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SOME THOUGHTS ON COMPETENCY STANDARDS'

by Neil Sturgess

The Australian Agricultural Ecenomics Society has wade a practice of not
being directly involved with political aatters or taking a stance on
ratters of economic policy. In accordance with the constitutional
objertives of the Socrety, ou. role has been to foster interest in such
ratters. to foster analysis of them and to faciliteste discussion but not to
put fcrward a particular viewp int as bheing that of the Society. Oun the
other hand. our Constitution requires the Society's:

o "to gncourage the study of agricultursl economics in Australia
and to promete high standards of accomplishment tn research,
teaching and extensicn in thig field™: anp inter alia

0 “to  preaoty the  profession of  agricultural  economics  un

Australia . ",

Thetetore  wheh 4 matter of government policy and the way 1t 15 being
tapiomented affects these objectives, the Sceiety must become 1nvolved.
The 1a9ae 1 hace an mind 15 that which centres around competency standards
1 the profreasions and 1 obelieve that issue has the potential to asgume
cravre preogortiens for cur prefession, ’

What are Conpetency Standards?

Arisang froa sach aaetitutions as the Departpent of Beploymens . Educaticn
and Trainiag  DEET S the Mitaonal Training Board (HTB) and, in the case of
the puoleerny ns the  Natiopal Offiec of  Sverseas  Skills  Fecoguition
CROCSRY e the povepont U owards competency based oducation. training and
deve s prent,  This tovement 18 directed  eongst other things at enakling
Aistraiia "to vompete wore offectively in the global econmy”™.,  Tias “liche
may vent ally rival the one about "the eleser country”.

Spave dows Lot permit me to provide a deacription of all aspects ot
campetence tased trasning  oducation and developpent: nevertheless 4 few
bagie tarrs are necessary,  Competency ae vieved as "the abil.ty to perforn
the activities within an cecupation or function to the standac! expected an
eppioyment”™  (NTB 1931, The NTB established an Australian dtandards
Framework of wight conpetency levels which will serve as referohce poinls
for th development and recognition of cowpetency standards. Thege ‘evels
have beeu described by the NTD (19917, along with the ways in which they
might be used in voeational training. Broadly. level 1 . otrespoads te 4
competent operative or Bervice sector worker. leovel 7 curresponds too oo
competent protessional or manager and ievel 8 to a sewi 1t professicnal M
manager, It 18 the last ¢wo Jevels that are of majur ~oncern to us,

Presidential Address delivered to the 37th Annual Conference of the
Australian Agricultural Beonomics Society, February 9-11, 1933, The views
expressed are my own  and not necessarily those of the Australian
Agricultural Economics Society or its  working gioup on  canpe’ensv
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Competency standards for agricultural seientists fer levels 7 and 8 are
being developed under the aegis of the Auctraliap Institute of Agricultural
dcience (AIAS), At the curvent stage of aetiberations, a set of "core
conpetencies” (those wshich every competent professional should possess) is
being devised together with competencies in two specialised areas, one in
grtence and the other in business and economics, Varioug grades or stages
of competency are being «.isidered, the first of which would define
ptofessional agricultural scientists at the beginning of their careers. In
the proevss of “uyp-skilling” (si1¢) to move to higher levels of competency
fand the processes nof “contributory akilling” and “broad-skilling™),
professienal development (vhich ineludes continuving professional education)
aegumes congiderable 1nportance .

Megt gnterest 3n competency standards appears to have been shoun by the
g verntent reguated protesstons but the ATIAS 16 a hody wiching to embrace
competency standards on behalt of an otherwise untegulated profession,
This 16 an etrigoaang Sitedation capabie of several wpterpretations,

