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Central agencies justify their existence by being both required and able to see the big 
picture, to rise above the constraints of agency boundaries and pursue a whole of 
government agenda.  One would expect that the quality of leadership demonstrated by 
central agencies would always achieve results, but there are times when brutality gets 
results – rough justice which involves treading on toes. 
 
In some jurisdictions  when the Prime Minister’s or Premier’s Department says jump 
the only question is “how high”, and that usually reflects positive and intelligent 
leadership. 
 
I want today to talk about leadership and treading on toes.  Leadership and treading on 
toes are gentle euphemisms.  What I really mean is policy by leading and persuading 
on the one hand, and policy by telling and constricting on the other.  What we often 
find is a policy result comes by the force of power rather than the subtlety of power  -  
the difference between persuasive argument and a thump with a bit of four by two.  
Stepping on toes is necessary at times.  In real life policy often results from the force 
of power rather than the subtlety of power. 
 
I want today to build on two themes explored at this conference last year.  One theme 
came from Roger Wilkins, former Director General of the NSW Cabinet Office who 
made the point that leadership can be best exercised when one can clearly 
 
• Understand what the problem is 
• Understand what it would be best to do 
• Understand the broad social, economic and historical context 
• Get clear about the end game 
• Get clear about what is possible 
• Understand that process is just as important as product 

(Wilkins 2006) 
 
The second theme was in my presentation last year, where I outlined the difficulties 
for whole of government policy where no one agency owns the problem, and no body 
has a sufficient interest to want to own the problem.  There are also situations where 
the core business of an agency is often significantly affected or even shaped by what 
is merely a by-product of another agency.  Notwithstanding all the rhetoric, our 
bureaucratic cultures and budget processes rarely allow for moving beyond traditional 
silos.  (Graycar 2006) 
 
Let me give an example.  If education departments put more resources into preventing 
and responding to truancy there would be a significant pay off for juvenile justice 
agencies, and down the track for correctional services agencies.  However truancy is 
not a number one priority for education departments  -  they have enough challenges 
dealing with the kids who turn uo without having to worry about the kids who don’t 
turn up.  In blunt terms, education is not going to spend a lot of money to save justice 
agencies some money in years to come.  Similar examples can be cited right across 
government. 
 
Often Cabinet Office has attempted to exercise leadership in those areas where no one 
government agency has clear jurisdiction, where no agency owns the problem 
entirely.  Without a central coordinating body, often nothing is achieved. 
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Take the following examples that have been on our plate: 
 
• Developing a state human capital agenda; 
• Deciding where to dump radioactive waste; 
• Developing whole of government greening of government operations; 
• Developing a state statistical program; 
• Implementing a system of rural addressing; 
• Coordinating the screening of criminal histories of those working with vulnerable 

people. 
• Negotiating food labelling – health claims and interjurisdictional disagreements 
• Preparing an intergovernmental agreement on identity security 
 
Because ownership is very diffuse, in these areas, and many many more, there is 
clearly a leadership role for Cabinet Office to play. 
 
Premier’s Departments would like to do whole of government by quality leadership.  
Our Treasury & Finance colleagues are more expert at treading on toes.  They 
generally implement the golden rule – he who has the gold makes the rules! 
 
Whether one offers leadership as a default or treads on toes as a default, depends on 
whether one sees the operation of government as policy driving the budget, or 
whether one sees it a budget driving policy.   
 
If the mind set is looking to make things happen, then leadership is the key.  If the 
mindset is pointing out why things can’t happen, then treading on toes works 
wonders. 
 
Sometimes our agencies are so focussed on achieving what they see as desirable and 
necessary, that they don’t see the big picture  or realise the importance of that old 
saying “if a piece of string has one end, then it has another end”. 
 
In persuading agencies to see the big picture, those of us working in First Ministers’ 
departments can usually demonstrate leadership and through vision, skill, 
communication and even a bit of charm, get those in line agencies to appreciate where 
other agencies are coming from and embrace a whole of government approach.  Or we 
can ride roughshod and say “that’s the way it will be – take it or leave it”.  That’s not 
always an easy path to follow, it might work once or twice, it is not a  recipe for long-
term successful policy leadership. 
 
