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New state sector code of conduct

Views from the SSC and the PSA

First published in the PSA Journal November 2006

Mark Prebble, State Services Commissioner

In the next few months I will be releasing a new code of conduct for employees in 120 agencies. The code will set, at a high-level, common standards of behaviour expected from the diverse range of people and roles across the state services. 

The code will not provide detailed explanations of appropriate behaviour in every situation, but the standards will reflect values which, with judgement, have universal application in all government agencies.

My decision to develop this code follows amendments to the State Sector Act in 2004 which extended my mandate for setting standards of integrity and conduct to now include many crown entities, in addition to public service departments. The new code will replace the current Public Service Code of Conduct which was first issued in 1990.

By setting clear expectations for state servants, I expect our behaviour to strengthen the high level of trust that the public, ministers and parliament have in the state services. Sixty-five percent of state servants who responded to a recent survey said ‘contributing to society’ or ‘making a difference to New Zealand’ was what made them proud to work in the state services. I want the new code to reinforce that spirit of service.

I want to thank the unions for their ongoing involvement in discussion about the code and I am committed to continuing our dialogue.

Brenda Pilott, PSA National Secretary

As state services commissioner Mark Prebble explains, a new code of conduct is being developed to apply right across the state sector. It is due to be launched in July.

Members in the core public service are familiar with the public service code of conduct but for those in the remainder of the state services – for example, district health boards and other crown entities – this is going to mean change which needs to be understood. 

The PSA sees our involvement in the whole process of developing and applying the new code as vital: apart from anything else most of our members are going to be affected by it. We have worked with the Council of Trade Unions and been vigilant about ensuring a union perspective is present in this process.  

I see the code of conduct as underlying the professionalism of the public sector. It sets the values to aspire to and the ethical framework within which the state sector operates. The public service ethos is an important part of our constitutional arrangements and is to be valued

It can also provide useful practical guidance and sets out how things should work, for example around conflict of interest, which is a protection for state sector employees. Guidance and protection are important as no other group of workers comes under as much as scrutiny and media interest as public sector workers.

But there are risks of the extended code of conduct being used to take away citizen and union rights in the name of political neutrality. This came into sharp focus during the last election when some public service managers tried to use the code of conduct to prevent union members receiving union information. 

This was a misunderstanding of the code of conduct but it points to the need for a good training programme when the new code is introduced. 

We certainly don’t want to see it being used to reduce anyone’s ability to operate as a citizen and to exercise their union rights, or to compromise the PSA’s right to operate as a non-partisan but political organisation. This is not something that’s being proposed but experience tells us it’s something to be mindful of.

The PSA is also concerned to ensure that the new code does not cut across existing professional codes and create uncertainty. In the health sector, for example, many of our members belong to professional associations each with its own code of conduct. It is important there are no areas of conflict.

There is information on the code of conduct on the State Services Commission’s website. We would like to hear your views on what is being proposed.
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