Our Present and Future Involvement with Competency Standavds

In the noamay - orse of events we wonld have had a choaee aboat whether to

be tficcives on thla gcewe and bow o to be thecived Thit 13 becauyse the
Piaster for Higher Eduostion oand Baployeent Serviees has asguped  the
orofecsiong that:  “fhere 18 soverneent  pols oy stipulating  that

coaps tency srtandards pust o be oad o pted By proforsions or oancorperated ant
Rigter A ation prograse prepating ctadents for the professioas” (Raldwin
o, pobe, Tonarmiee we  probabiy weald have beoome anvelved but oanoa
vpe toway teo that whycoh has new begun e unfaoid, Beoaune o F the
toone ot the AR We new have ne chease bat to be anvelted ot we o are
vhed b o by riven of the Doogety

™ CAL han a4 rperate plan ander whacob the RAIAD 1l Cprogcte and becone
a vesber ot 4 watiomai by to be establirhed to detergine. peview
raintath and tupertiee crmpetvney atandards for the skhilie peguired by
thaae  nuodved sn the tural andustrien™ CAIAS 1949, In line with thys
Faan e AIAS aought and wvas granted a contracst from ROODR te deve g
Foampete oy standards for agricuitural acientists,  The ALAS han established
A Stevtd g group for this procest which an turn, contracted congnltants
fevel p defrinitions of standards.,

Thig 5 a perfectly pustifiable eccarse of action for the AIAS to follow

except that it envisages the professionals an the field (vhich 1peludes
agricalture and “related natural resource areas™) te fall inte two groups

ong of which has "business and economicg-based roles for shich engentyai
coppetencies ate derived from the applicathion of weonoiiceg rarketing.
finance and management-related expertise”, In short. 1f the AIAS were
surcessful 1n 1ts move te competency standards, the AIAS woeuld judge and

presumably. certity to the ecompetency of those of 1ts members who cail
themselves agricultural ceonumists. In a recent papphlet isoued by the
AIAS ("Your Investment in the Profession®) 1t 18 noted that the ATAS
consyders that this  strategie aspect ° 1tg corporate plan has been
"achieved",

The AIAS 18 a respected organisation with which we have usefully and




related activities in Australia®, Howogver, in tho interests of the
discipline of agricultural economics in this country, it 18 ny belief that
out co-operation should not extond to the area of competency otandards for
those whe would call themselves agricultural econonists -- whethor they be
sembers af the AIAS or not.

We nust. of ecourse  mote the very obvious point that a significant nunbet
of agricultural eeonomists have no tormal training in agriculture itself
They are graduates in varilous branches of ecohomies whe have developed an
interest tn applylng oconomie prineiples to agriculture. Some of these nay
it wven kaow of  the oxistence of the AlAS, These nembers of the
profugsich aiong with the even larger nusber of people who are graduates ip
sgricultvural eronecies rather than egricultural selence with a pajor in
econemdo b ogaspest. censtitute the marority ot these who egll thopselves
gt caatural errpaniate.  In oother werds. of 1 ap 1ight  poust agriealtural
cooboaaata cosne froeoa dancaplinary base whieh bears no relationship t
U700 wlas Solehoe

Tw fher dnporrant aenaes whipcb have come to the attention of the Sortety
side ctes fras the ALARTe cupporate plan. These are the AIAS 0 strategies.

6 Trooprevade g fotus for o gntegrating the  ativitlies of  the
various  daacipliuary seereties  and  gpecialiat  crganibet jont
466 iated with agricuiture” and

3] Ctoodewelap poadodeR oL 1sSuen te atipg te the  promoties
produ taen and sar eting of agricultursl sepvioes”,

Whioe wo paght net wish v be antegrated under the ALAS'o unbrella and we
Wave sk g d rteanon resynted the teoptation te develap policies on fhe
b 2 Mterpas theao ave  Leos tieraoun anpe ts of  the AIAS 'S recew
it e The matter of competency standards has the potential £
CEABEY T aane ot s oa ndttor whach o1 aise dear te the heatt of covernmept
Al parte ot Yhe bLureauer ey

ibowha' foailowe 5 ode nmot owanh te dendgrate trs ALAS's geosd tuteption. o
Mintiasian agraeadture and agriealtural seience,  However. in the Datter o
Selpetesoy standarde . 1 oag rancernovd that the ATAS may run ‘he tank o
hareing *nat whieh 3t wonld petve,