Often our colleagues in line agencies are so very tightly constrained financially that 
they cannot see beyond their core business and agency boundaries.  They have very 
little financial flexibility, and Treasury bureaucrats in our jurisdiction, like their 
counterparts in other jurisdictions have been acculturated into knowing the price of 
everything and the value of nothing, so much so that good policy suffers.  It comes 
easily to Finance Departments to tread on toes or use that bit of four by two. 
 
The budget process is a mightily inefficient process of being barely accountable for 
funds previously allocated, or fighting ferociously for crumbs with which to fund new 
programs or to respond to cost pressures.  If a new proposal involves contributions 
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from, or benefits to multiple agencies, then we have a process not unlike passing the 
hat around for funds. 
 
I have recently spent six months in such a passing the hat activity as I try to get 
$50,000 out of each of 10 agencies for an important whole of government project, 
built on solid policy foundations.  I have two full time officers who have worked up 
an implementation plan, but they can’t start the program because the hat never gets 
filled up.  My leadership skills have been nearly exhausted and there is no treading on 
toes I can do other than ask the Premier to tell them to cough up.  It becomes a 
significant judgement call as to when to tread on toes.  One significant currency we in 
Cabinet Office have is the use of the Premier’s capital  -  however, it is always a 
judgement call as to when to use that capital.  It absolutely cannot be used too often or 
ever frivolously .  In this case it’s not worth bringing this to the Premier’s attention 
just now, and the delay has got us to a situation where the hat is nearly full, but our 
Treasury has now trodden on toes (citing process grounds) to set the project back. 
 
Let me outline three vignettes in which we either showed central agency leadership or 
trod on toes, or did a bit of both. 
 
 
Asylum Seekers 
 
The problem 
The Commonwealth government made a policy decision in the mid 1990s to place 
people who had arrived in Australia without appropriate documentation or who had 
overstayed their visas, in places far from the mainstream of Australian life.  One such 
place was the Woomera Detention Centre, replaced in 2002 by the Baxter 
Immigration Detention Facility (IDF).   This was built to accommodate 660 detainees 
(nominal capacity) and has a contingency capacity for an additional 220 detainees 
(surge capacity). 
 
Treatment of asylum seekers and detention centres was a deeply divisive issue. At one 
extreme, there were groups that believed that people seeking asylum should be 
automatically released into the community. On the other hand, many other people 
who supported the Commonwealth’s approach, saw border protection and an orderly 
and fair approach to migration as paramount. 
 
There were considerable implications for the South Australian Government as it was 
not party to the Commonwealth’s decision making processes, and furthermore was 
responsible for a wide range of services.  State agencies were acting unilaterally vis a 
vis the Commonwealth, and from the state’s perspective they were operating in a 
policy vacuum. 
 
This was a classic case of no defined State Government position and no whole of 
government co-ordination, yet enormous vulnerability and responsibility for programs 
against a volatile and highly emotional backdrop. 
 
The Premier asked Cabinet Office to develop a whole of government position for 
South Australia, and in so doing, the Office ensured that the Premier’s request could 
be met  with leadership and no treading on toes. 
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Cabinet Office demonstrated leadership by determining that it would be best to set up 
a whole-of-government Detention Centres Advisory Group and to take a more co-
ordinated approach.  We invited State agencies that provided services or which had an 
interest in these matters to join the group to share information and work towards a 
whole-of-government policy position.  This was to ensure a coordinated approach to 
the Commonwealth in relation to asylum seekers, temporary protection visa (TPV) 
holders and detention centres in South Australia. 
 
At the same time we also approached the Commonwealth to use Cabinet Office as 
their main contact point for policy matters associated with asylum seekers. As a 
consequence, Senior Commonwealth immigration officials agreed to meet regularly 
with Cabinet Office and the Detention Centres Advisory Group.  The Commonwealth 
also agreed to meet regularly with Cabinet Office, other relevant State agencies and 
the Port Augusta Council (where Baxter is located). 
 
The Commonwealth agreed, and together we made regular inspection visits to the 
facility on behalf of the South Australian Government and reported to the Premier.  
 
