focus: the public sector

Making the
impossible happen

f you still think of Sweden as one

country whose public service unions

have never had to deal with a serious
campaign of municipal privatisation then
you obviously have not heard of
Helsingborg And if you did not realise that
those unions are also keeping alive therr
county's reputation for innovation in
public service development then you
cannot have heard of Mzalung.

What has happened in Helsingborg,
where public service workers have been
among the main victims of big changes in
local government services, could hardly be
different from what has happened in
Malung, where the workers have been
driving the change.Yet the latter is in some
way a1 response to the threat af the former.
What happened in Malung is the product
of a bald union initiative which has since
inspired similar change in some 60 other
Swedish municipalities, involving 30 000
workers a year by 1995 - to come up with
an aliernative to contracting-out.

What public service union SKAF (1the
Swedish Municipal Workers Unian)
developed in Malung is an alternative that
saves money, improves quality of services,
and increases job satisfaction, all at the
same time.An impossible dream? Read on
- but first, the 2lf 100 possible nightmare.

The nightmare

Olof Johansson, European affairs officer
for another major public senace union,

Brendan Martin sbows bow
public service unions in
Sweden bave developed
alternatives to privatising local
government.

SKTE takes up the Helsingborg stary:
‘Activities in the local government sector
in Sweden have changed at a rapid rate in
recent years. This transformation has been
accelerated by growing economic
problems But structural changes are not
taking place solely for economic reasons.
In certain local authorities - mainly those
controlled by non-socualist parties - there
has been a clear, more ideological
emphasis on efforts to market large parts
of the service output.

Onc example js the local authority of
Helsingberg in southemn Sweden, where a
four-party noen-socialist coalition has, since
taking power, had the objective of
privatising local government activities or
contracting out local government services
to private entrepreneurs, and also of trying
to aveud starting new activitics under local
government auspices.

The ambitions in Helsingborg were for
25% of child-care services to be run
privately within a three-year period, as
well as for primary health care and
nursing homes to be reorganiscd into ‘care
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companies' and entrusted to contractors.
Public transport has been sold, and there
has even been an attempt to transfer the
cuty library to a conteacting operation, but
thus failed.

What have the consequences been to
date for employees of the Helsingborg
local authority? During 1992, 44 jobs
disappeared, 201 people were given
notice, 44 people received early
retirement pensions or retired voluntarily
with severance pay, 1 000 temparary
employees were eliminated

According to Johansson, similar chianges
have taken place in many other local
authorities and country councils - the
Swedish Association of Local Authorities
estimated that 50 000 Swedish local
government jobs, which is more than 15%
of the total, were lost hetween 1992 and
1994 as a result of reductions in central
povernment goants, Politicians, he wnites,
‘have not accepted their responsibility for
c¢nsuring that the changeover takes place
in such a way and at such a rate that
reasonable attentlon is paid 10 the
conscquences for employment, local
services and investment requirements’,

Unions take responsibility

That charge could not easily be levelled at
the initiatives taken by his own union and

In order to confront requests for
cuts in public services or
Drivatisation, SKAF bas realised
that just trying to refuse changes
IS not very constructive,
especially as some of the
accusations of tnefficiency in the
Putblic services bave definitely
been true.
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by SKAE zlthough both unions’
approaches to the threat of contmmcting-
out and the financial problems of local
authorities are controversial. Again, let us
allow the union's spokesperson on the
subject to sprak for himself, Here is Lars-
Ake Almgvist, who, after several years asa
trade union officer of the more traditional
type, now heads his union's special
development and management
department, Komanco:'In order to
confront requests for cuts in public
services or privatisation, SKAF has realised
that just trying to refuse changes is not
very constructive, especially as some of
the accusations of inefficiency in the
public services have definitely been true,

SKAF has for many years stressed that
the traditional hierarchical organisation of
work In local government administration
must of necessity be inefficient if it does
not involve the knowledge and experience
of the employces!

Like SKTE SKAF rejected the standard
cuts and privatisation package as imposed
in Helsingborg. It also devised a practical
alternative:"We started to develop a model
to build more efficient, non-hierarchical
organisation by involving the employees,
with the aim of saving moncy without
making peaple redundant,

Our ideas were tested in 1991 in one
munlicipality - Malung. The goal was to
decrease costs by at least 10% within three
years. Already in 1992, Malung had saved
10,5%.