In talking «bout g potential crisye. ap 1 over teacr® g Yoo what 18 afte
all. sopethaing that muat be a goud thing®  We don't wan!  iheoppeten’
praofesgionais oo how can one sound cone alarns abeut seeaingly wopthubi e
thinge dtke atandards of coapetency and a profession regulating itscif ¢
ahnure that 1'a mecbers are ecoppetent,  Hell considy o the following briot
iuk apte a possible future,

The advertisenent far o Job av 4 ecomrue poliy amalyst with s departoent o
agricultare takes yowr eye. It sowmds as 1f the job was made for you amd g
present boss agrees) . you appear to have all the nevessary qualitiutiaw
egerience unt;l g get to the Mt about “reguired competency  lewel: BUA
fagricultural econagist level 2" Upon enquary the departpent's personned offive:
says you hawe all the attrabutes for the position but they omddn't appoint o
eoause 1 they did the Institute would radicule you and prescably the departaent

wrt Phed e T rrn T Lot Pt Pos snsn £ 5o sdiass & bsiis i b L TR Y N S
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are told pou pay roin the MAS vach oay well oost a4 lot more than 1t does aow!
attend the next AlAS=accredited professional develoment course at oampus £ (at ¢ ost
of Ssuss. and all will be woll, After eonsidering the options, you do all this ax
eventually get the yob.  We leave you conteuplating the ryxpuranents For promotion.

Fanciful”™ Haybe, But we are already & vay down this road., ¥We have been
asked to compert on a set of draft conpetenecy standards for sgricultural
grientists ineluding competencies in business and economies, and asked i
we wishiod to be 1nvelved tn the further develepment of these specialist
standards, Should we

If yeu feel mesnfortable with thin soenatio because 3t night put the AIRS
inoa position of pewel over you, wonld 1t pake you f{eel easier 3f  the
ieqaired competeary was: “"MAAES professienal level &3"?  In this ~age you
pight fuoe that any tents from the {(governnent enoouraged! potential te
sedt tegul . o the profese;on would resatn cleser to home,

It we are et te Nave ~qange for the sake «f a change which generates power
g epl o yrent roroa o growp of conpetency  adlminiotrateors and  allowe o
g ocetntent o create an allesten of Yaaprosesent”. thea I bBelieve gt s
reengary for the prepepente of cpange to demonstrate that the the existing
souten B gttesting te competency af ocur profession 1 defacient. b
et de i dency neede te be Adepensrtryted both ogn terra ot s farlure
PEovade servioee o apprepriate guaisty o centemers and the failure of the
ANt LN 9yTten Yoo Aaliow wn te empete oot sftectively ob international
fatke t”

o exanting aysten cantot be shewn t0 e defioient 1u these perpests
when ' aiguerents foa amprocerent came fgs the professien rather than 1ve
dhe s oand o when there 186 Qovernpenh? enooutagenent  ceven f net threygh
dete* egitaatee o bRt o measuren which would help cerent an atprove
fors b e b pegadateon T beiieve we have @ potettiag cricis. We Tust g
Jdobest b vt that crane,

T enrgier vhe whole sssue of ecoppetency atandardas and to forguaate
teqe o v the ATAD s amataa 1ves. Couvncdd has estabisshed 4 working grooog

w18t kg of Teny “hisheln (chasrpan)  Rrian Ravdaker  Ray Trewan  Alag
Lioyaoand cyseld The evolving views of e working group wiisl be put b
e Annaal General Meeting to be held p condunction with thiy confepencs

A 1o beesmang  eleat my own view 18  that « wpefency  standards o
professicual agricultural eroponi 8 are buth anberescary aud wedesvrable
It the AIAS cannet be persuaded U 3t ¢ mpetency atandards for agryou’tuia
CCLAOBIETS  arte not on, then we would have te boyoott those  standarde
tbeeanse, 16 addition te the arguments presented here., we would argue tim
the AIAS 15 not coppetent to erect such standards .  If. fer any feasen
the ad-ptrion -f vcemr:teaey standards becopes unaveidable. then we pus?
waste & gond deai of time and energy setting up our own., In theapy thas
should not arise beeauss no profession will be compelled ‘o adept cud
statujards,
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Is the Present System of Establishing Competence Deficient?