As Roger Wilkins (2006) noted only elected officials, MPs or ministers are entitled to 
make value judgements for society and not bureaucrats.  Cabinet therefore was 
presented with five policy options that came about as a result of our analysis.  They 
included: 
 
• resisting the Commonwealth’s policy of locating detention centres in South 

Australia 
• withdrawing costly state services  and support for asylum seekers 
•  requesting that the Commonwealth limit the numbers of asylum seekers released 

into the community and requiring State services and support 
• linking with other states to have a national policy 
• work with the Commonwealth to ensure that the best possible outcomes for South 

Australia could be achieved. 
 
Cabinet acknowledged that the Commonwealth was likely to continue its policy of 
locating these centres in South Australia and releasing TPV holders into the State. It’s 
preferred option was to work with the Commonwealth, from a whole-of-government 
position, to achieve the best outcomes for the South Australian community, state 
government agencies, detainees in federal immigration detention facilities, TPV 
holders released into the South Australian community, and local governments and 
communities affected by the Commonwealth’s policies.  
 
Cabinet Office subsequently progressed and successfully dealt with a number of 
related issues including the following:  
 
Assessing the Costs to SA 
Cabinet Office also took a pro-active approach to the financial costs to South 
Australia from the Commonwealth’s policies of locating detention centres in the 
State.  We requested all State agencies to provide regular information on their 
detention centres and asylum seeker related costs.  A running total of costs to South 
Australia had not been maintained before.  This information was used successfully in 
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negotiations with the Commonwealth on a variety of asylum seeker and detention 
centres issues.  
 
Asylum Seeker Well-being - Residential Housing Projects 
Cabinet Office encouraged and worked with the Commonwealth to establish 
‘residential housing projects’ in the communities near detention centres, to house 
women and children. Projects were implemented in Woomera and Port Augusta. 
 
Children in Detention - Educating Detainee Children 
Cabinet Office and the Department of Education and Children’s Services were 
involved in successful negotiations with the Commonwealth on the educational needs 
of children in detention. The children were placed into local schools and they settled 
in well. 
 
Workers’ Compensation Issues 
On 19 May 2003, the ABC Four Corners program reported that Workcover’s potential 
liability for stress claims from Australasian Correctional Management (ACM) 
employees, as a result of working in detention centres in South Australia totalled an 
estimated $21 million. 
 
To minimise the potential for future claims, Cabinet Office in conjunction with 
WorkCover and DAIS Workplace Services negotiated to get suitable words about 
stress as a risk and stress management initiatives put into the Department of 
Immigration’s (DIMIA) contract with Group 4.  Group 4 took over detention centres 
management from ACM.  DIMIA agreed that stress management would go into 
operational procedures as part of the contract agreement.  
 
Memoranda of Understanding 
South Australia’s coordinated approach to dealing with the Commonwealth on asylum 
seekers and detention centres allowed South Australia to negotiate MOU with the 
Commonwealth to assure the best possible outcomes for South Australia and asylum 
seekers. The South Australian Government negotiated MOU with the Commonwealth 
on a variety of issues to do with asylum seekers and detention centres in South 
Australia and in particular: 
 
• A child protection and welfare MOU.  
• An unaccompanied humanitarian minors MOU to assist children on temporary 

protection visas. 
• A “care arrangements in the community” for some immigration detainee minors 

in SA MOU to address children in detention in the community. 
• An MOU that provided access for immigration detainee children in South 

Australia to education in South Australian Government schools. 
• A health services in detention centres MOU.  
• A police services MOU. 
 
Getting clear about the end game 
The South Australian Government achieved some good outcomes for the South 
Australian community and asylum seekers themselves.  Ultimately, because most 
asylum seekers were either deported or given residency, Baxter became used for 
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accommodating visa overstayers rather than illegal immigrants, and asylum seekers 
and detention centres as an issue tended to fade from the media spotlight. 
 
From a State perspective the South Australian Government managed a whole of 
government approach to a very contentious set of issues which had polarised the 
Australian community.  This reflected the leadership of Cabinet Office in establishing 
and guiding the work of a whole-of-government Detention Centres Advisory Group, 
working in a co-ordinated fashion with the Commonwealth, presenting policy options 
to Cabinet and ensuring that the South Australian agencies spoke with one voice in 
dealing with these displaced persons. 
 