Dramatic progress, and passibly even
too dramatic for the initiatlve's own goad,
since there may have been some special
factors ~ in particular a mild wiater -
which boosted the financial cesults in
Malung that year, That might have had the
cffect of mising expectations a little 1oo
high, but in any event enough was proved
by Malung to persuade the union to
develop the method for use clsewhere,
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SKAT called the model*Kom An!" (Come
on') and claim a 100% success mte for its
application in 60 municipalities so far. The
secret? Well, the secret ts that there is not
one. Jt is lundamentally a question of
trusting - and acting upon {he
expericnce, knowledpe and exportisce of
the hey experts in any orpanisation - the
workers at the front line,

The Komanco approach

Under the Komanco approach, when a
decision has been taken 1o set up a project
in a workplace,all the employees are
informed and then divided up into groups
of between eight and 12 people, each with
an appointed leader. Then the groups
spend as long as ten months analysing
their organisation, identifying its strengths
and weaknesses and finding ways 1o build
on the former and eradicate the latter
Komanco’s brochure stresses that
‘creativiny needs elbow room, and that
‘waork for change takes time’ Almgvist
explains:'The members beconmie
researchers in theic own jobs They discuss
how to improve quality, where
responsibility lies and should lie, what are
their training needs. They measure the
costs of specific tasks, so that each person
knows the costs associated with their own
job’

The workplace groups break down
their orpganisation’s budget into its smallest
components, 1o enable everyone to
understand it and see where the money
goces. Each employee gets 10 learn the
casts associated with his/her own job and
to develop ways of reducing them.
Structures are flanened, with hierarchices
reduced to the minimum. Training needs
are identified and personal initiative
cncouraged.

One of the warkers becomes a tutor
who receives trining from Komanco
before systematically meeting fellow

employces over a period of five to six
months to analyse every problem in cach
cmployee's work expenence and assist
them in developing their own solutions 1o
them.

Althouph the self<onsultancy approach
is common ta the Komanco projects, its
outcome, of course, varics. In one ¢ase, the
members developed therr own system in
which individual workers taok particular
responsibilities for budget, sickness
monitoring, tempormry redeployment and
a range of other management tashs, linked
together in a way that inspired the name
they gave the system,'the spider web
model’,

In another case, the workers developed
a purpose-designed computer progmmme
to predict staffing and other resources
needs in their hospital wards. Their system
measures levels of dependence of patients
against a number of indices, such as their
ahiliry to feed themselves, their 1oiler
needs, thewr mobility, availability of social
contact, ability tao manage personal
hygicne needs, and so on. Giving cach
patient marks from ane to three against
the various categorics, the staff then tot
them up to assess nursing needs in the
ward as a whole. At the same time, they
developed a system to examine their own
activities, identufying ways to make more
time for dircct patient care by reducing
the amount they spent on, for example,
administration.

It may sound hkc traditional time and
motion studies, with all the ass<socisted
hazards, and some might be offended by
the quantification of patient necd The
public service workers who have joined
the SKAF team as consultants (Romanco
has selected and trained some of its
members in the new role) have answers to
both objections. One says:‘I used to work
as a nurse myself, and all the time [ wauld
try to explain to managers and politicians
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better ways of managing things. But they
would not [isten because it was just words
- when you quantify it, it helps the
dialogue’

As for the dangers associated with
measuring the time taken on pacticular
tasks and identifying how to make savings,
SKAF has protected membecers against
being victims of their own diligence by
closing the system so that only the
workers themselves have access to the
details. The programme cannot be used by
management to examine individual
performance.

SKAF Dbas protected members
against being victims of their
own diligence by closing the
system so that only the workers
themselves bave access to the
delctils.

Changing management’s role

However, what all this sclf-management
can lead to, not surprisingly, is a greatly
changed role, and much anxiety, for
manzpers and administeative staff, Says
Almgvist:"Certainly, they do gec aftaid of
their role being taken away, We have to
show them that they can become jnternal
consultants. We have had very frank
discussions with SKTE There has been
somc tension, but people realise it has to
go like this. SKAF and SKTF agree about
public service development - that we
need 10 remove unnecessary management
layers, 10 make fast and accurate decisions
without unnecessary bureauericy.

