firmly fixed in
place. They will not be moved unless
the political establishment is
prepared to exert itself. No one
doubts the necessity of the single-
service institutions running year-
long courses to prepare officers for
their initial appointments. The
advantage of postgraduate training
for those in mid-career is also
proven. Whether it should be
necessary for the Defence Force to
push undergraduates through a
bachelor’s degree at a separate
institution is quite another matter.

■ Nicholas Stuart is a Canberra writer.

Dylan
blowin’
in wind
of cash

MAUREEN
DOWD

Bob Dylan may have done the
impossible: broken creative
new ground in selling out.
The idea that the raspy

troubadour of ’60s freedom anthems
would go to a dictatorship and not
sing those anthems is a whole new
kind of sellout – even worse than
Beyonce, Mariah and Usher
collecting millions to croon to
Muammar Gaddafi’s family, or Elton
John raking in a fortune to serenade
gay-bashers at Rush Limbaugh’s
fourth wedding.

Before Dylan was allowed to have
his first concert in China on
Wednesday at the Workers
Gymnasium in Beijing, he ignored his
own warning in Subterranean
Homesick Blues: ‘‘Better stay away
from those that carry around a fire
hose’’ and let the government pre-
approve his set.

Iconic songs of revolution like The
Times They Are a-Changin’ and
Blowin’ in the Wind wouldn’t have
been an appropriate soundtrack for
the 2000 Chinese apparatchiks in the
audience taking a relaxing break from
repression. Spooked by the surge of
democracy sweeping the Middle East,
China is conducting the harshest
crackdown on artists, lawyers, writers
and dissidents in a decade. It is
censoring (or ‘‘harmonising’’) the
internet and dispatching the secret
police to arrest willy-nilly, including
Ai Weiwei, the famous artist and
architect of the Bird’s Nest, Beijing’s
Olympic stadium.

Dylan said nothing about Ai’s
detention, didn’t offer a reprise of
Hurricane, his song about ‘‘the man
the authorities came to blame for
something that he never done’’. He
sang his censored set, took his pile of
communist cash and left.

‘‘The Times They Are Not
a-Changin’ ,’’ noted The Financial
Times under a picture of the grizzled
69-year-old on stage in a Panama hat.

‘‘Imagine if the Tea Party in Idaho
said to him, ‘You’re not allowed to
play whatever, you’d get a very
different response,’’ an outraged
Sophie Richardson of Human Rights
Watch said.

A 22-year-old Dylan did walk off
The Ed Sullivan Show when CBS
censors told him he couldn’t sing
Talkin’ John Birch Paranoid Blues.

But he’s the first to admit he cashes
in. David Hajdu, the New Republic
music critic, says the singer has
always shown a tension between ‘‘not
wanting to be a leader and wanting to
be a celebrity’’.

In Hajdu’s book, Positively 4th
Street, Dylan is quoted saying that
critics who charged that he’d sold out
to rock ’n roll had it backward. ‘‘I
never saw myself as a folksinger,’’ he
said. ‘‘They called me that if they
wanted to. I didn’t care. I latched on,
when I got to New York City, because
I saw [what] a huge audience there
was. I knew I wasn’t going to stay
there. I knew it wasn’t my thing . . . I
became interested in folk music
because I had to make it somehow.’’

‘‘Folk music,’’ he concluded, ‘‘is a
bunch of fat people.’’

He can’t really betray the spirit of
the ’60s because he never had it. In
his memoir, Chronicles, he stressed
that he had no interest in being an
anti-establishment Pied Piper and
that all the cultural mumbo jumbo
imprisoned his soul and made him
nauseated.

‘‘I had very little in common with
and knew even less about a
generation that I was supposed to be
the voice of,’’ he said.

He wrote that he wanted to have a
house with a white picket fence and
pink roses in back, live in East
Hampton with his wife and pack of
kids, eat Cheerios and go to the
Rainbow Room and see Frank Sinatra
Jr perform.

‘‘Whatever the counterculture was,
I’d seen enough of it,’’ he wrote. He
complained of being ‘‘anointed as the
Big Bubba of Rebellion, High Priest of
Protest, the Czar of Dissent’’.

Performing his message songs
came to feel ‘‘like carrying a package
of heavy rotting meat,’’ he wrote.

Hajdu told me that Dylan has
distanced himself from his protest
songs because ‘‘he’s probably aware
of the kind of careerism that’s
apparent in that work’’. Dylan
employed propaganda to get
successful but knows those songs are
‘‘too rigidly polemical’’ to be his best
work.

Sean Wilentz, the Princeton
professor who wrote Bob Dylan in
America, said that the Chinese were
‘‘trying to guard the audience from
some figure who hasn’t existed in 40
years. He’s been frozen in aspic in
1963 but he’s not the guy in the work
shirt and blue jeans singing Masters of
War.

Wilentz and Hajdu say you can’t
really censor Dylan because his songs
are infused with subversion against
all kinds of authority, except God.
He’s been hard on bosses, courts and
anyone corrupted by money and
power.

Maybe the songwriter should
reread some of his own lyrics: I think
you will find/When your death takes
its toll/All the money you made/Will
never buy back your soul.

New York Times