Stormwater 
 
The problem 
 
Adelaide is a pleasant city of 1.1 million people nestled between the Adelaide Hills 
and the sea (St. Vincents Gulf).  South Australia is reputed to be the driest state in the 
driest continent, so when it rains every drop is precious.  However when it rains it 
pours, and being in a flood plain Adelaide is therefore prone to flooding.   
 
In a normal year Adelaide’s population and industries use 216,000 megalitres of water 
per year.  Two thirds of this comes from Adelaide Hills catchments  (local and nearby 
rainfall) and one third comes from the River Murray (distant rainfall).  Small amounts 
come from groundwater.  When it rains some goes into catchments, but 160,000 
megalitres goes down the drain  -  into our stormwater drains, and out to sea.   
 
There are two problems  -  first, 160,000 megalitres, three quarters as much water as is 
used by the whole city, flows out to sea.  This is a precious resource, and harnessing it 
for productive use is no easy matter.  Second, water flows downhill, and those on the 
flat and closer to the sea suffer flooding, much of which can be mitigated up the hill.  
 
I only want to deal with the second problem today  -  and tell you how treading on 
toes was the only way to get a solution.  Of course, if we could change the laws of 
gravity and make water flow uphill, then the problem would diminish considerably. 
 
We have a classic intergovernmental situation here  -  only this time the 
Commonwealth is not a player.  State and Local government have shared 
responsibility for stormwater management but no mechanism existed to properly hold 
each entity responsible for their share of the problem.  80% of drains are owned by 
local government 20% by state government.  Further, it is hard for an upstream 
Council to justify spending money to reduce flooding in a downstream Council. It is 
hard for a downstream Council to implement works in an upstream Council – 
catchment boundaries don’t match Council boundaries. .  Against this backdrop, if 
there is a major flood, people look to the State government for solutions and support.  
 
The problem has been exacerbated by changes in planning and changing housing 
options.  Houses are on smaller blocks and many have paved courtyards instead of 
large backyards.  Previously there was more absorption and there was less run-off.  
Now with ageing infrastructure, and changing urban density lots of money is needed 
to prevent urban flooding.  Local Councils claimed they did not have the capacity to 
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deal with the problem.  Altogether it was estimated that $160 million of capital works 
were needed.   
 
 
The response 
 
Following flooding incidents causing damage running into tens of millions of dollars, 
a report was commissioned by the State Government (Cossey Report) which 
demonstrated that Local Government did not have the capacity to fund the 
infrastructure costs that met their shared responsibility.  Local Government called on 
the State Government to fix the problem. 
 
A resolution was not likely through leadership, as the positions were fairly 
entrenched.  In February 2006 there was an agreement between State government and 
local government on stormwater management which specified State and Local 
government responsibilities.  Altogether there are 13 State responsibilities listed and 
they included matters such as contributing to the proper management and 
maintenance, upgrade and replacement of State assets; development planning 
responsibilities; provide financial assistance for floodplain mapping; provide training 
for engineers, planners, architects, builders, and landscape designers etc.  There were 
6 local government responsibilities, focussed on preparing and implementing 
stormwater management plans; and 8 shared responsibilities relating to emergency 
management plans, floodplain mapping and community education.  In essence, 
Councils must prepare and implement stormwater management plans and state 
government must contribute to infrastructure in its own catchments or catchments 
larger than 40 hectares. 
 
Councils could see that issues outside their boundaries could have a serious effect, but 
they did not have the capacity or willingness to work beyond those boundaries, or 
require others to do the work.  Somebody had to propose an overarching solution and 
not everybody was happy, but there was a feeling that if toes were trodden upon, 
councils could accept the situation and say “they made us do it”. 
 
A Stormwater Management Authority was established in 2006 as a statutory 
corporation under the Local Government Act, 1999 to prioritise stormwater 
infrastructure works.  This has coercive powers – toes are trodden upon.. 
 
