25/ 04/ 1999

Cvil service must buck up

GOVERNMENTS may conme and go but the civil service renmains the backbone of
the country. It is the facilitator and i npl enentator of the policies of
the Governnent of the day. A lethargic civil service can nmean the failure
of any Government.

The inportance of efficient execution of policies at all |evels of
Gover nnent cannot be overenphasi sed. The econoni ¢ sl ondown has br ought
home the perils of conplacency and many flaws in our public
adm nistration. At a tinme when the nation is at a critical path of the
econom ¢ recovery process, delays in carrying out crucial projects would
deal a death blow to the one per cent growth target this year. The
projection of a five per cent growh for next year would remain a pipe-
dr eam

The National Econonic Action Council has identified inplenentation of
devel oprent projects provided for in the Budget and the Seventh Mal aysi a
Pl an as a chi ef concern. Last week, Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad in tabling the Md-Term Review of the plan asserted that effective
i mpl ementation will be the clarion call for all governnent agencies,
especially during the remaining plan period. Wth an additi onal RM22
billion allocation for public sector spending for this year and the next,
the pace of inplenmentation has clearly to be expedited.

It is no exaggeration to say that bureaucratic red tape remai ns a bane
of our society, despite the political |eaders' desire to reduce it to the
barest mnimum Oten, the good intentions to change do not materiali se.
Wil e the exanples of tardiness and sloth are too many to enunerate here,
the apathetic attitude of many | ocal authorities towards directives of the
Housi ng and Local CGovernment Mnistry is a classic case. Wiether it is a
directive to keep the environment clean, the issuance of the certificate
of fitness for dwellings and buil dings or approval of a building plan,
these instructions do not seemto be expeditiously carried out.

Nurturing a positive work culture is a priority. Chief Secretary to the
Governnent Tan Sri Abdul Halim Mohd Ali has been steadfast in prodding the
country's 850,000 civil servants to better performance. But if his
resol ut eness does not percol ate down to every stratum of the bureaucracy,
the aimto inprove the service and curb wastage, excessive spending as
wel |l as corrupt practices remains a dream Herein lies the pivotal role of
Cuepacs to instil in our civil servants the value of accountability.
Delivery of efficient service is part of the civil service's
accountability. Cuepacs should not be too preoccupied with salaries.

The recent advice to the public not to bribe civil servants as such
action will only increase corrupt practices anong themis sound advi ce.
But it is easier said than done. Tine is noney for the people,
particularly the corporate sector. Perhaps, a fool proof way of stanping
out such unhealthy practices is to have in place an effective system of
nmonitoring the work performance of every |level of the civil service. As
far as possible, a tine-frame should be given for responses from
governnent departnents and agencies. This inproves transparency and
pronot es ef fici ency.

Recently, we have heard of a nunmber of punitive neasures agai nst
| ackadai sical civil servants. Low achi evers and non-perforners face the
sack if they do not pull up their socks. There is a proposal, too, to
penal i se governnent officers who procrastinate in inplenmenting projects



and do not pay contractors on tine. Months back, Dr Mahathir hinself told
civil servants who delay approvals for applications fromthe private
sector that they run the risk of pay cuts as del ays nay nmean | ower taxes.

These and nmany ot her neasures aimed at accel erating projects and
i mproving the quality of service should be effective if there is close
supervision fromthe political nmasters and heads of departments. Pronpt
action against the recalcitrant will go a long way to show that the
Gover nnent means busi ness.
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