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Over the summer, while former Digital Transformation Office head Paul

Shetler was savaging

savaging

savaging

savaging

savaging

savaging

savagingsavaging the government’s digitisation efforts

efforts

efforts

efforts

efforts

efforts

effortsefforts, Angus Taylor,

Assistant Minister for Digital Transformation, kept quiet.

The Census fail

ensus fail

ensus fail

ensus fail

ensus fail

ensus fail

ensus failensus fail months earlier, apparently IBM’s fault, was still fresh in

people’s minds when the Australian Taxation Office was forced offline

offline

offline

offline

offline

offline

offlineoffline in

December and January for a couple of days each time. Then Centrelink 

Centrelink 

Centrelink 

Centrelink 

Centrelink 

Centrelink 

Centrelink Centrelink sent

debt notices to people who it claimed had been overpaid, many of which

were incorrect due to data mismatches. Looming issues

Looming issues

Looming issues

Looming issues

Looming issues

Looming issues

Looming issuesLooming issues with the National

Disability Insurance Scheme, data breach

data breach

data breach

data breach

data breach

data breach

data breachdata breaches at the My Health Record system

and problems with the Child Support Agency’s system added to the tech

woes. There seemed no escaping the conclusion: the federal government

can’t do big IT projects.

If digital transformation in any large organisation is tough – breaking down

silos, overcoming legal barriers, fixed mindsets and internal conventions –

negotiating technological change on the scale of the federal government is

nightmarishly difficult.

Saddled with legacy systems and fiefdoms of power, government is struggling to lift its digital capability. But the
prize is compelling for politicians and the public. Steve Christo

Like the rest of society, government faces major gaps in its digital

technology capability.Overlaying it are political and bureaucratic power

plays and personality battles such as those involving Shetler, the American

with strong tech credentials who had been handpicked by Malcolm

Turnbull, when he was communications minister in 2015, to emulate the

British government’s digital upgrade.

Shetler tried to disrupt the bureaucratic powerbrokers with a crash-through

management style. His mantra was “user-centric”. He bumped up against

departmental heads and the office of ambitious assistant minister Angus

Taylor and lost.
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In September, Taylor restructured

restructured

restructured

restructured

restructured

restructured

restructuredrestructured the Digital Transformation Office to

create a bigger Digital Transformation Agency, which has wrested oversight

of all government IT projects of more than $10 million.

Manageable mistakes

This heralds a massive overhaul of the $6 billion annual government IT

spend, which has been dominated by global technology providers.

“I understand the perception from those in the know [that government can’t

do big IT projects],” says Taylor. He says from now on big projects have to be

broken up into smaller, manageable pieces. “That way we learn as we go, we

get results along the way and if we have mistakes, the mistakes are

manageable,” says Taylor. “The aim is to fail fast and fail small because you

are going to have failures.

“The public will ultimately judge us when they go on to the myGov website,

when they pay their tax or ask for a refund, when they come through

immigration, when they are engaging with the industry portfolio as a small

business, they will judge us on how that goes.

Angus Taylor, assistant minister for digital transformation, has big plans for government service delivery. Jeff de
Pasquale

“They’ll accept that there are speed humps along the way. But they will be

unforgiving if that experience doesn’t continually improve.”

Britain took advantage of a budget crisis to spur the digitisation of

government services, Taylor says. “They did have a crisis to build from. But I

would argue we have a very serious issue with our ability to get more done

with less. The truth is that while our budget didn’t suffer the very sharp

impact from the GFC that the UK had, we have had a slower burning

platform; it’s just been smouldering.

“Every government, every minister, wants to know how to do more with less

and the wondrous thing about technology is that it’s your best pathway for

doing more with less. That’s been a dawning realisation [in government], it’s

taken a while.

“I want people to feel that interacting with government is a pleasure; they

might not always love what we do but at least the interactions are a

pleasure.”

Malcolm Turnbull handpicked former Digital Transformation Office head Paul Shetler. Andrew Meares

Alluring changes

The digital challenge for government goes way beyond being able to run big

successful IT projects. Imagine how automated transactions, better data

sharing and a trusted digital identity could make dealing with government a

breeze.