1 beliove that the firut thing te note is that relatively fow of the direct
sousuners of the services provided by our "profess.on®™ are noenbers of the
pablic. This ts also true for the even wpore diverse profession of
agricultural sclence, Indeed, almost 70 per ecent of AIAS nesbers
respeading to the 1992 Professional and Salary Survey in 1992 were fall-
time oalaried omployoes (Field 1992}, Even in the cwonsulting area of
agricultural economics, which 13 probably closest to the poede of operation
of sope of the elder professions, 1t 16 wmy experience that most eclients are
vither layge organisations or governnents, Therefote, the arguments for
self regulation of standards suv as te proteect an ignorant and  weak
confiupifg public fron ineonpetent practitionors carries fe woight with me,

onsupet  protesticn through  the  appliecstion of minipun  standards  of
opetence gtens fron the 1dea of informational asymmetry, that 1. “1 knew
the guaitty of oy setvices but you don’t".  Therefore. for the protection
uf the consesing publie sone pin.oun standard of coppetescy 1s required.
Aketoof s 1970 seminal work on the market for lemens iudicates the
extrere 300 L o market with inforpational ssymoetty: the “quacks” are the
Sdy ken left in the ccapation,

It nformational  ssympelfy Wele an oporvant reasen fof the need for
eoppetenry standards. one would expeet ta he heating from signifieant
suobers of dissatisfied consaners. As far as T an avare  howsver . thete 16
Beoogresndswell of opinion that the present process of attestiag to ab
tadividual s coppeteney in the prfossien 1a ungsatisfaetory in the sense
that wracceptably large nunbers of inevopetent people get thiough the net
and. 1 that the syster g nut producing peeple whe are capable of adapling.
In 40 jrnovative way. to changing cltcunstanies,

It 18 py contention that we do not have such outery berause informational
assypelry 156 ..t a problem in the narket for our servives or those of
sgraculvural seientists, This 18 bersuse. by and large cepoercial
eBtities ot governnpents are the diregt consuners of our gervicos and they
rake sure that their clieuts or custopors are aot going te be supplied with
consistently poor gervice. In ghett, there are powerful snd resourcefu)
interoedisries betveen us and the customer who know how to aake  and vas
afford to make. informed e.uoices when epploying serviee providers,

Where agricultural economiats are supplying services directly te the publie
1 vould aloo be very surprigsed to find ssgnaficant nusbers of cohsumers who
wvere unable, whether due te lack of intelligence. education or funds. 9
follow the usual procedures of beconing inforned about the conpetence of
the professional they seek to engage. It 1s my belief. thercfete. that
consunets i both the local market and the internstiocnal oarket for the
services of agricultural economists do not need the added protection which
night be afforded by a system of competency standards., The provision of
competency standards tor this purpose would be unnecessary and westeful.

A8 wo all know, the present system for establishing the prefessinnal
competence of an  individusl agricultural oeconomist for & particularly
appointment or Job is performed by two panels of experts: the selectivn
committee and the referves. 'The process is a combination of assessing the
formal educational qualifications 1n the discipline and  assessing
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of varying degrees of formality and will centre on all aspects of
competency. both measurable and inmeasurable, required for the job in
gquestion., It will include informstion about how those conpetencion were
abtained, whether in previous esploynent or in-gervice or other training.
In ghort, professienal competency is judged by the quality of both inputs
and perforpance outeonss.  Furthernore, thore are about four levels of
qualification, at least two of which, the Hagters degree and the PhD, are
regarded as pore than just entry te the profession and are indieative of
partieular conpetoncies.

It is particularly healthy for the individual and the profesasien that the
paned of experts changos through the persen's career as highoer lovels of
conpetency arv requsred.  As a result, it iz unlikely that any unfair birag
against an individual ecould pergist, It would also take a particularly
conhlving profession te be acouned of supply contrei when this was the only
neans of gelf-regulation.

