Harassment culture starts at the top
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Kate Dirou outlines how public service bullying works

MUCH has been said recently about the culture of harassment and intimidation in the Queensland public service. But the factors underlying this culture have not been fully explored.

Organisational culture is driven by the belief systems of management. In the public service, it is directors-general who have the most control over the culture of their departments.

In his recent submission to the Federal Government, former health inquiry commissioner Tony Morris, QC, correctly observed that employees who raise concerns and identify problems are branded as ``troublemakers'' and subjected to ``trumped-up disciplinary complaints and other acts of victimisation designed to ease or squeeze them out of the system''.

Employees who raise concerns, identify problems and propose solutions do so because they are dedicated to improving the level of service to the community.

These are the workers the public service desperately needs, so why are they branded as ``troublemakers''?

In the authoritarian culture of the public service, raising concerns is viewed by some managers as insubordination. These attitudes explain why good employees get into trouble with management. But it is the tactics used against these workers that shed light on a more serious problem that allows harassment and victimisation to flourish.

The Public Service Ethics Act 1994 and the Public Service Act 1996

enshrine in law the ethical principles of fairness, integrity, honesty, diligence and respect for the law, which also form the basis of public service Codes of Conduct. Supplementing these laws are some excellent anti-harassment policies.

The problem is that the gap between policy and practice is as wide as the Grand Canyon. Some managers believe the right to manage transcends employment law and policy.

They are quick to use the Code of Conduct against others, but don't comply with it themselves.

When it comes to getting rid of ``troublemakers'', ethics and fairness are thrown out the window and the law of the jungle applies.

Unethical managers are very adept at misusing and manipulating internal processes that were intended to be used only in appropriate circumstances.

These processes are being used improperly against the good workers branded as ``troublemakers''.

Many cases start with the deliberate initiation of false allegations about a person's work performance or conduct. The intention is to trigger formal processes such as grievance or disciplinary investigations.

These processes are controlled by management and are easily manipulated to produce an outcome that goes against the targeted worker.

The objective of many investigations is not to determine the truth but to hang someone out to dry. This is the public service equivalent of perverting the course of justice. Whether the investigation is done internally or by a favoured external consultant, the methods used in some investigations are shockingly inept.

The most terrifying weapon against troublemakers is the abuse of Section 85 of the Public Service Act, which empowers employers to direct a worker to attend a medical assessment.

This is easily manipulated by selecting the right doctor and providing them with false and damaging information about the employee.

Employees done in by a dodgy investigation can appeal to the Public Service Commissioner, but this cannot undo the damage done by a flawed investigation report.

An appeal only looks at the fairness of the decision based on the evidence before the decision-maker, which includes the report, so an appeal can compound the injustice by endorsing incorrect findings.

Seriously flawed investigation and medical reports also contaminate other external processes, including WorkCover.

IN MOST departments, directors-general are involved in the process of getting rid of innocent workers. They sign off on Section 85 referrals, suspension and dismissal letters and, in some cases, accept recommendations from dodgy investigations.

These decisions cause severe trauma to the affected employee and can ruin lives as well as careers. They should not be made lightly.

The Public Service Act states that directors-general must act ``independently,impartially and fairly when making decisions about individuals''.

If a director-general wanted to eliminate a culture of harassment in their department, they would actively ensure that all managers, including themselves, were complying with public service law and policy and not improperly using internal processes against innocent employees.

Unless that happens, the culture of harassment will remain and unethical managers will continue to remove good workers from the system.

The implications for the quality of public administration in Queensland should concern everyone.

Kate Dirou is a former Queensland public sector employee who left

in December 2004 after five years' service.
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