Harnessing the extraordinary economics and capabilities of cloud

technology, artificial intelligence and machine learning could potentially

make policy delivery more effective and save billions of dollars in public

spending, while also leading to massive gains in productivity.

The prize is alluring. But there are many obstacles. Public trust in the federal

government’s data and technology capability is lacking. The political system

doesn’t understand how technology can transform service delivery. And

Prime Minister Turnbull hasn’t offered strong enough political support for

his digital vision.

Shetler’s experience at the DTO offers some insight into the difficulty facing

anyone who’s trying to change the system. He says he got so frustrated with

the capability gap, the ATO, Census and Centrelink failures and the

obstructive mindset in Canberra that he had to speak up.

Former Digital Transformation Office chief executive Paul Shetler. 

Scary images

Governments need to work for the public, otherwise frustration can

manifest in ugly ways, he says.

Shetler was in London during the 2010 riots and watched the scary images

from his apartment. The spectacle left him with a sense of how quickly

things fall apart. The riots were a wake-up call for Britain’s politicians, he

says. “That’s what happens when government breaks down. We don’t want

that.”

He was chief digital officer at Britain’s Ministry of Justice in 2014, which had

absorbed budget cuts of more than 50 per cent over three to four years, but

kept courthouses and jails running.

“We had to make sure that everything was still able to function, so you didn’t

have riots. It was critical to society that this stuff worked,” he says.

In Australia, many bureaucrats are passionate about what they do, he says,

but they don’t necessarily have the capability to operate in the internet age.

“The Prime Minister and those around him need to say, ‘This is a high

priority and we will do it and it will require the expenditure of political

capital, but it’s a really important thing for us to do, because we have to have

a government that can operate in the 21st century.’ ”

After the DTO was restructured, Shetler took the role of DTA chief digital

officer, then quit after six weeks.

Taylor acknowledges Shetler’s tech capability, but says the new agency, the

DTA, needed organisational and management skills, too.

“Without tech skills the DTO was never going to get started,” he says. “We

needed the tech skills but we also needed change management and

organisational skills. So I restructured the organisation with that in mind.”

Wasting talent

Much of the groundwork needed for digital government doesn’t require

legislative change. It just requires skill and capability and the mindset for

change. Recent experience makes that look fiendishly hard. The DTO’s job

was to create alpha versions of a whole-of-government website, gov.au, and

policy and prototypes (beta) of trusted digital identity, a government cloud

platform and government service dashboards, as well as guidelines to

assure the quality of all digital services.

Gov.au has since been shut down, myGov has been reworked due to the

Centrelink debacle and the government is working on a trusted digital

identity project.

Internet-quality government service delivery will require far more

automation. Public servants en masse process cases that shouldn’t need any

human intervention, says Shetler, which is a waste of their talent.

“Government is incredibly expensive,” he says. “And the expense is the cost

of bad services, having armies of people typing junk in, having hundreds of

people doing manual testing of things when you can just do test-driven

development, having call centres and shop fronts to deal with unhappy

users.”

Shetler’s critics say he did not build relationships at departmental secretary

level to push through change. Officials wanted the DTO to build prototypes

to navigate regulation, to provide streamlined services.

“We needed him to muscle through the red tape and show us how it could

be done. He didn’t do it,” says an official.

One senior bureaucrat said the DTO had a f--- all the rules mindset. “There

was a notion that they were a start-up and there was no need to collaborate.”

Another senior public servant says the DTO started with enormous goodwill

from the bureaucracy. But the problem was that Shetler didn’t understand

the federal system and didn’t follow the rules.

Shetler says he set up meetings, updates and blogs, but asks, “Why didn’t

they make more of an effort? The other question is why some secretaries of

the departments in which I worked didn’t provide more air cover?”

The PM was not actively engaged, he says, Taylor’s office did not support him

and backing from the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet dried up.

Shetler agrees that the DTO didn’t care about all the rules, because it

focused on delivery. He brought in UK contractors because the skillset

wasn’t available locally.