Whether they like it or not councils have to match at least dollar for dollar any 
contributions from the stormwater support fund.  The Stormwater Management 
Authority has coercive powers to enforce non-complying councils to undertake 
necessary works including construction or maintenance of infrastructure.  For 
example the authority can undertake works and bill Councils where they have failed 
to follow a notice issued by the Stormwater Authority. 
 
State government has agreed to provide at least $4 million per annum indexed for 30 
years.  State funding is guaranteed in to the future to enable the entity to borrow and 
therefore accelerate works so the financial burden can be managed and the necessary 
co-operation ensured. 
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Local Councils and State government wanted (and created) a body that could “help” 
them collectively manage the stormwater problem. To do this they accepted that the 
body would need to be able to tread on toes.  
 
 
Plumbing Licences 
 
The problem 
  
At the COAG meeting of 10 February 2006 it was agreed that there would be new 
measures to enable people with occupational licences to move more freely around 
Australia without undergoing additional testing and registration processes.  COAG 
has agreed that governments will work with employers and unions to put in place 
more effective mutual recognition arrangements across States and Territories for 
electricians, plumbers, motor mechanics, refrigeration and air-conditioning 
mechanics, carpenters and joiners and bricklayers (skills shortage trades) by June 
2007, and by December 2008 for all licensed occupations where people normally 
receive certificates and diplomas.  
 
The COAG decision was made despite the fact that the Mutual Recognition Act 1992 
was created to promote the freedom of movement of goods and service providers in a 
national market in Australia.  As a result of the Act, Industry regulators are required to 
recognise a licence held by a person from another jurisdiction and grant them an 
equivalent licence without undergoing further training.   
 
In reality this was not working, as jurisdictions were not always nor easily recognising 
interstate licences and requiring people to undergo further training to gain their 
equivalent licences. 
 
Although the Mutual Recognition Act had been in place for 14 years, 8 months of 
concerted action resulted in a Ministerial Declaration signed in February 2007 by all 
State and Territory Premiers and Chief Ministers.  This covered a statement of 
equivalence of around 373 licences and registrations across 22 occupations.   
 
I will deal only with one group, plumbers. As the Head of South Australian 
Government Cabinet Office I chaired the COAG Plumbing Occupations Action 
Group.  It was agreed by the COAG Skills Steering Committee that each occupational 
Action Group would be chaired by a Premier’s Department senior officer who had no 
vested interest in the occupation under discussion.  (This also meant that the person 
had no real knowledge of the intricacies, aspirations, tensions, conflicts and niggles of 
that group!) 
 
In the Plumbing occupations there were 120 plumbing licences, and getting to a 
position where each State was clear on what equivalent licence should be issued to an 
interstate worker involved both leadership and treading on toes. 
 
This was done against a backdrop of skill shortages (can you ever get a plumber when 
you want one?), poor recognition of overseas trade qualifications and what seemed 
like a congenital inability on behalf of those in the industry to be able to define 
plumbing work, or to agree on what it is that a plumber does, or should be able to do.   
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The response 
 
The leadership that Cabinet Office was able to demonstrate came through facilitating 
and chairing discussions in an open and secure forum, enabling regulators to identify 
and discuss their concerns and issues, whilst reiterating the primary aim for this work.  
Cabinet Office facilitated discussions and negotiations in an effort to reach a 
compromise and agreement on what constituted the core streams of plumbing. This 
issue was debated over an 8 month period which comprised 8 meetings attended by 25 
to 30 people per meeting.  These meetings comprised regulators from all jurisdictions, 
employer and union representatives, training board and Vocational Education 
representatives and the whole process and all meetings were very ably supported by 
members of the COAG Secretariat (located in the Commonwealth Government).  
Each meeting took about 6 hours, and prior to each meeting the Secretariat undertook 
considerable work behind the scenes preparing papers and documents for each 
meeting. 
 
However, agreement still could not be reached easily.  Regulators were concerned that 
people who could not obtain a licence in one jurisdiction would move to a jurisdiction 
with fewer requirements, obtain a licence there and return to the original jurisdiction 
seeking an equivalent licence under Mutual Recognition.  They feared that, by these 
means, plumbing skills throughout Australia would be compromised as applicants 
‘shopped’ for the jurisdiction with the “lowest common denominator” eligibility 
threshold. 
 
