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What do we need to do to set Australia’s wellbeing agenda over the next decade? My answer
is that we must strengthen democracy and human rights.

Because these are the ultimate drivers of wellbeing in a rich but unequal country like
Australia.

Of course, we need better measures of progress - once we have identified what progress our
citizens really want.

And of course, we need better and smarter policies for wellbeing.

But they can only go so far, so long as structural inequality persists and democracy continues
to decline.

And sure, we need to measure what matters. But more importantly we need to do what
matters

Today | will invite you to see the well-being of the people both as an inherent and inseparable
component of a strong democracy and an essential human right.

And | will suggest that we in this movement must start to make more forcible and
fundamental claims that equitable and sustainable well-being should be the overriding
priority of government.

The links between wellbeing and democracy

Now, we may not have always recognized this, but democracy and wellbeing are bound
together in different ways and levels:

conceptually, in the idea of democracy itself: practically, in terms of the link between
democracy and policy outcomes; and operationally, by our need to incorporate democracy in
the way we build wellbeing frameworks and progress measures.

Democracy and wellbeing are linked conceptually because the idea that governments should
promote the well-being of the people — their health, security, housing, life opportunities and
so on - is an implicit assumption or contract of democracy.



It is what creates the political legitimacy for giving government power and therefore it should
be a principal priority of democratic governments in practice. This idea goes back a long way
in democratic thinking.

(Powerpoint #2)
And it’s an idea that Australians believe in. It is a prime reason for their support for
democracy.
And why they tend to re-elect governments who look after their wellbeing.
(PPT 3)
Practically, there are clear policy links between democratic governments and better well-

being outcomes, As this table shows, 7 of the 10 most democratic countries are also in the ten
highest for wellbeing.

(PPT 4)
Operationally, when we think about and design wellbeing frameworks and policies, there are
six crucial links between democracy and wellbeing that we need to be aware of:

(PPT 5)

Importance of measuring health of democracy

We can look at this democracy and wellbeing relationship another way: as the third point
suggests, ‘a healthy democracy is itself a key measure of a society’s progress and wellbeing’

This means that it's essential that our well-being frameworks and measurements define and
measure the health of democracy and good government themselves, in their own right.

Measuring the health and performance of democracy and government is not easy and
certainly is not popular with government, as we shall see, but it can be done. There are now
many international indices of democratic health and they tend to include factors such as those
shown here.

(PPT 6)
And measuring democracy does produce some interesting results.

Recently the respected Economist Democratic Index downgraded America from the level of a
full democracy to a flawed democracy, because of its low levels of trust, poor electoral
process, social polarisation, financial influence and dysfunctional government and political
parties.

America was ranked 25th just ahead of Estonia and Botswana. This enraged many Americans,
accustomed to think of the USA as the world’s democratic leader.

But perhaps that isn’t so surprising in a country of which it was said that

‘The two greatest obstacles to democracy in the United States are, first, the widespread
delusion among the poor that we have a democracy, and second, the chronic terror among
the rich, lest we get it’.

(PPT 7)

But we in Australia should not be smug about this because our own democracy, as those in
many other countries, is not travelling so well, as a constant stream of research over the past



decade has been showing. On ten key measures, Australia’s democracy is in decline: take a
second to look at this list.

(PPT 8)

There is increasing pessimism and distrust about our social and political system, especially
amongst the young.

(PPT9)
And a respected international survey last year suggests that we are becoming an increasingly
divided and polarized nation

(PPT 10)
The 2023 Edelman Trust Barometer concluded that ‘Australia is on a path to polarisation,
driven by a series of macro forces that are weakening the country’s social fabric and creating

increasing division in society. This year's report finds that almost half of Australians (45%) say
the nation is more divided today, than in the past’.

Much of this comes back to wellbeing — or the lack of it. Two of the main underlying causes
for this situation appear to be growing inequality and economic unfairness, which in turn
erode trust in government and our democratic system.