“You can’t expect newcomers to understand the current system when they

have no history, no network, limited budget, limited capacity, spotty to

nonexistent ministerial support and enormous expectations to deliver.”

Transformation strategy

The Australian government is the biggest organisation in the country and

needs a system-wide transformation strategy.

Marie Johnson, head of the Centre for Digital Business, says digital strategy

should be embedded in every part of government and the DTO’s approach

was too narrow.

Instead of slavishly copying the British model, Australia should look

elsewhere, for example to the Ontario government, whose digital agenda is

an economic agenda that cuts across bureaucratic boundaries.

“The approach by Ontario is quite different to what many governments have

done – where typically digital is a list of projects and an agency by agency

digital strategy,” she says.

Another problem, she says, is that Australia doesn’t study success and how it

is achieved, concentrating instead on studying failure, which reinforces risk

aversion.

On glassdoor.com, the website where employees anonymously review their

employers, recent comments reveal the challenges facing the new DTA.

“Affecting [sic] change in a systemic and deeply embedded culture of red

tape and hierarchy will take years, the DTA will always have a rough time

being accepted by its fellow departments,” says one commentator.

One entry titled “Designing for user needs scares government”, says:

“Designing for a real user need requires real change. Change is hard and we

are not going to get there by doing the same things government has always

done.”

It’s hard to sort through the competing claims. As the Federal government

moves beyond the clutch of IT project problems and the searing DTO

episode, Taylor now faces not just the challenge of rebuilding support for

digital transformation, but also of countering the fear that no-one in

Canberra wants to mention: that digital government will lead to Canberra

job losses.

Taylor plays down the issue. “It’s easy to focus on, ‘Wow, it’s all going to be

about layoffs.’ There’s no doubt we will get efficiency gains here, but I think

the bigger gain will be people saving time, people finding it easier to work

with government, people putting greater trust in government. If we make

government easier to deal with they will trust us more.

“Government with innovation might be able to grow a little slower. As a

small government person, it would be wonderful to achieve the same

amount with smaller government. But my broader point is this is less about

job losses than it is about redeployment.”

Profound change

Taylor now has the DTA overseeing all government projects of more than

$10 million but this is just the beginning. He favours open access to

government data, more contestability and choice in the provision of public

services, and government as a platform with the ability for third parties to

create new services by linking in via APIs (application programming

interfaces).

Creating one digital identity across all government, possibly integrated with

the private sector, is Taylor’s nirvana. He says it could be the most profound

platform project that governments will use in the years to come.

But better data sharing is crucial.

“Having a really seamless authentication and verification so that I have a

single login, not just across federal, but potentially across federal, state, local

and the private sector, is a dream I’ve always had, but it’s a dream that can be

real,” says Taylor.

“It has to be permission-based. Forcing it on [the public] without their

consent is just not on and it has to be done in a way which prevents any kind

of hacking activity that would give someone access to all of your data. The

architecture for that now is achievable.”

He says Australia Post is doing really good work on digital identity

digital identity

digital identity

digital identity

digital identity

digital identity

digital identitydigital identity. “What’s

critical is we create a platform where these things can link up over time.

And that’s totally achievable.”

Data sharing

Australians are suspicious of data sharing, and our privacy framework is

complex and restrictive. Attempts to smooth data sharing and create a

digital identity will be fraught with difficulty and danger, says a senior public

servant. Taylor acknowledges the challenge.

“There is an issue across governments about how we share data, which is

important not just for our own purposes but as much as anything for the

purposes of citizens,” he says.

“Australians don’t want government departments sharing data without

them knowing about it. But they would welcome a government department

that can make life easier by sharing basic identity details.”

Taylor dashed off a 70-page essay

essay

essay

essay

essay

essay

essayessay early last year for the Menzies Research

Centre titled The Promise of Digital Government. There may be no-one

better qualified for the job. But does he have the necessary political

wherewithal to make it happen?

Says one former official: “I wouldn’t give it to a young minister, who wants to

be PM, at the beginning of his career. There’s too much to lose, as opposed to

a minister at the end of their career who knows the bureaucracy and is

prepared to pick fights because they know the benefits.”
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