The Mutual Recognition Act contains a clause that enables regulators to refuse a 
licence if there is no equivalent.  The COAG project aimed to establish full and 
effective mutual recognition through declaring licence equivalence where possible, 
and as such regulators were concerned that a licence must be granted when coming 
from a jurisdiction where the licence had a different scope of work. Regulators were 
concerned that this may result in the tradesperson not having all the necessary training 
to undertake the work in the second jurisdiction.  We saw above in our discussion of 
stormwater that in South Australia water flows downhill and we could never work out 
if water flowed differently in other jurisdictions! 
 
There was no evidence or data on how many plumbers moved across borders each 
year, nor on how many were registered in more than one jurisdiction.  There wasn’t 
much data at all - about 40,000 plumbers all up in Australia, but there were too many 
definitions to clearly understand who they were, where they worked and what they 
did. 
 
In this exercise treading on toes occurred at two levels.  First, the issues were dear to 
the hearts of Ministers of Training or Vocational Education, and also to Ministers of 
Industry or Consumer Affairs.  On many occasions during the process officers would 
point out that their Ministers would not like it this way or that way, or would say 
Ministers have the issue under control.  The Chair repeated the mantra that your 
Ministers had not fixed it, there were still problems, this is why it came to COAG, 
your Premier signed off to a solution at COAG, and no matter how much officers or 
ministers didn’t like it, COAG was going to get a result, and those who did not like it 
could take it up with their Premiers and ask their Premiers to renege on the COAG 
decision (none took it up!) 
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The second level of treading on toes was in the interminable discussions on 
definitions of scopes of work, definitions of what constitutes a plumber, and on 
aspects of licence equivalence.  In these cases the chair often had to tread on toes 
before the group could move on.  
 
It was generally agreed that there were six streams of plumbing - water, drainage, 
sanitary, mechanical services, gas and roofing.  Hours were spent trying to define 
what a plumber did in each of these six streams, and what constituted the scope of 
work for each stream. In discussing the scope of work, despite all the cooperation and 
discussions, an agreement and compromise could not be reached.  There was 
disagreement as to how many of these streams would comprise a general plumbing 
qualification  - some jurisdictions required four, others three, and one offered a 
restricted licence if a person was proficient in only one.  A number of Regulators 
stated they could not and would not recognise the single-stream licences of other 
jurisdictions.  
 
As raw materials we had two plumbing codes, one developed by the Australia - New 
Zealand Reciprocity Association (ANZRA).  ANZRA was established in 1950 and 
consists of the licensing authorities responsible for the certification of competency of 
Plumbers, Gasfitters and Drainers from New Zealand and each State and Territory of 
Australia.  This was the regulators’ code.  The second code was the Plumbing Code of 
Australia,  the industry code.  A crucial decision had to be made on which code to use 
for the COAG process. 
 
After lengthy discussions at the June 2006 meeting, parties still could not reach an 
agreement.  Some regulators (who had statutory responsibilities) were particularly 
against the Plumbing Code of Australia, so the chair called a 10 minute break, and 
tried during the break to clarify their concerns and when the meting reconvened, trod 
heavily on toes and decided that the scopes of work in the Plumbing Code of Australia 
would be the basis for further discussion of the new scopes.. 
 
Once toes were trodden on about which code to use, there was difficulty on reaching 
agreement on what constituted the scope of the work.  More treading on toes was 
needed to get the wordings below as defining the scope of Sanitary Plumbing. 
 
The Plumbing Code of Australia defined the scope of Sanitary Plumbing as  
 

• ‘…the design, construction, installation, replacement, repair, alteration 
and maintenance of any part of a sanitary plumbing system of a 
property from sanitary fixtures and appliances to an approved disposal 
system. 

 
It took long and vigorous discussion to come to the revised scope of Sanitary 
Plumbing which now reads: 
 

 ‘…the design, construction, installation, replacement, repair, alteration, 
maintenance, testing and commissioning of any part of an above 
ground sanitary plumbing system of a property from and including 
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sanitary fixtures and appliances to an approved disposal system or 
underground sanitary drainage system’. 

