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Small Is Beautiful-Building a Leaner Government Machine


On September 17, Premier Yu Shyi-kun presented a report to the Legislative Yuan. He highlighted the fact that through cooperation between the executive and legislative branches of the government, more than ten important bills have been enacted over the past two-and-a-half years. Among these, the Basic Organizational Code of the Central Administrative Agencies (BOC) passed by the Legislative Yuan in June is of special significance, as the experience with restructuring gained by the executive branch can not only serve as a reference for local governments, but can also drive reform of the Legislative Yuan in a rational direction. If the Organic Act of the Executive Yuan, sent to the Legislative Yuan for review in September, passes on schedule during this legislative session, an important driver for government reform will be in place.


According to the BOC, the Executive Yuan will be downsized into a “small but beautiful” entity consisting of 13 ministries and four councils.


Worldwide trends make it evident that traditionally structured governments are showing signs of institutional fatigue and inefficiency. From socialist China and Poland to the capitalist US and Japan, governments have undertaken dramatic overhauls during the past 20 years.


In 1992, the book Reinventing Government published in the US described the challenges faced by America at that time. These challenges included a crisis in the healthcare system, environmental degradation, unrelenting global competition, and changes in family structure—dilemmas much like the ones Taiwan confronts today. The book provoked much thought with ideas such as how fiscal constraints and the political environment preclude and possibility of using the traditional policy solution of increasing public works spending, and that the government should not reduce services in the face of budgetary pressures but instead find new approaches to delivering those services.


At this key juncture for efforts to restructure the government in Taiwan, we interviewed Yeh Jiunn-rong, minister of the Research, Development and Evaluation Commission. Yeh, who was in charge of planning the government’s restructuring efforts, detailed the spirit, concepts and vision behind them, as well as the difficulties that have been encountered. He expressed his hope that a broad public consensus can be achieved to strengthen the foundations for further enhancing the government’s performance.

The basic spirit behind government restructuring lies in viewing the public as customers, an approach not unlike those implemented elsewhere in the world. Taiwan, which has made the transition from an authoritarian society, has a unique character, though: while we are a small society, in a small geographical area and with a limited private sector, we are burdened by a large government. While the powerful central government is in charge of protecting national security and promoting economic development, it also strictly controls information access within the government as a whole and exercises control over local governments, with the result that it is impossible to achieve local autonomy. Many industries remain under government control, while government agencies are constantly being established and expanded.


As democratization continues and the economy transforms, the government must tackle the burdens of the past, so state-run enterprises need to be gradually privatized. The next step is to enable local governments to be more autonomous, and rejuvenate the private sector. Various restrictions should be eliminated, including those on the media, while monopoly industries should be opened to market competition.


In pursuing government restructuring, the key point is to discern where the government’s organizational core lies. Taiwan has the world’s most complex government structure—while other countries’ governments are divided into three branches, Taiwan’s is split into five. While five branches, the number of agencies requiring coordination is correspondingly increased. Taking the Executive Yuan as an example, while OECD countries have 12 to 18 ministries in their governments, Taiwan has 36 secondary agencies (ministries, councils, bureaus, and administrations). The problem is not with their numbers, but the increase fragmentation and necessary coordination, causing waste in public expenditure and lack of efficiency, and thus making the system a drain on government resources.


Over the past two years, the government’s efforts have begun to show results. There is a tale about helicopters that merits sharing: formerly, the helicopters belonging to various agencies were allocated to the National Police Administration, the Coast Guard Administration’s Air Patrol Corps, and the Civil Aeronautics Administration, all under the Ministry of the Interior (MOI). But the helicopters maintained by these four agencies had differing capabilities. Helicopters designed to fly over open waters are best suited for the Coast Guard Administration to use, yet the government’s ten Dauphin helicopters were all at the Air Police. And then the Air Fire Unit, which is charged with disaster relief work, had helicopters that were not well suited for flying in high mountains. As a result of this mismatch, when a train ran off the rails on Mt. Ali two years ago and the Air Fire Unit flew to the rescue, a crash was only narrowly averted.