Ceptrast thig with the situstion where a few individusls pight be able te
dominate the panel «f expurts the acereditarion body: for long petrindn of
ripe. Buder theae cireupstances. those individuale and the organisation
whi b canfreds the accpedition coupnittee could arguire considerable powver
which couid be uoed both for theltr own aggrandicement and the paterial gain
ot meebera of the profesoion

I beiteve we have a sigpse  cheap and highly offective gysten of gelf-
regulation for overaning any pooaible gouree af anfornational aoyanetry in
fhe carket for agricuitura, e oRpamists, This heliel 1o enhanced by the
bservarion that . anlike the gervy-es provided by somc other professions.
the buyer seldnc has to make a rushed choice and has plenty of tine to gseel
43s the availabae anforpation roguited for an infarped echoico, 1 have uuot
hodrd that e ther 6w atternational coppetifiveness or the canpetency of
mr professiunals as Judged by oversess enployers op eitents, 36 anferiog
a8 4 result of 1tn use. Indeed, sn terpo of international coapatisiens ohe
frequoently hears the opposite.

I ranpot be perswaded that 1t o either pecessary ot desitable te depart
frem *he precsent oysten of ascertaining conpetoeney.  Furthetoore, [ diabt
tuar the pregent gystem would alter all that ouch, f st ala. 38 the ALAS »
syeten of coppetency grtandards came inte existence.,  The peason for the
latrer beliel lies 1p the nature of the standards thengelves.

Hew would thege standarde be defined’  How would they be agssesned?  Along
with Professor Penington' ! anm eoncerned that gtandards of coppoeteney snuld
bo srari~ and “"enshrine the status que”, Indeed, the more one Yried to
move avay fron near peaningless generalities (such as deoing things i s
"mature” and "appropriate” manner) and made the standards more speeifye,
and henece applicable in a consistent way, the greater the risk that the
pursuit of ex-ellence and innovation in the profession would utagunate, In
the Grusllian extrome, cven the search for new knovwledge might be given up.

‘Viee-Chancellor Of Melbeur: . Umiversity whe. aleng with nany other
senior acadenios, 18 resisting tho move to conperency-bhased educat:in of
nrafeneiesnnio
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Te nake the standards more specific and appl-eable, it would be necessary
to +ay what 1s “appropriate” and in what ways a competont person “dops®
things. To quote Penington (1992) citing Karmel, standards so expressed
"digregard the as yot unknown proeblems of an uncertain future®, If you
doubt this, try to set up competency standards for those vho analyse publie
investoents,  VWhen you've got your sot of standards ask the question: Are
these "methuerhood statenents”? If you anaswer yourself in the negative,
then ask: tf the competence of all analysts were as I have defined 1t,
zeuld that vhich 1o now known as beneflit-cost analysis over bo improved or
replaced?

The asseciated problem 18 how to assess an individual's performance
relative te the standards., Who wonld constitute the panel of oxperts and
hew vould they drav together the evidence snd make their judgomonts?  Hore
we b oply note the problems being faced by the universities as they nove
towaris recoguising the guality of teaching, There 18 also the story of
the dieticvians teceiving counsiderable anounts of publie money to devige
stardards which after aspending oere public woney, they fcund rould not be
adequateiy asvessed . Apparently, HOOSRE teld the wieticiann to "rewpite”
theyr standards so that effectyive evaluation would be possible.  Penington

199. p.ho resavesn this st oy - an example of how the "asspaspent tayl
wages the atandards deg".

