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For ten years New Zealand hosted a steady stream of politicians, economists, academics and chief executives. They came here to study the world's most radical and rigorous implementation of "the new public management". It was part of what they admiringly referred to as “the New Zealand experiment”. For the uninitiated, this was shorthand for the introduction of private provision and market mechanisms into public service delivery and administration.





The catch cry of the reforms was: “Let the managers be free to manage”. The 1990's became a vortex of decentralisation, restructuring, down-sizing, out-sourcing and (above all else) privatisation. 





The rest - the stuff other people call public services - became a secondary issue. Reality (as opposed to ideology) was a matter for administrators - an exercise in writing contracts and perfecting incentive systems and measuring outputs. 





Nowadays even the most ardent neo-liberals are having to admit that things did not work out. Our public sector reforms are being described as “the most admired and least emulated of any in the world”. 





Helen Clark, the new Prime Minister, had this to say when she realised the extent of the problem that her government had inherited: “The capacity of the public service has been so eroded that it simply cannot perform its core function - advising government… Top management has let down the public and it has let down the loyal hard working public servants… Top management live the life of Riley, while people get golden handshakes for incompetence…”





Faith in public services has never been lower. A recent study commissioned by the PSA (available from www.psa.org.nz) showed that only 23% of respondents had “quite a lot” or “a great deal” of confidence in public services. 70% had “very little” or “some”. 43% believed that they were getting worse value for money than ten years ago (23% thought better; 20% the same). 





The beginning of the end for "the New Zealand experiment" began in the late 1990's. After many years of witnessing the irrational excesses of managerialism, public service workers began to demand a new approach, and a new unionism to go with it. They sought an active role in the running of their agencies. They wanted more control over the quality of services they were offering, and demanded (and won) a whole new configuration of workplace relationships. 





The PSA (their union) encapsulated these demands in a strategy which has come to be known as "Partnership for Quality".





The social revolt of the late 1990's culminated in a 1000 kilometre protest march, which was initiated and led by church leaders. This "Hikoi of Hope" brought people together in a way New Zealand had never seen before. The whole centre of politics picked itself up and shifted to the left. The conservative government never recovered in the polls, and a centre-left coalition was in place within months. 





We have now moved on. The first item on the agenda for the new government was employment legislation which restored the role of unions. Under the much-hated "Employment Contracts Act" unions were not even mentioned. The expression "bargaining agents" was used instead, implying that the only legitimate role for unions was to act as hired negotiators. Once every two or three years they were supposed to emerge on cue, do their best in the contract round, and then disappear back into the wood work. In the meantime huge numbers of employees were put onto individual contracts, and told that collectivism no longer had anything to offer them. If a worker found themselves in trouble they could call the union, but when the organiser left, it was expected that "the union" would leave with them. It didn't take workers long to realise that there were better ways of spending their diminishing incomes than investing union fees in a collapsing union movement. If need be, a lawyer could do the negotiating job, or a work mate, or perhaps a family friend.





During this time there was no question of the legality of unionism. Nor was the right to belong to unions ever challenged. It was a much more insidious attack. By reducing the role of unions, the legislation reduced their relevance. Many unions even bought into the prescribed role - promoting their organisers as a cross between crusading sheriffs and insurance agents. Over ten years union membership was reduced by half. 





The public sector fared slightly better than the private sector in this respect, largely because unionisation levels fell at a slower rate. This resulted in a shift in the comparative pay levels - with public sector pay rates marginally increasing relative to those of the private sector. But this happened within a larger picture of declining pay rates, union membership, job satisfaction, social cohesion, and the quality of public services.





This period of decline came to an end with the discontinuance of the neo-liberal experiment. The Employment Relations Act of October 2000 was the first major proof of the turn around. It is hardly a radical piece of legislation - it merely seeks to restore international norms. However it is innovative in its approach, and its nett effect has been to restore democratic collectivism in the workplace, and to promote the value and practice of "good faith" in employer/employee relationships.





