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How more lobbying can foster
democracy

Lobbying has a bad name in this town. That bad name may have a bad side effect: too few
people outside our small political class talking to their elected representatives. That is bad for
both democracy and decision-making.

In truth, lobbying gives decision-makers access to data and opinions. It can make a politician's
or senior public servant's decision more evidence-based, rigorous, objective and directed at a
broader public interest.

The inverse example underscores the value of lobbying. Where there is a lack of diverse, high-
quality inputs into a decision and haste applies, it is more likely the decision will be flawed and
more likely to favour narrow or short-term interests.

While lobbying or professional lobbyists are not a problem per se, a problem does arise when:

Lobbying is not subject to appropriate disclosure,

Lobbying is linked to political fund-raising and

The opportunity to lobby is not robustly taken up by the public.

That is when corruption risks go up and community confidence goes down.

Rather than looking to limit lobbying, we need measures that increase transparency, mitigate
corruption risk and foster public participation. When looking to increase accountability, the
choice is to regulate either a very divergent group of people - those who can lobby - or a much
more congruent group of people - those who are lobbied.

Those who can (and should) lobby include everyone from professional public affairs companies
to faith-based groups to non-government-organisation advocacy bodies to publicly listed
companies to trade unions to private citizens. It is difficult to see a fair and effective way to
cover them all.
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Those who are lobbied, though, would probably not number in their thousands in NSW when
one includes ministers, ministerial advisers and senior agency executives.

If the buck ultimately stops with the decision-maker, so should the responsibility for how that
decision was made.

Possible reforms for cost-benefit consideration include:

Making annual meeting schedules of ministers, senior agency executives and ministerial
staff regularly public (with reasonable allowances for non-disclosure, including that it
may prejudice an individual's or business's interests or affect public safety);

Promoting a better information culture in government whereby the presumption is for
disclosure;

Making applications under the Government Information (Public Access) Act (or GIPA,
formerly FOI) free of charge;

Introducing provisions on lobbying and appointments for former ministers and
ministerial staffers within their former portfolios;

Establishing an omnibus set of ethics, values and conduct for ministers, ministerial
staffers and the NSW public service; and

Using the Independent Commission Against Corruption's model, establishing an
independent organisation for public sector accountability, perhaps ''Integrity NSW''.

Furthermore, access to decision-makers cannot be premised - in reality or perception - on
whether someone has donated to a political party. Such perceptions have a pernicious effect on
democracy. It is easy to see how community members have drawn conclusions, including wrong
ones.

Campaign finance reform has seemed inevitable for some time in NSW. It is only lamentable
that it has taken so long to deliver what is so obviously beneficial.

Ultimately, the real challenge is not how to curtail or clean up access by some, but increase that
of many. Our society would be better off if more people took up their right and opportunity to
''lobby''.

The door of politicians' offices is usually open, but too few choose to come through it. That
could be a reflection of the relative health of our governance, or of the community making out
that decision-making is an elite activity. Either way, the outcome - lack of public participation -
is not a good thing and has to be addressed.

It is not a question of getting rid of lobbying. It is a question of making it work for more people
more of the time.
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