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 Mike Zissler Q & A 

Interviewer: Mike Zissler, I suppose the beginning is a good place to start. Take us back, 

if you would, to the 2014 API annual general meeting. What was the mood 

and what were the motions that were passed back then? 

Mike Zissler: Look, I think there was a significant journey to get to the AGM last year. The 

members, over a period of time, had been expressing some dissatisfaction 

about how the API is organising itself. There were accusations of not being 

transparent and there was a lot happening. Fundamentally, the AGM was 

straightforward. There were three major motions before them and they were 

focused on financials, the way we organise ourselves and making sure the 

constitution allow for those things to be taken forward. A lot came out and 

indeed we spent the last eight to twelve months resolving those and 

addressing those motions. 

Interviewer: Okay, let's look at those one at a time. In terms of financials, what happened? 

Mike Zissler: The first and most important thing is those motions were put forward and 

accepted, so we changed the constitution as required around the financials 

which has led to better financial reporting and that's a good thing. That was a 

catalyst for change. Second to that though, we appointed Ernst & Young, and 

as you know, they're a nationally, probably international accounting firm. 

They spent three months trawling through our finances and then broke it 

down, division by division, then consolidated those reports and gave us a 

report.  

 Now that was a long report but there were probably sixteen 

recommendations. Seven of those recommendations, we acted on 

immediately, so by the end of last calendar year, seven recommendations 

had been done and delivered. There's still about five which we're undergoing. 

They are the things you just can't do overnight. They affect whole budget 

cycles, and if you like, financial cycles, but they're in place now and if you 

like, they're being done and they will occur. 

Interviewer: Are you satisfied that the changes have been put in place and they are the 

right changes? 

Mike Zissler: Absolutely. The changes are there, they are sensible changes. There are a 

few things we've not started yet but they will be started once we complete the 

governance review. 

Interviewer: Now as we head into the 2015 annual general meeting, there is an 

opportunity for members to view that Ernst & Young report, isn't there? 

Mike Zissler: Absolutely. The Ernst & Young report has been in the public member space 

since early October last year but most importantly now, we're putting it out 

there again with an executive summary over it. Rob Smyth, who is the current 
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Chair of the National Finance board, has written a two-page executive 

summary. There's a highlight from Rob there that will tell you what to look for 

and what it means. Fundamentally, it's either been done, it's being done or 

will be done. No-one disagrees with the recommendations and we're getting 

on with it. 

Interviewer: The single sentence summary from Ernst & Young is what? 

Mike Zissler: That we could do things better, but I don't think there was a smoking gun. 

The reality was, there were a whole bunch of structural things we had to do. 

We're doing them or have done them. 

Interviewer: Okay, in regards to the structure and governance review. What happened 

with that motion? 

Mike Zissler: There was a governance committee that was put together post the AGM and 

they went out and appointed, they searched for some consultants and they 

appointed CMS, Change Management Systems. They're a large national 

organisation. Their expertise, as implied by their name, is around change 

management systems. They spent nearly three months consulting with, 

talking with, and working with members to understand what their needs were. 

They undertook a whole range of surveys, online, focus groups and really got 

to understand what the members wanted. They then started putting iterations 

or proposals back to the National Council, and back through some 

processes, and earlier this year, late March, they put the report on the table 

and that made 107 recommendations and now we're getting on with those. 

Interviewer: Can we get to the essence of what Change Management Systems said in 

their report. What did they say? 

Mike Zissler: Look, fundamentally there were probably three issues. Ignoring the 107 

recommendations about what we should do, there were three major issues. 

I'd say that over the last number of years, there's been a lack of trust. There's 

been general misunderstanding about how Divisions and National Council 

worked. There was a breakdown in communication and trust was a problem. 

There was a lack of coordinated responses so we had slight variances to 

operational policies and financial policies. 

 We have had a fracturing in the structure in the organisation. Last but not 

least, they said the governance structure didn't underpin that properly. We 

fundamentally had to change the way we did things, but they also said when 

talking to the members, there was an overwhelming demand and need for 

change. The report also found we aren’t a contemporary organisation. We 

actually needed to move on, and over 80% of the members who responded 

to all these various surveys said, "Now's the time for change. We need this 

change to occur." 

Interviewer: I'm really interested in this notion of trust. Where was the breakdown in the 

trust? 
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Mike Zissler: Over a number of years, information had been sought from National Council 

and from divisions. Fundamentally there was a view that information wasn't 

being shared. They believed, rightly or wrongly, that information was being 

covered up or it wasn't transparent, so since my appointment and indeed 

from the AGM last year, everything we do is transparent. At times, people 

criticise that. Some people say, "Oh, that was a bit rough around the edges." 

My response is, "You can't have it both ways." If you want transparency, you 

get it warts and all, and there it is. Since late last year, everything's been put 

on the table. Everyone gets to see it, warts and all. 

Interviewer: Do you think that there was a degree of satisfaction amongst the membership 

about the way that the change management system report was put together? 

Was it thorough enough? 

Mike Zissler: As all reports do, you have people who support it absolutely and some will 

disagree with it. I think the report could have been a better report, I've no 

doubt in my mind about that, but when you actually go through the reports 

and as I have, read each recommendation, you do put a tick next to them. 