(PPT 11)

As the Australian global union leader Sharan Burrow observed, ‘national economies and the
global economic model have failed working people and their families. ... To rebuild trust,
people must be able to see how the wealth of their economy is being used to facilitate jobs
growth with a target of full employment, and equal economic participation of women and
inclusion of young people.” Not to mention the protection of the environment.

How to mend democracy

So how do we fix our democracy?

At its heart, ‘democracy is about much more than simply voting for representatives. It’s about
building consensus around the kind of world we really want’.

But democracy is not a static phenomenon or a museum piece, as we have been taught to see
it.

Like all good institutions, it should be dynamic; it needs innovation and change; and above all,
trust.

It's interesting that a number of countries in relatively recent times have had national
commissions of inquiry to examine the state of their democracies, including the UK, Ireland,
Canada, Sweden and Norway.

Australia has not done this, despite a strong recommendation to the Australia 2020 summit.

When democracies are broken, ultimately it is not governments but citizens who can fix them.
And they must want to do it.

(PPT 12)

One essential way to repair democracy is to give citizens greater ownership of it.



And in a dynamic and creative democracy, there are many ways and levels for citizens to do
this, and many roles that they can have.

In an active democracy, citizens are more than customers, which is the role that neoliberal
government consigns them to.

(PPT 13)

And there are considerable benefits for both government and the community from this
engagement.

(PPT 14)
(PPT 15)

As most of us would agree, one of the most important and meaningful tasks for citizens is to
help decide the future directions for their country’s development and the key values and goals
that should drive it.

To decide, in effect, the kind of Australia that they want. And that is a task | believe citizens
want to be part of, provided the process is trusted and accessible.

(PPT 16)

Government reluctance to measure democracy

However, when it comes to democracy, compared to other dimensions of wellbeing, it
has taken quite a while for governments to accept the key lessons mentioned earlier.

The OECD, which is itself an organisation of governments, is a good example.

It held its first global forum in Palermo in 2004 with a narrow focus on statistics and
policymaking. At the end of the conference Marilyn Waring and | pointed to the lack of
democracy and citizen engagement in the OECD’s proposed well-being model.

We were sharply rebuked by the then assistant Secretary General who reminded us
indignantly that the OECD is an organisation for economic development, not democratic.

However, the incoming and very progressive statistics director Enrico Giovannini had other
ideas.

Three years later at the Istanbul forum, the new Secretary General’s opening speech was
entitled “Measuring Progress: Does it Make a Difference for Policy-Making and Democracy?”

Since then, the OECD has in fact produced a wide range of reports and guidelines on
democracy and citizen engagement in wellbeing and policy making.

(PPT 17)

The ABS MAP and democracy issues

In Australia, the process has been a little slower.

| need to say here that, contrary to the claims of the current Treasury model, it was in fact the
Australian Bureau of Statistics, which actually developed Australia's first and internationally
respected well-being and progress framework, Measuring Australia’s Progress, starting in
1999 which became the basis of the OECD’s own Better Life Index.



But for all of its merits the ABS was initially reluctant to include measures of democracy and
good government. It believed that this area was too complex. There was little data to measure
it. And government didn’t want it.

But to its credit, the ABS did set up a strong community and expert advisory group, and this
group after several years persuaded the ABS to carry out a diverse and imaginative national
community engagement program over two years (2011 to 2012) about what people thought
important for Australia's progress and wellbeing. This program included a range of different
platforms such as focus groups, surveys social media, celebrity essays, radio and TV and
expert subject groups.

On the basis of this input, the ABS included in its progress framework a major new section on
governance under which democratic progress would now be measured across five
dimensions: Trust, effective governance, participation, informed public debate, people's
rights and responsibilities.

(PPT 18)

Perhaps the most interesting — and certainly the bravest - aspect of this community
consultation was that instead of merely putting together a bunch of statistics for people to
choose from, it asked Australians about their aspirations for a good society. This was the title
of an excellent 2013 report which seems to have been buried now, entitled ‘Aspirations for
our nation: a conversation with Australians about Progress’.