Public sector arganisations with the
traditional pyramid hierarchical structure
can no longer be defended, because they
cannet solve our economic problems or
provide the right working conditions or

give the best quality of service.We need
new systems aot because the old ones
were always wrong - they were right for
their time - but because the new em
requires new concepts,

Qur ethos has been more concerned in
the past with public strtcture than with
quazlity, but we will defend the idea of
public service only through good results,
The more people get to control their own
jobs, the more interesting it becomes and
the preater their job satisfaction. It leads to
better management and pay systems,
which produces real job security in the
long run because it is the only way to
increase productivity!

SKTE 100, has attracted a grear deal of
media attention in Sweden by backing up
its campaigns with well-researched
information. According to SKTT's Kristina
Malmberg-'By collecting facts about the
cifects of the cutbacks and what citizens
think, sve have been able to show that the
politicians have not, in fact, had the
citizens' mandate for the dmstic changes
undergone by local authorities and
country coundcils in the past few years. We
have shown that it costs maore for society
to dismiss local government employees
than to let our members continue in their
jobs in such important areas as child care,
education and care of the ¢lderly. We have
shown that the citizens are prepared to
Pay morce in tax to retain care and services
under local government auspices.

This latter point, it seems, is disputed by
SKAF's Komanco, whose brochure
maintains that tax increases are no longer
poassible’ and that *'municipalities and
country councils cannot count to any
gremt extent on belng able to solve
problems with the help of lacreased
resources'. Instead, it adds,*on the basis of
existing (@nd occasionadly even smasler)
resources, they must ensure that they do
the right things ia the right way!
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However, SKTF is just as commatted as
SKAF is to using public resources more
cfficiently Just as Komanco enthuses
about the way in which its approach to
orgamisanonal development "releases
enormous energy and creativity among
the employees for the development and
improvement of local government
services’, SKTF stresses the importance of
helping members to develop their
know ledge and skills to match future
nceds. Kristina Malmberg states “In the
future, the employers will assess how
uscful employeces are in the organisation
The aim is for ever-fewer employees to be
able to carry out ever more complex tashs
The fact that the development of activities
and enhancement of staff skills go
together 1s a necessity for the future
Changes have never tahen place before on
such a large scale, or as rapadly, as today
Greater mobility and flexibility are
required wathin and between
administrative units in local authorities
and country councils. Accordingly, the
knowledge of employees must be both
broadened and decpened!

Developing new skills

Noting that Sweden's demographic
structires means there are not encugh well-
educated young people joining the labour
mazarhet to mect all the country’s skills needs,
Malmberg adds*For this reason, we have
deroted a great deal of work to pushing the
question of measures to develop skills for
our members The employer bears a heavy
responsibiity for employees’ ongoing
development. Qur members' knowledge and
skills are an important factor in job secunty,
good job conditions and an upward pay
trend. They are therefore also an imporant
trade union issue’

By training employ ees and elected
representatnes in SKTE we have mpidly
gained a hearing for the view that this is

an issue we must constantly incorporate
into unuon work By courses, sermunars,
members’ meetings and support matenal,
we¢ have induced the members to assume
greater responsibihity for deseloping ther
own shalls

It is crucially important that all
the emiployees at a workplace
should be allowed to take part
in shaping the future.

The same spint imbues SKAF's
approach, as Komanco's brochure
expresses ‘An increasing number of
employees regard the exasting work
orgamsation as out of keeping with the
ttmes We also know that the employ ces
msist on being able to develop therr
potential in their work, which 1in turn
frequently requires a new work
orgamisation’

Unhlike the pnvausation and
markeusaton of Helsingborg, this cannot
be imposed from above ‘It 1s crucnally
impartant that all the employees at a
worhplace should be allowed to take part
in shaping the future The effect of this 1s
that everyone 1s mobilised as part of the
creative process Therr expertise and
expernience are put to use and the qualiy
of the suggestion made 1s higher
Partscipation means that the employees
are prepared to “let themselves go™and
cven try out unexpected solutions
Changes are secn not as threats but as
opportunitues’ &

This article is an edited version of an articfe
Brendan Martin published in ‘European
integration and modernisation of local
public sertices trade untan responses and
iiitiatives A Report for the Curopean
Tederation of Public Service Unions with the
support of the Curopean Comniission
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