Currently, we have allocated all 35 helicopters to National Airborne Service Corps (NASC), combining them with the armed forces’ Seagull unit to form the Air Services Corps. Breaking down institutional barriers and providing resources based on the specific needs of the tasks with which agencies are charged, the MOI is serving as a central command center for dispatching helicopters. When Typhoon Mindulle hit the island this year, and when forest fires struck the Lishan area, this arrangement proved very effective. There are too many other examples to cite, but all are based on the idea that the government coordinates itself in order to better serve the public, and not force the public to go from agency to agency seeking assistance.


Naturally, no matter how good a policy is, when it is actually implemented there will inevitably be difficulties. In theory, government reform should benefit everyone, because public expenditure can be restrained and service quality can be improved as new challenges are faced. The caveat is that individual members of the public may not be aware of how they are benefiting, leading to absence of special interests groups calling for public support of government’s reengineering efforts. Rather, it is the agencies being overhauled or reorganized that speak most loudly. The government is constantly having to deal with opposition to its plans. And this is the reason that after 17 years of effort, which have seen eight different persons serve as premier, the reform has yet to be completed.


To break the impasse, the government must demonstrate resolve. Otherwise, people will take the attitude that since reform is not going be implemented, they need only go through the motions without any commitment to success. Also, restructuring requires a good plan, with a realistic timetable. The unreasoned objections that are inevitably heard during the planning process stem from a lack of understanding or a sense of uncertainty. 

The final difficulty is interaction with the legislature. As the ruling party is not the majority, policy implementation requires communication and negotiation, and thus will take more time. However, the BOC, which was passed in June on a bipartisan basis, is a good start, as the opposition party has demonstrated its determination to reshape the government. Thus far, the first reading of the Organic Law of the Executive Yuan has been completed, with six articles held over for further discussion. After the year-end legislative elections are over, each day’s Legislative Yuan session will represent a golden opportunity, which we will make the most of. In fact, everyone agrees on the basic concepts, because government restructuring was being pushed even before the transfer of power between political parties. As long as politicians do not engage in a war of words, but rather seek points of consensus, the opportunity for meaningful reform is very great. 

The main source of contention may be the reorganization of the Mainland Affairs Council (MAC). When it was first established, the MAC was charged with coordinating cross-strait affairs. However, the MAC’s work now involves not only coordination, but also execution. Meanwhile, the BOC clearly requires that policies be executed by ministries and that coordination be performed by councils. Today’s cross-strait affairs, though, are inseparable from economic and cultural exchange issues. In the past, various ministries often thought that any tasks related to cross-strait relations should be passed to the MAC, which led to the current situation in which tasks related to cross-strait affairs cannot be absorbed into the work of various ministries.


Then too, formulation of cross-strait policy is not the responsibility of the ministerial level of government. Sometimes work must be coordinated with the Office of the President. Therefore, if this work could be brought under the auspices of the Executive Yuan, policy could be coordinated, with ministers without portfolio in charge of cross-strait affairs serving as liaisons, and thereby allowing more agile responses to external events.


After the BOC was passed, the hard work really began. The detailed organization of and tasks assigned to the newly constituted ministries and councils will be worked out over the next year.


After much discussion, civil servants all understand the basic outlines of the changes to come. Some agencies, such as the Ministry of National Defense and Ministry of Justice, will not see major changes. Others will be expanded markedly—these include the Ministry of Cultural Affairs, which will take on tourism-related tasks, and the Council of Labor Affairs, which will acquire responsibility for human resources and become the new Ministry of Labor. Still other agencies will see their work integrated with that of other agencies.


Many officials may be thinking that their original positions were comfortable, and be worried about changes coming in the future. Nobody likes this sense of uncertainty. However, organizational reengineering cannot concern itself with “people” issues, but must think in terms of job responsibilities. Of what agency should be in charge of completing a task. Only then can thought be given to what human resources should be allocated. Both government officials and civil servants should “relinquish” their positions, allowing them to be adjusted, and then ask themselves whether their abilities are adequate for the redefined position, or whether they need to be strengthened. These are the questions with which people in government should be concerned.


Speaking of the Research, Development and Evaluation Commission that I head, it will be reconstituted, with various arms possibly split up. I have always thought that whatever my current position was, it would not be the final one in my life—that in the future I might have an even greater opportunity to demonstrate my abilities. The government’s thinking is even more overarching. It is set on reducing extraneous workflows and giving officials more scope to achieve results.