 
Once the toes had been stepped upon to reach agreement, it was back to the 
harmonious leadership mode, and once the core streams and scopes of plumbing were 
agreed, regulators were required to identify licence equivalences. 
 
Another sticking point related to whether jurisdictions would issue or recognise a 
licence based on a single stream qualification .  Many jurisdictional regulators were 
reluctant and refusing to issue a licence to a person with qualifications in only one 
stream.  As no further compromise could be reached and regulators were refusing to 
agree to this, the chair decided to over-ride the group and resolve the issue with the 
COAG Skills Steering Committee, and the resolution reached at the higher level 
forced regulators to comply. 
 
With scope determined regulators could not reach agreement on licence equivalence 
between jurisdictions.  They were concerned that declaring licence equivalence 
without the full qualifications would compromise the industry standards.  A torturous 
and tedious but necessary process of listing all 120 licences commenced, with each in 
one jurisdiction being plotted against all others in all other jurisdictions.  The work of 
the Secretariat was wonderful in keeping the process on the tracks, and the Chair 
could step back with everybody knowing that if there was no agreement he would 
decide unilaterally, and propose sign-off through the COAG process. 
 
Altogether 120 licences were listed, they covered 188 pages of matrixes and the one 
compromise was that if there was genuinely no equivalent licence in their jurisdiction, 
regulators were able to declare no licence equivalence. 
 
This achieved the COAG requirement of full and effective mutual recognition, and 
did so several months ahead of schedule.  It did not really address rationalisation of 
licences, but that is a battle for another day. 
 
Leadership of the COAG Plumbers Action Group work required a fine balance of 
cooperation and stepping on toes.  The resolution of these issues was made possible 
through a balanced leadership of cooperation and stepping on toes, with an open and 
transparent process that promoted frank and fearless discussions.  
 
Conclusions 
 
The examples of Cabinet Office treading on toes are pretty feeble.  There’s a bit of 
persuasion, a bit of huffing and puffing, but not a lot of opportunity for brute force.  
On the big policy issues there is no real alternative to quality leadership, big picture 
knowledge, and use of whole of government positioning.  Of course, in some areas 
treading on toes works well in First Ministers’ departments -  the most notable 
instance is in machinery of government changes where departments and functions are 
rearranged, added or abolished.  Here treading on toes works, and is usually followed 
up by immediate announcement, as it is often the only way.  This is so because the 
decisions could be debated incessantly, and to no good effect.  Immediate 
announcement prevents the possibility of leaks or opportunities to unravel the 
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decision.  In the big picture however, treading on toes is not an effective policy option 
for Cabinet Office. 
 
Our colleagues in Departments of Treasury and or Finance have much more 
inclination and ability to tread on toes, and to get results by telling and constricting 
line agencies.  Leadership is less important for them.  All they can do is count beans.  
They have no inclination or ability to make the beans, or to grow the beans.  They 
have a mighty instrument, the budget, and the management of cost pressures, and they 
can usually dictate terms.  They can, in as brutal a fashion as they wish, tread on toes 
when making decisions about details of expenditure, timing of expenditure or 
payments, carryovers or other processes.  Rules are made and implemented, 
sometimes there is logic, and sometimes not.  I could rattle off numerous examples of 
Treasury treading on toes, and they see no problem with it, even relish it, and it 
doesn’t necessarily make for good policy. 
 
It really comes down to what the practice is in your jurisdiction.  Does aspirational 
and innovative policy drive the budget?  If it does, or if there is a commitment to that, 
then leadership from central agencies is the way to get a result is cooperation.  Good 
policy gets you much further than leadership through stepping on toes.  Stepping on 
toes is necessary at times, and often comes into play when budget drives policy.   
 
One take home message is to remember that sometimes you are the pigeon, and 
sometimes you are the statue. 
 
Often Cabinet Office attempts to exercise leadership in those areas where no one 
government agency has clear jurisdiction, where no agency owns the problem 
entirely.  The ability to generate good policy through leading and persuading is the 
only currency a Department of the Premier and Cabinet has and it can only be judged 
on the quality of its policy.  For that reason leadership is the best policy for an 
innovative central agency, and we are proud to be the broker between the pigeons and 
the statues. 
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