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Introduction

Some problems, apparent in the past, are still with us, have not been solved, have been ignored, have continued, and, in some instances, have got worse. This book is about some old issues and about some emerging issues which need our attention too.

We know that, in Australia, there are excessively rich people and very poor and disadvantaged people, we know there is too much domestic violence, we know there is a need for action on climate change; they are important current problems—but there are other problems too. Let us leave out of our consideration for this book the geopolitical challenges present now and affecting Australia. Those problems affect us here—but they are being given attention by many able people now.

Management problems, and policy problems were apparent in the past, and are still apparent, and are still not addressed adequately, often because the public purse is not big enough, but often for different, and dumber reasons which include ignorance, obstinance, and different agendas. Sometimes there is a need for profound cultural change—the domestic violence epidemic is an example of a problem needing that profound cultural change urgently; aboriginal recognition is undergoing admirable culture change right now.

We are the electorate and we are the voters who will insist that the politicians behave more sensibly than they have. We have already done it with our concern about climate change. We voted for people who endorsed the seriousness of this issue. Actually, politicians favour their own agenda which is getting themselves re-elected—we want more than that. We should draw to the attention of senior people some of the big issues they are avoiding, some issues where evidence exists, and is screaming to be heard, and some issues which are ahead of us, but which are inevitable.

The alternative beliefs and constructions from years ago, the warnings given then, the best practices that were suggested, have not been adopted and problems remain almost unaltered. Certainly, those same problems are still with us. Some of them are even worse than they were.

Evidence gathered over years is before us and is not being acted on. Problems which we can predict with certainty are not being addressed adequately. Senior decision-makers are still marching to other drums, political and bureaucratic, sometimes in the face of evidence to the contrary, sometimes ignoring what is happening in their communities, sometimes ignoring what is certain to occur. Why are they doing this in the face of evidence which says that what they are doing is just wrong? Of course, some of them concentrate more on being re-elected, on staying in power, on doing only what they think is popular, than they do on responding to the available evidence.

Invoking the Cassandra syndrome to determine why action has not occurred is really a cop out. It is apparent that many senior decision makers are convinced by other views, are coming deliberately to different decisions. They are choosing, in the pursuit of power and influence, sometimes to ignore what needs to be done. Some of the matters are so important that they deserve re-stating, in the hope that people will act more rationally, will see things more clearly, will realise that some policies have not worked. More of the same policies will produce the same poor results!

Evaluation is not being done enough. Drug policies are crazy. We can see other issues that are looming. We should realise that zoonoses are with us forever. We should realise that there will not be enough jobs in the future. We want medicos with good ethics. We should realise that we will have more aged people in need. Each of these matters is discussed.

Some politicians are welfare-oriented people, are interested in the areas of health, welfare, education, women’s affairs, domestic violence, aged care, aboriginality, personal empowerment—a “fair go”—things which make a better and more caring society. The matters that concern them all require money. Some other politicians are interested mainly in macro-economics; some others are interested only in power, irrespective of the morality of what they do (for example, some supported a rural gerrymander if it kept them in power). We need the second group of politicians; they help generate the resources we need for our welfare work—to make a better society. We need to recognise the third group for what they are and avoid them if it is at all possible. If we cannot avoid amoral power-seekers, we must be prepared to call them out—we owe that to our society.

Particularly distressing is the tendency of senior politicians to trumpet dollar inputs (often over two or three electoral cycles) without talking, at the same time, or with the same intensity, of the outputs they hope to achieve. Those politicians are actually promising very little. They do not keep all promises, particularly promises made just before elections. They cannot really commit expenditures beyond one electoral cycle because different people, marching to a different drum, with different values, different views, and different policies, might be in charge in the future. Anyway, outputs matter. They are what politicians should be speaking about. They are important. They should be what programs are delivering. They are often ignored.

Some modern politicians seem to have forgotten the word “obligation”. Philosophers like T H Green articulated a theory of obligation at the end of the Nineteenth and beginning of the Twentieth Centuries. John Rawls has talked of justice more recently. That kind of thinking underpins much welfare state activity. Such thinking is moral and proper. It is what the great religions teach. Sadly, today, many people seem more concerned about their rights than they are about their obligations—they talk about the former, and ignore the latter. Let us accept that we do have obligations, that our fellows are our brothers and sisters, and that, sometimes, they have little choice, and little personal responsibility, about the situations they find themselves in. Religion teaches us to care for others, but, for some politicians, that seems to be activity restricted to days of worship.

Additionally, there is a distressing practice of establishing task forces, or commissions, to pretend they are going to address great problems. Take housing unavailability as an example. Many people cannot find a home. Establishing a “task force” does not build a single home, or make a single home available to buy or rent, unless great change follows the enquiry. It is a means of “kicking the can down the road”. It might be good politics, but it does not solve problems.

Anyway, let us examine some of the areas that are a worry.





Evaluation

Evaluation (or, more accurately, lack of evaluation) is one example of a problem that has existed for years, and continues to exist. Program evaluation is not being done enough.

We demand that those who spend our tax money can show us that it is spent well, that those running programs have information, and that power is shared.

For a long time, no one knew if programs worked at all, if they ever did what they were meant to do. Governments did a lot, were active, were busy, were long on rhetoric, and spent a lot of money, but we did not know which programs were very effective, we did not know which programs were partly effective, and we did not know which programs were ineffective. Yes—they gave employment, but did they help people? We did not even really know what some programs were supposed to achieve. We did not know because we were not trying to find out, we were not examining what we were doing, we were not measuring. We talked then about dollar inputs, and we still talk of dollar inputs, as if that is all we need to learn, as if that is going to tell us anything about what is going to be achieved. The caricature is to imagine someone tearing up $50 notes, and then claiming that they are helping society! It is almost as if we did not want to know. And we were missing the other great benefits of evaluation set out below.
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