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Public servants: invisible heroes or easy targets? 

 
A new study of Australia’s public service by the Centre for Policy Development has found that 
politicians’ attacks on the public sector are not supported by the community and that, far from 
claims of ‘bloating’, the Australian Public Service is about the same size now as it was 20 years ago. 
 
The finding of The State of the Australian Public Service: An Alternative Report 
challenges the Federal Opposition’s policy to axe 12,000 public servants, as there has been a decline 
in the number of public servants per capita since 1991. The study shows that because of the growth 
in Australia’s population over the past two decades it would take an extra 50,000 public servants to 
reach the number of APS staff per capita that we had in 1990. 
 
The author of the study Dr James Whelan said attacks on public sector budgets, such as the 
opposition’s recently leaked plans to cut $70 billion in spending, are out of step with voters’ views. 
 
“Our politicians’ views are out of step with community attitudes. Almost 70% of Australians support 
delaying the return to surplus and two-thirds support maintaining or increasing public sector 
spending,” said Dr James Whelan, research director of CPD’s Public Service program. 
 
“Some politicians think of APS cuts as a free lunch,” said Dr Whelan. “When there are financial 
pressures, politicians sometimes look to public service funding as the first place to cut costs, without 
thinking of the cost to the public.”  
 
“Joe Hockey’s idea to abolish the Department of Climate Change while processing tens of thousands 
of tenders for their emissions reduction fund reveals the growing gap between political point-
scoring and the real-world demands on the public service to get the work of government done”, said 
Dr Whelan.  
 
The State of the Australian Public Service analyses 20 years of opinion research on 
government and the public service, and finds evidence of a disconnect between frequent public 
service bashing by politicians and commentators and consistently positive views of the public sector 
in the broader community. 
 
An increasing majority of Australians are willing to forego income to pay for public services. Only 
34% favour tax cuts. There’s a strong preference for services to be provided by the public sector: 
twice as many people support public over private provision of health and education for example.  
 
“British Prime Minister David Cameron’s ‘Big Society’ vision entails cutting the public sector budget 
by ₤80 billion, freezing wages and calling for tenders for most services. At a time when the public 
service is under attack in the UK, Canada, New Zealand and the US, Australian politicians who are 
tempted to follow suit should be aware of Australian voters’ strong support for the public sector.” 
said Dr Whelan.  
 
The State of the Australian Public Service: An Alternative Report presents a 
comprehensive picture of employment trends, community attitudes and political agendas over the 
last twenty years. The report also finds that the APS is an increasingly top-heavy workforce that does 
not reflect the diversity of the Australian community, with indigenous people and people with a 
disability under-represented, and women under-represented in the senior ranks. 
 
The State of the Australian Public Service: An Alternative Report is available for download at 
http://cpd.org.au 
 
James Whelan, report author and Public Service Research Director, is available for comment.  
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