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Public sector told to sharpen its focus on good 
governance 
 
Governments wi l l  have to implement more r igorous governance arrangements 
i f  they want to achieve bet ter  returns for  their  taxpayers’  dol lars and restore 
the publ ic ’s  t rust in publ ic  inst i tut ions, a leading governance expert  told a 
conference in Sydney th is  week. 
 
Chartered Secretar ies Austral ia (CSA) chief  execut ive Tim Sheehy told the 
conference, “We are wi tnessing the most fundamental  shi f t  in the role of  
government in more than a generat ion as governments around the wor ld 
at tempt to resusci tate their  f lagging economies”.   
 
But Mr.  Sheehy warned that  i f  government is to play a bigger part  in the real  
economy, good governance pract ice wi l l  have a major  role to p lay. 
 
“ I ts  role wi l l  be to ensure that the outcome from the greater  involvement meets 
the community ’s expectat ions,”  he said.  
 
Mr.  Sheehy said that  the ambiguity of  governance arrangements in 
corporat ised publ ic  sector  bodies means that they fa l l  short  of  meet ing the 
governance cr i ter ia that are of ten commonplace in the pr ivate sector .  
 
In recent years,  governments have sought to revamp publ ic  sector  ent i t ies and 
government agencies by incorporat ing pr ivate sector  e lements in their  
governance models and ensur ing that the report ing of their  per formance and 
achievements is  s imi lar  to the standards expected wi th in the pr ivate sector .  
 
Those standards revolve around four key governance pr inc ip les: t ransparency, 
integr i ty,  accountabi l i ty and stewardship.  
 
But publ ic  sector  ent i t ies operate wi th in a highly pol i t ical  environment,  
creat ing s igni f icant ambiguit ies wi th in core governance relat ionships, that can 
resul t  in conf l ic t ing roles and responsibi l i t ies.  There is no clear  dist inct ion 
between the ro le of  owners and managers where outcomes can be more easi ly 
measured, as operates in the pr ivate sector.   
 
“For example,  NSW has al l  sor ts  of  hybr ids and, consequent ly,  lots  of  ad hoc 
arrangements detai l ing how ministers interact  wi th boards and chief 
execut ives,”  Mr.  Sheehy said.  
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“Unl ike a pr ivate organisat ion’s board that is  responsible for  i ts  strategy and 
governance pol icy,  boards of s tate owned corporat ions have l imited capaci ty 
in th is  area because they can be over-r idden by the agenda of  their  pol i t ical  
masters in areas such as the appointment of chief  execut ive of f icers.  
 
“ I f  boards of  corporat ised publ ic sector  ent i t ies are to be as effect ive as 
pr ivate boards,  they must have a c learer role that  def ines whether their  
purpose is  advisory or governing.  
 
“And i t  must be backed up wi th the appropr iate author i ty for  them to 
successful ly undertake this  ro le,”  said Mr Sheehy, who added that i t  is  also 
important to decide i f  d irectors are publ ic ly accountable for  their  per formance. 
 
“Whi le the desire in the publ ic sector  to emulate pr ivate sector  governance 
continues, issues regarding stewardship and accountabi l i ty  in part icular  need 
greater at tent ion,”  he noted.  
 
Despi te a number of  h igh prof i le publ ic-pr ivate partnership fai lures,  the 
federal  government ’s  announcement of  i ts  intent ions to fund a huge nat ional 
infrastructure program has put the spot l ight once again on governance, not 
only for  the pr ivate sector  which is  the recipient  of  taxpayer assets,  but  a lso 
for  the publ ic  sector  agencies that are responsible for  how those mi l l ions of  
dol lars are spent.  
 
The f inancial  col lapse of  the Sydney Airport  ra i l  l ink;  the bankruptcy of  the 
Cross Ci ty Tunnel ;  the cost  blow-out in the NSW State Government ’s  to l l  
rebate scheme; and the news that  by the t ime the Sydney Harbour Tunnel  
reverts to state ownership in 2022, NSW tax payers wi l l  have paid about $1.8 
bi l l ion for  an asset that cost $550 mi l l ion to bui ld ra ise the quest ion about the 
qual i ty of  publ ic  sector  governance. 
 
“Whi le some may argue that  these fai lures ref lected bad business judgment or 
pract ice rather than governance fai lure,  I  would suggest they ref lected both.  
 
“The governance fai lures stem from ambiguous governance relat ionships,  a 
lack of  robust procurement strategies, poor transparency, poor stakeholder 
management and poor stewardship by the government for  large, h igh- impact,  
h igh-r isk projects.  
 
“Bui ld ing the publ ic ’s t rust in publ ic  inst i tut ions is  key to governance. Trust in 
publ ic  inst i tut ions is  not  a given — the at tr ibute of  trust  is  c losely re lated to 
the behaviour of  publ ic servants and pol i t ic ians,  and how they manage their  
accountabi l i ty and stewardship,  wi th transparent communicat ion, based on 
integr i ty of conduct,”  Mr.  Sheehy said.  
 
For fur ther informat ion contact Viv Hardy at Cal l idusPR on (02) 9283 4113 or  
on mobi le 0411 208 951 or  Tim Sheehy at  Chartered Secretar ies Austral ia on 
(02) 9223 5744. 
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About Chartered Secretaries Australia  
Chartered Secretar ies Austral ia (CSA) is  the independent leader in 
governance, r isk and compl iance. As the peak professional  body del iver ing 
accredi ted educat ion and the most pract ical  and author i tat ive train ing and 
informat ion in the f ie ld,  we are focused on improving organisat ional  
performance and transparency. 
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