The «they argupent whi b 3o put 15 that tpe preseat gystes 19 not defiejent
40 & reatin of aBsenBing quailty but it does not encourage the inprovepent
ihooguality over tine, That 18, 1t does not help us te becods AOre
Sotpetitive,  Cogpeteney standards, 1t 315 eclaamed. would ensble this te
happen. Fresumably  however, 1f one wants te aprove the services of
professyonals by adherence te o onpotepey sptandards then the standards of
coppetency must be pet higher thas would othervise be the cage. ot they
st ancrease over time. At ope end of the cpectrus suchk action could be
glven an ertremcly altraistic anterp tatienh since the profession whieh
argues tor standards on this bags: . zpparently places consupers’ 1htetrests
abuve 1tg own I will net conecede thet this is the cage but, of cowrse,
there are alvayn sope very aitruist:c membets in every profession,

In the absence of cvidepey that the present systeh 18 letting us  dour
becaune 1t does net lead te higher levels of conpetence over time, and whoer
the push fer standards copes frem the profession 1tself, »nue may be
tnelined to take a look at another extreme. Thie 18 provided by Leland
119791 whe looks at the situvation vhere the prefession 1o allowed to pet
1ts own standards (whieh 28 the way the present push 1s developing) and the
protession seeks teo paximise benefits acerving to itself.  Leland shous
that the profession would set standards which werc higher than the secially
optimal standards. A eynical view night be that a profession can gain
public suoport for paximistng 1t§ gain by appearing te do the oppasite,
that 18, by taking the apparently altruistic stance that 1t 1s raising
standards for the good of the nation's conpetitive ability in the wnrld's
markets.  This popsibility leads us to constder why the AIAS 15 av
wnterested 1n fostering competency standards.
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Why are Competency Standards Seing Embraced by an Unregulated Profession?

The 1dea of compotency standards in the professions arose from a section of
government but has been embraced strongly by the AIAS in the absence of
satisfactory evidence that the present system for establishing competency
15 deficient, Wkon the thrust for change comes from the profession rather
than congumers there 18 & very real risk that the profonsion wants to serve
1ts own ends, Couversely, 1t wight be extremely altruistic or, move
likely, there 1o a tension within the profossion as it geeks a trade-off
between theose oxtrones,

The firet hypothesis that copes to mind for an othervise unregulated
ptofession to embrace the proposed competency standards i1s that they might
offer an epportanity to limit the supply of professionals in the warket and
60 taisx teturns, ] hope we nead net take this possibility too neriously
for twe reasong.

I orotly the standavds are proposed as a seans of self-regulation nd are
not @ systep of fivensed coppetency directly supported by legisl.tion.
Therefore  persone heiding themselves out as agricultural economist  or
griceituras «odentinsts would net be 1o breach of the law 1f they did ot
Fassens  the  standard of  competenry  laxd  dewn by  the  profesgion.)
crganasation onpowered by governpen! te get that standard,

However s eynie gaght note that conpetency . tandards are a foro of self-
regoiatson favosted by government and.  hepce, mpembers of professional
crganisations whick aved then might tereive preferential treatment whern
seelahg goternoent employmsent.  Thio could be achicved by legislation which
requited that  enplayees  in given types of pooytions  1n particular
crganisatiens  anstitutiops or depattments must be at particular levels of
competency cay levels 7 and 31 as defined by the NTB. An organisatior
urinyg standards of competency ‘derned to be consistent vith those levels)
a8 & peans of supp.sedly self regulating its mesbers 3o the public 'nterest
wousd be anoan exeeilent positicn te fupelion 40 @ scteen organisation for
Bueh enpi yoent

Secundly. agticuitural economioto and agricultural scientists both have
very clape oubstitutes in the proviston of cconamic and seientific ser 1c¢ea
tooagrieaiture. namely, other eeonomiots and other bislagical seientists
teapectively,  Any ohort tevm gains that might recult from the product
differentiation arising fram the prefix "agrirultural”™ and any assceiated
competency  standards  eould not  be sustained without the  aupport  of
eaployers, Assumiang that employers seek (o obtain a given gqualyty of
sprvice gt least enst, there 18 no sbvious reason why they weuwld want to
pay sore than they need.