(PPT 19)

Alas, this was evidently a step too far. A year later the whole program — 14 years of work,
internationally respected - was defunded.

Current Federal Government and Measuring What matters

So, what has the current government learnt about these democratic lessons?

The government's main project in this field, the Treasury’s ‘Measuring what matters’, was
regarded as a reasonable start, but | think it can now be fairly criticised from several
perspectives as a democratic exercise.

First, it's community engagement process was narrow and hurried, mainly confined to written
submissions by institutions. It put no significant resources into wider community
engagement.

There is no clear evidence that community organisations were listened to, especially those
which urged the government to tackle some of the structural problems implicit in the
paradigm of economic growth as progress, to widen community engagement and to build a
different model of wellbeing into government.

The MWM wellbeing framework is serviceable enough, but essentially it looks like a fairly
superficial refit of the OECD model and no great improvement on the ABS model of a decade
earlier.

From a democratic perspective, it is actually worse. Measuring What Matters does not include
democracy and human rights as key areas of well-being, other than indirectly in references to
safety and trust in institutions, but otherwise lacks any of the more challenging measures of
democracy and governance indicated earlier.



Perhaps most importantly, there is no evidence yet that the government proposes to actually
build this framework into government, to take further steps to develop it, to mount a wider
and more inclusive community engagement process and certainly not to introduce legislation
to mandate well-being across government.

These are now all more or less routine considerations in other countries which have gone
more committedly down the wellbeing path.

It may be the electoral focus on the cost-of-living crisis has swamped the Treasurer's
reforming instincts which were on vivid display a few years ago.

But it is beginning to look as if the government has ‘been there and done that’ and is now
moving on. We must hope this is only a temporary lapse.

| am sure that this exercise would have had a better chance of success if it had been
undertaken as a whole-of-government effort informed by best practice in community
engagement, because the importance of the issue itself certainly deserved this.

And | hope my friends in Treasury will forgive me for saying this, but the Treasury has not in
the past been the government agency most committed to community engagement or most
knowledgeable about how to do it. In 2011 it had even gone so far as to criticise itself severely
for this failing and for its self-confessed ‘elitism’ in its Strategy Report Review.

(PPT 20)

It is a pity that that the Treasury did not take its own advice and even more, that it apparently
did not adopt the enlightened new guidelines for federal government community engagement
launched two years ago, ‘The Australian public service framework for engagement and
participation’.

(PPT 21)

Had it done so, | suspect this community engagement process on such a critically important
national and democratic issue would have been a very different one.

Human rights as guide to wellbeing content and standards

So far, | have focused mainly on democracy, but in many ways the links between wellbeing
and human rights are even stronger and probably deserve a separate talk entirely.
Unfortunately I've only got 20 minutes, so I'll summarise.

The UN system of human rights is an extensive and remarkable one, which ranges across
economic, social, cultural, political and environmental dimensions. | believe that it can fairly
be said that it is in fact the fullest possible definition and codification of human and planetary
wellbeing, complete with goals and values.

But some of the best features of this system are not well understood.

First, it represents a global consensus steadily built over nearly 80 years about what things
matter for human wellbeing and dignity.

Secondly, underneath these broad and in-principle covenants a huge amount of work has
been done by UN expert committees from all nations to identify the specific standards,
definitions, requirements and progress measures in all of these key fields of wellbeing.



Thirdly, the UN system of human rights is a ‘dual track’ system. It defines the rights that
people should enjoy and also the obligations of so-called duty bearers principally
governments, to provide or guarantee those rights. This means that success or progress is
measured both by the degree of enjoyment of the right (whether all people have good health
or education, for example) and the compliance of governments with their obligations (are
government doing all they reasonably can to ensure that people have those rights?). Again,
this is a useful parallel to measuring progress and wellbeing in Australia.

