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NATIONAL REGULATION

Public servants keep perk details
secret

The heads of key Commonwealth departments are withholding from public view the details of
gifts and hospitality public servants receive from businesses and other organisations, against
the advice of the Auditor-General.

The Age and The Sydney Morning Herald have quizzed major departments about their handling
of gifts and hospitality.

But despite mounting pressure for greater accountability, federal public servants remain
secretive about the perks of their positions.

Key departments including Prime Minister and Cabinet, Treasury, Defence and Foreign Affairs
and Trade have  confirmed they do not publish details of gifts and hospitality, likely to include
alcohol, dinners and tickets to major sporting and cultural events from companies and other
groups seeking government favour.

In all cases gift registers are subject to freedom-of-information laws, but with no guarantee
they will be released.

By Royce Millar & Chris Vedelago

January 23, 2019 — 8.49pm

Largesse can include tickets to sporting events. AP
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Confirmation of the confidentiality around public service gifts and hospitality comes after The
Age and The Sydney Morning Herald  reported on Wednesday that corporate and consumer
watchdogs including the Australian Securities and Investments Commission, the Australian
Competition and Consumer Commission and the Australian Prudential Regulation Authority
all kept gift records but failed to routinely publish them.

Information mainly extracted from previous FOI requests showed that gifts to the regulators in
recent years included champagne and vintage wines, expensive dinners, concert tickets, airline
upgrades and customised training seminars supplied by stockbrokers, banks, law firms and
industry lobby groups.

In 2017, investment bank Macquarie Group wined and dined ASIC staff at Sydney's Beta Bar
while the bank was the subject of multiple ASIC investigations and had been ordered to pay
former clients tens of millions of dollars in compensation.

The failure to proactively publish such information is at odds with advice from Commonwealth
Auditor-General Grant Hehir who, in a 2018 report, noted the lack of "whole-of-government
guidance" for gifts and hospitality, and urged departments and agencies to publish registers
online.

But seven months later the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, headed by Dr
Martin Parkinson, has not acted on the call.

A spokesman said officers were required to “behave honestly and with integrity and take
reasonable steps to avoid any conflict of interest”.

He said officers should not accept a gift or benefit “unless it has been considered appropriate to
do so by a relevant delegate”. The department does not publish its gift register.

A Defence spokesperson said the department staff must ensure that gifts, hospitality or
sponsorship do not give rise to conflicts of interest. But Defence gift registers are not
published.

Commonwealth Auditor-General Grant Hehir.
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Last year The Canberra Times revealed Defence staff had received $490,000 in gifts,
sponsorship and hospitality over the preceding four years, mainly from weapons companies.

Relationships between government agencies and business are under heavy scrutiny following
the banking royal commission and other corporate scandals.

To date, however, key departments have resisted pressure for reform.

A Treasury spokeswoman said gifts or benefits had to be declared to the department, but not
publicly.

The Department of Environment and Energy keeps a register but does not publish it; nor does
the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade publish a register.

Governance experts have slammed the secrecy, among them Richard Mulgan an emeritus
professor at the Australian National University’s school of public policy.

He said his main concern was the “lack of central policy and commitment to transparency”.

The Australian Public Services Commission encourages the keeping of registers, but rules and
records are managed internally by individual departments and agencies. The commission has
declined to be interviewed.

“There is a lack of leadership from the commission,” Professor Mulgan said.

Royce Millar

Royce Millar is an investigative journalist at The Age with a special interest in public policy
and government decision-making.

Chris Vedelago

Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet head Martin Parkinson. AFR
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Chris Vedelago is an investigations reporter for The Age with a special interest in crime and
justice.
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