Again, hewever, the cynie might suggest that direct legislative support o
the competency levels or standards in any given profession does not e st

- yet. But, might 1t net be a reagonable strategy to lead the field and be
woll plazet just in care? Our ecynic might also point out that the search
for the lowest cost professional serviecos might be curtailed when teabery
nf the professional body can be found at all levels in the omplaying
organination. In these circupstancos, 1t may be easier te persuade t e
who decide the employment poliey of the employing organisation that orhep
economists and scientists are not really close substitutes. If specialist
porguaders can sucesssfully differontiate one brand of soap frap amt her .
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produet differentiation amongst cconomists and scientists should not be too
much trouble when the persuaders are also part of the audience,

Penington (1992) goes further and puts forvard a "tripartite" conspiracy
theory for cempetency standards (nominees of labor governments, unions and
employer bodies). I will not review Penington's views in any detatl but
recommend his paper as interesting, but wortying, reading, The following
excerpt indicates the gist of some of his arguments:

The competency crusade represents a second major revolution 1ih
Australian education, following quickly in the wake of Ehe Dawkine
reforps. It 13 of even greater pagnitude, however, as it purports to
eabrace the wholy of the education and training system in Australia.
it aeeks to describe and control all education and trainiag in teras
af "work related coppetencies” and to bring all within a "seapless
veb™ of control of the entire workforece, through its network of
“trapartite comnittees” which feed back to the Nationa: T aining
Board st the ventrs of the wed.

It vne tinds some sympathy with Fonington's theory, the views of our cynie
might not be so far fetched! While Penington soes the professions and the
ahivetrnities as potential vietims 1o the crusade, this need not be the case
for a professional organisation which "delivers” inte the fold a prefession
which ot hav vodded ante the required shape. That organisation will be
fered tor 1ts far sighted concern for the publie and national 1interest.
Ulramately, however, the professson will suffer.

Thie leds to ancther hypothesis, namely, that the AIAS has enmbraced
cappetency standards because 1t would give the AIAS power and status whiel
it presertly does  pat enloy, Even though all wmembers mpay not gain
peraniaty tewards from the exercise of Vhis power there pay be reward i
terss ol otatug 1n the compunity. or, at least, the perception of status.
diven the propensity of people to want letters after their names, som
extra letters which appear to denote nembership of a gelect group, probably
void be appreciated,

It a professional organisation can persuade 1ts wmembers (and others' to
take seriounly 1ts testimonies of competency then, as indicated above, the
processes of  professional development (and  curriculum development)  t
onable members to meet higher jevels af competency become inportant. Thus,
the organisation attains the power to accredit the professional development
venrses and other aetivaties,  This, 1n turn, may allov some educational
establishments to enjoy growth, status or roward which otherwise they might
not,  Members of the profession 1n these establishments can be expected t
support the competency movement. If my beliefs about the need for, and
worth of, competency standards are gsomewhere near the mark. such a process
has the capacity to be extremely wasteful,

In addition, as long as 1t can continue to convince peopla (even 1f only
1ts mwembers) of the merit of its competency standards the organisalion will
persist, 1 believe the matter of its survival has concorned the MIAS over
recent decades 4s more and more specialist societies  like ours, have ecome
into existence, 1t the AIAS can establish 1tself as the umbrella
organisation directly or indirectly controlliing competency standards in all
agriculture-related profossions, 1t would become seemingly 1ndespeunnible
and 1ts survival would be assured.
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Conelusion

I am unconvinced that competency otandards for agricultursl economists are
necossary. indeed they have the potential to do damage to the profession.
This would be more so i1f those standards were devised and administered by
the AIAS, I become suspieious when some members of another profession
vhich hap 1ts mawn diseiplinary base in other areas of science (albeit with
gome overlap for sowme people) believe there 18 d need for standards ane
want te set up standards for agricultural ecohomics., Indoed, I am not
convanced there 19 even a need for mainstream agrieultural secience (if
there 18 such a thing), “ompetency standards are a mechanism for self-
regulation whiech has been blessed by government., In these circumstances,
when a strong push for standards comes from the profession, I begin to get
faint witfs of the etale smell of closed shops and eateh the glint in the
eye that goes with the desire for pover,
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