In the lead up to this new legislation the PSA negotiated an unprecedented agreement between the government and public service workers (see "Partnership for Quality" agreement below). In this agreement both the government and the union commit themselves to restoring the place of "quality" in the planning and delivery of public services. 





Collectivism is an essential tool in achieving this goal, but it is not an end in itself. It will not work unless it leads to quality jobs. And these will not produce results unless linked to quality management practices. 





Quality Jobs  +  Quality Management Practices  =  Quality Public Services.





(For more information on the PSA's Partnership for Quality strategy see www.psa.org.nz/partnership.asp)





It is probably still too early to assess the results of the PSA's agreement with the government, but the initial indicators are all positive. Overall, New Zealand union membership has increased by 5.7% (from December 1999 to June 2001). This is the first membership rise in ten years. However the biggest growth by far is in the area of public and community services. The public service itself is also growing - core staff numbers have increased for the first time since the late 1980s, collective bargaining has increased, and the gender pay gap has narrowed. While trade unionism is not being directly encouraged, it is increasingly clear that a strong collective does more than anything else to facilitate progress towards economic democracy in the workplace.








It is a pity that the visitors stopped coming, really. They stand to learn a lot more from our mistakes than they ever did from the neo-liberal proselytists of the 1990's.





The real tragedy of the reforms was not that managers were given too much power, but that they didn’t share it. The people who actually provided the services were deliberately and systematically excluded from developing them. The result was a massive erosion in the quality of service delivery which is only now being addressed.





If there is one thing that we have learned from the 1990’s it is that management is far too important a function to leave to managers.




















Partnership for Quality Agreement





The Partnership for Quality Agreement is as follows:





Partnership for quality





The Prime Minister has stressed the Government’s determination to construct a quality public service.  She has described the features of a quality public service; recognised that the PSA is promoting an active partnership approach as a means of achieving this, and endorsed such an approach.





This statement records the agreement between the Minister of State Services and the New Zealand Public Service Association on what a partnership for quality means, and how it can be developed.





Partnership for Quality is an active relationship based on recognition of a common interest to secure the viability and prosperity of government departments and agencies.  It involves a continuing commitment by the PSA to improvements in quality, and the acceptance by government employers and the union as stakeholders with rights and interests in decisions affecting employee’s work and employment.





Partnership for Quality involves common ownership of plans, issues and problems, and involves the direct collective participation of employees through their union and an investment in their training, personal development and their working environment.





This investment in the quality of work and the quality of public servants is a central component in the development of a quality public service, and in maintaining the integrity and responsiveness of the public service.





Within the public service, Crown Research Institutes, and other Crown Entities as agreed, Partnership for Quality will:





Encourage employers, managers and the PSA to establish co-operative and open relationships.





Enhance the effectiveness of departments and agencies and their ability to provide quality services and outcomes.





Create the basis and procedures for decisions on the department or agency’s future and capacity.





Enhance the quality of the working environment to improve the satisfaction of, and benefits from, public service employment.





�Enable employees to collectively participate in the management of their workplaces to the extent possible while, in the public service, recognising the Chief Executive’s ultimate responsibility for management under the State Sector Act, or, in the case of CRIs and Crown Entities, the Public Finance Act or other enabling legislation.





Practical measures





The government and the PSA recognise that the move to a partnership culture will require a radical change in attitudes and approaches.





The process will involve a work programme between the government, SSC and PSA that includes training of all involved in the process, provision of support and technical assistance, dissemination of best practice, and enterprise level negotiation and activity.





The PSA and the SSC, in consultation with the relevant chief executive, will identify the priorities, co-ordination, and resourcing issues for each party of the implementation of partnership programmes.





The precise form of a final work programme will evolve through communication between the SSC and the PSA, and the PSA and relevant Ministers.  The Minister of State Services and the PSA agree to consult on a regular basis to assess the extent to which the work programme is succeeding in changing attitudes and approaches and developing a culture consistent with the intentions of this agreement.





Signed 1 May 2000
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