Lastly, in judging what governments have actually done, there is an important principle of
‘progressive realisation’ which means that signatory countries have an obligation to
progressively implement these rights in full over time and to the greatest degree possible
given their resources. These principles of prioritising essentials and mapping progress
continuously are ones we should insist on in Australia.

A simple Australian example: in 1989 Australia clearly breached its UN obligation to make
tertiary education progressively free when, having already introduced it under Whitlam, we
then went backwards and introduced fees under the Hawke government. There was no
urgent resource issue, no crisis behind this, just a change in economic policy toward
privatization and away from public provision. It was a choice the government made.

It is particularly interesting to note that this week a bill is being introduced into federal
parliament by independent MPs to make housing a legally enforceable right, rather than what
it is in fact in this country, again with help from government policy, a form of investment for
the wealthy. Ironically this is nearly 50 years after Australia signed the international covenant
making decent, affordable and appropriate housing a right of all people and long after the
disappearance of many government programs aimed to address the right to housing, again in
the name of market-oriented economic policies

The bottom line, | think for the wellbeing movement, is that we must be more aware of these
powerful and established definitions of what well-being means and what standards of policy
and implementation it requires of governments to progress to.

A democratic wellbeing agenda for action

(PPT 20)

So to get moving on this democratic wellbeing here are my top 8 recommendations

e Launch a genuine and inclusive national conversation about the kind of Australia we
want as the basis for national measures of progress and wellbeing;

e Set up an Australian Democracy Commission with equal representation from
community, research and government sectors;

e Institute comprehensive government/ABS reporting on democracy and human rights
progress against clear standards;

e Base general wellbeing measurements on clear targets and goals not merely
‘snapshots’

e Campaign for equitable and sustainable well-being as a national priority in its own
right not simply as good policy;



e Broaden the base of our movement to make common cause with community and
indigenous organisations in all spheres relating to well-being, democracy and human
rights;

e Vigorously promote policy, legislative and budget options to build equitable and
sustainable well-being into government as a whole of government initiative based on

e Create mechanisms for citizen participation in major resource or budget decisions

A thought experiment

| want to end with a thought experiment which I'm sure you will agree is absurdly naive.

Imagine a future government which has completely built well-being principles, strongly
informed by democracy and human rights, into its policymaking, budgets and planning for the
future.

It is facing a crucial decision about how to spend $300 billion.

The two key options are, on the one hand, building 8 nuclear-powered submarines which will
be delivered sometime over the next 30 years, or spending an extra 10 billion a year on
housing and public education.

When they apply their new and sophisticated wellbeing cost benefit analysis tool based on UN
standards to decide which option will deliver better well-being, | don't think there will be
much doubt of the result.

But when they take this to the community via the new citizen budget engagement process,
I'm pretty sure the answer will be even more clear cut.

Edit version: 5-7-24
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Wellbeing the key goal of government

Our object in the construction of the state is the greatest

happiness of the whole, and not that of any one class.
(Plato, 429 — 347 BC)

The care of human life and happiness, and not their

destruction, is the first and only object of good government.
(Thomas Jefferson, 1743-1826, Third President of the USA)

77% of Australians believe that government’s chief objective
should be to promote policies designed to maximise human
happiness and wellbeing rather than greater wealth.

(Ipsos Mackay poll, 2006)

Wellbeing of people most important purpose of government
Question: What is the primary purpose of government?

Improve overall wellbeing of population 32%
Deliver and fund critical services and social infrastructure 31%
(Government should deliver social services directly: 89%)

Ensure a decent standard of living 19%
Maintain public safety and the rule of law 11%
Create opportunities for children and future generations 8%

(Source: Essential Media, ‘Essential Report - CPDY, February 2022)

Democracy and wellbeing are linked

Highest wellbeing ..

