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Ministerial Advisers: Guardians or Usurpers of Responsible Government?

The ‘Children Overboard’ affair is one of several recent incidents that has brought the role and power of ministerial advisers to greater prominence in Australia. These events have highlighted the lack of accountability these public officials enjoy relative to that of public servants and have thus raised concerns that advisers may have more power than both public servants and ministers. The power of ministerial advisers and their corresponding lack of accountability could be contributing to the politicisation of the public service. Based on our research we concur with the recommendations offered by Senate Standing Committee on Finance and Public Administration (2003) in its review of the Members of Parliament Staff Act 2004. These recommendations include: greater attention to record-keeping; guidelines for ministerial staff appearing as witnesses before parliamentary committees; enacting a code of conduct and values statement; employing an Ethics Adviser; clarifying the roles of, and relationships between, staff, ministers and public servants; increasing the security for heads of departments of state; greater attention to Departmental Liaison Officers; and more education and training of both ministerial staff and public servants. Implementing these measures is essential. Yet, to ensure that the accountability of ministerial advisers is increased and politicisation of the public service is reversed, it is suggested that there be a full rather than partial restoration of tenure for the heads of government departments; greater attention be given to resourcing for education and training and for the Ethics Adviser; and issues of organisational culture be addressed. 