1. Denmark 1. Finland

2. Norway 2. Denmark
3. Finland 3. Switzerland
4. Sweden 4. Iceland

5. Germany 5. Netherlands
6. Switzerland 6. Norway

7. Netherlands 7. Sweden

8. New Zealand 8. Luxembourg
9. Belgium 9. New Zealand
10. Costa Rica 10. Austria

1. Uriversiat Wurzburg 2020, 2. World Population Review 2021

Why defining and measuring progress and wellbeing is a democratic issue
1. How a society defines its goals and key progress measures directly affects the life
chances of its citizens.

2. The wellbeing of its citizens is the most important priority of a democratic
government.

3. Ahealthy democracy both improves progress and wellbeing generally and is itself a
key element of society’s progress.

4. Citizens need good information to make good democratic decisions.
5. Good progress measures make for more transparent and accountable government.

6. Genuine engagement of citizens in the task of defining and measuring progress
strengthens their democratic capacity and their trust in democracy.
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Two greatest obstacles to democracy

The two greatest obstacles to democracy in the
United States are, first, the widespread delusion
among the poor that we have a democracy, and
second, the chronic terror among the rich, lest we
get it.

(Edward Dowling, 1941)

Australia’s shrinking democracy: 10 warning signs

. Low public trust in government and key public institutions

. Decline in voting rate

. Falling participation in political parties

. Growth in corporate government and privatised or ‘out-sourced’ (less
accountable) public services

. Increase in corrupt influence (government advertising, political
donations, cash for access, conflicts of interest, lobbyists)

. Growing inequality in wealth and opportunity

. Weakening of civil rights and privacy

. Declining citizenship education levels in schools

. Declining youth support for democracy

0. Internet impact on truth in politics and political outcomes

[SNRRC,
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Many Australians believe our political system is broken

45% believe that Australia’s society is broken’.

36% agree that the country is in decline.

63% agree Australia’s economy is rigged to the advantage of the rich and powerful.
57% agree that traditional parties and politicians don’t care about people like them.

58% agree experts in this country don’t understand the lives of ‘people like me’.

78% agree that the main divide in this country is between ordinary citizens and the
political and economic elite.

An increasingly polarized nation

“Australia is on a path to polarisation, driven by a series of macro forces
that are weakening the country’s social fabric and creating increasing
division in society. This year's report finds that almost half of Australians
(45%) say the nation is more divided today, than in the past. The rich and
powerful are identified as the major dividing force (72%), followed by
hostile foreign governments (69%), journalists (51%), and government
leaders (49%)'".

Edelman Trust Barometer 2023

9 10

Economic unfairness destroys democratic trust
Only citizens can save a declining democracy

Trust in democracy is broken. Even before COVID-19,
governnr'wents grcles:iedhoverfn.z;\tlg)nal cT:onomlesI andda ghlo.bal The citizen can bring our political and
economic model that have failed working people and their R .
families. ... To rebuild trust, people must be able to see how govke rnﬁl ental 1nst1t.ut10ns dback to hf]c;,l
the wealth of their economy is being used to facilitate jobs make them responsive and accountable,
growth with a target of full employment, and equal economic and keep them honest. No one else can.
partiCipation Of women and inC|uSi0n Of young people. x:lrg;;vmwr, 1912 - 2002, US activist and former Secretary of Health, Education and
Sharan Burrow, General Secretary of the International Trade Union Confederation and WEAIl Ambassador
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https://www.ipsos.com/en-au/broken-system-sentiment-declining-australia-years-change-federal-government-likely-key-influence
http://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2021-07/GA%20-%20Broken%20System%20Sentiment%20-%20Populist%20Anti-Elitism%20and%20Nativism%20in%202021%20-%20Graphic%20Report.pdf

More than customers: How citizens are partners in achieving public outcomes

Citizens are .. How? Examples
Cotorers Citizens are principal users and clients of public services and | Citizens’ charters for service
should be treated s valued customers by providers standards
narand Ciizens are owners: through their taxes, they invest in Community reps on public
public service and assets. They are shareholders too: their | services and utltes boards.
shareholders Votes, elect the ‘boards of directors’ who govern. Federal, state & local elections
Issue framers | As vision builders’ helping define desirable future, strategic | Community indicator projects;

plans. As advisers on government policy committees etc. | community advisory groups

Co-producers of | Ctizens and community bodies are direct providers of Non-government community
community services on both a paid and voluntary basis,in | services. Healthy cities

services cooperation with government program.
Service quality | A Primary users of government services, citizens are best | Service user assessment forms.
placed to assess their quality and tudent: riew park users.
Grassroots likely to | Citizen environment monitoring
- be independent and onemed tuwards actual community
auditors wellbeing outcomes

Source: Epstein, P., Wray, L. et al. 2000. Engaging Citizens in Achieving Results that Matter: A Model for Effective 21st
entury Governance. Minneapolis, Minnesota: Citizens League.
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Four key benefits of community engagement

1. Improving individual and community wellbeing

Better programs and policies

Increased resources for governance

IR

. Stronger democracy and citizen trust

ANDI National Survey 2018

1. To measure national progress, are health, social and Agree 87%

environmental statistics as important as economic statistics?

2. How important are the following areas in measuring our national progress (0 -10)?

Children and youth wellbeing 9.09 | Economic life and prosperity 8.67
Health 9.03 | Work and work life 8.65
Education and creativity 8.98 | General wellbeing 8.64
Democracy and governance |8.88 | Environment and sustainability | 8.36
Communities, regions, infrastructure |8.76 Indigenous wellbeing 7.45
Justice and fairness 8.70 | Culture, recreation and leisure |7.45
3.  in parti in a national Agree 76%

program to express your views on national progress measures?

Source: ANDI- University of Melbourne-Social research Centre, ANU, 2072 Life in Australia Wave 17 Survey, June-
July, 2018. n 1853, with sub-samples of approx. 615.
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OECD Public Governance Reviews

OECD Guidelines for Citizen
Participation Processes

@) OECD
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ABS Wellbeing and Progress Framework 2012

Health Opportunities
Close relationships Jobs
S;T; Society Prosperity
Leaming and knowledge conomy A resilient economy
Community connections and diversity A sustainable economy
Afair go Fair outcomes
Ennched lives International economic engagement.

Healthy natural environment Trust
Appreciating the environment Envi Effective governance
Protecting the environment B nance Participation

Sustaining the environment
Healthy buitt environments
Working together

Informed public debate
Peoples' ights and responsibiltes

18
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Treasury Strategic Review 2011 — Community Engagement

“Treasury needs to have a greater understanding of stakeholders outside government’

“There is much to be gained from focussed training on and i iques and
skills’

“Treasury people can appear at times to be arrogant and dismissive of other views’
“Treasury could benefit from a greater interdisciplinary approach in our arguments and advice’
“Treasury’s traditional economic framework may not be ideal for thinking about ... emerging social
issues.’

A key theme emerging from consultations ... is that Treasury needs to improve its engagement skills
(and) formal consultation processes ... on a range of fronts’.

“There is a perception that Treasury lacks a genuine commitment to consultation’.

‘“Treasury consultations could be more effective if stakeholders felt that their advice had been listened

to’.

20

A democratic wellbeing agenda for action

Launch a genuine and inclusive national conversation about the kind of Australia we want as the basis for
national measures of progress and Wellbeing;

Set up an Australi c with equal ion from ity, research and
government sectors;

Institute c ive gover reporting on and human rights progress against clear
standards;

Base general wellbeing measurements on clear targets and goals not merely ‘snapshots’

Campaign for equitable and sustainable well-being as a national priority in its own right not simply as good
policy;

Broaden the base of our movement to make common cause with and indi i in
all spheres relating to well-being, democracy and human rights;

Vigorously promote policy, legislative and budget options to build equitable and sustainable well-being into
government as a whole of government initiative based on

Create mechanisms for citizen participation in major resource or budget decisions
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Thank you for your attention!

Mike Salvaris
Australian National Development
(ANDI) Limited

mike salvari nimelb. .
www.andi.org.au
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