You say, "Yeah, that's right, that's right, that's mostly right." You work your 

way through those recommendations. Now I think there are too many 

recommendations. 107's a lot for me to prosecute in the future, but the reality 

is the principles, the fundamental recommendations are right. The API needs 

to change. It needs to move on. It needs to be a contemporary member’s 

organisation. 

Interviewer: Now that you’ve received the CMS report what have you done since then? 

Mike Zissler: I'd like to point out straight away, CMS had nearly eight months to work on it 

and I had two weeks to deliver it, but aside from that, the reality is myself and 

my management team were aware of how that report was progressing. We 

were talking to members as well. This wasn't done in isolation. I've been part 

of the journey for the last two or three months. Having said that though, since 

we received the report, the first thing we sought to do was to ensure that as 

proper, we made it available to members, so we made it available to 

members, and it's a warts and all document. Secondly, we've considered that 

and we've put together the Members First campaign which a lot of you, 

hopefully by now, have heard me talk about. 

Interviewer: Now let's go to the detail of Members First. What are you proposing as part of 

Members First which will enable this transformation of API? 

Mike Zissler: Look, very much this moves from a broad-based divisional model into very 

much a single entity that is the API. It is very member-focused. We have a 

conceptual model that says members become front and centre. Members are 

the most important. We are a membership organisation. We focused on 

Members First, and then try to understand what members needs are. We've 

identified those as professional standards, professional development and 

then we've underpinned that with a shared services model.  
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 Now none of this is outside the CMS recommendations. It's maybe a different 

way of explaining it. Fundamentally, members, front and foremost, and 

members count. They are the ones that we, the staff, and even the 

volunteers who work on committees are nothing but servants of the collective 

that is the members, so the concept says that. We've then put in place a 

proposed organisational structure that says, "If that's what it's about, how are 

we going to deliver on those, if indeed we don't have absolutely the same 

state-based divisional models?" The answer is we put that into five portfolios 

again saying, "Why are we here for the members?" 

Interviewer: What are those five portfolios? 

Mike Zissler: The first one is about having a National Membership & Advocacy Support 

Manager. We currently have member officers in every state and they all do 

things differently. Now none of them do a bad job. It's just different. This is 

about having a singular, national services manager for members and 

advocacy. Their role is to work with, ensure there's a level of quality around 

service delivery for members, to listen to members and ensure that when we 

speak for the API which really means for the members, we do so with a 

strong, singular voice. We are strong advocates for the organisation, for the 

members, for the industry.  

 The second portfolio is about the academics, the education. We're going to 

have a National Education, Academic Compliance & Curriculum Manager 

who's got responsibility for the National Education Board and how we deliver 

and credential our education offering. Members see that through their 

professional development, CPD and we want two parts to that. We want a 

very strong, I'll say that again, a very, very strong centralised CPD that's 

nationally consistent that we can all point to. The second most important part 

of course is there will be local content. We acknowledge that each state and 

territory has a different set of laws around property management. There's a 

different flavour if you like in WA compared to Tasmania and compared to 

Sydney. There'll be a very important local content as well as networking that 

will help enhance CPD that gives it a strong underpinning nationally and a 

very strong feeling locally.  

Thirdly, we'll have a professional standards portfolio under a National 

Professional Standards Manager. Now we have professional standards in 

place now and I think they're highly, highly commendable. This again is about 

being really clear about, "We're here to deliver on professional standards and 

we're going to work hard at delivering those professional standards nationally 

and consistently so we all understand them explicitly clearly."  

 Fourthly, we're going to have a National Brand, Marketing & Event Manager. 

We all do events, CPD, in different ways at the moment, and I think that's 

great. The reality is we can do better. We can have a very strong national 

exposure with our brand, the way we run events, the way we deliver CPD 

locally but also centrally. We can do that and we need a very strong brand 

and marketing manager in that space. 
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 Last but not least, underpinning that is the shared services. I hope that 

members never see the shared services. They're in the background, but they 

are fundamentally there to make sure we're efficient and reliable. They'll look 

after our centralised IT system. We'll have a central financial treasury system 

in place and HR and IR to look after the staff. Fundamentally the members 

would never be exposed to that. It will just be working away behind the 

scenes in a very quiet professional efficient way. 

Interviewer: Isn't the fundamental problem though with the centralised model that you are 

proposing that most of the API members operate in their day-to-day lives 

outside of Canberra? 

Mike Zissler: Absolutely. We're a membership organisation. Our role is to make sure it 

works behind the scenes. When I say there'll be a centralised shared service, 

they may not sit in one place. Each of those portfolios will have a national 

manager responsible for them, but they'll sit where the expertise is. Indeed, 

there won't be a national office. There's no proposal to have a national office. 

I suspect I'll be moving between offices all the time. It may well be the case 

that the finance model sits in Sydney, that the marketing sits in Brisbane and 

that education sits in Perth.  

 It'll be about the expertise of those managers who'll be working at that level. It 

won't be about having an office somewhere just because you need an office. 

It will be actually very dynamic, and this is not unusual. Most of the large 

companies that are Australia-wide now have shared services and 

corporatisation with head offices in different states and territories and they 

put the expertise where it's needed and vice-versa. 

Interviewer: Sure, but what about the member services for the specific states? Because I 

think that's where the issue is, as in if I'm operating in South Australia, there 

is legislation in South Australia that governs my work and so I really need to 

have some expertise not sitting nationally, I need it in the state and territory 

that I'm operating in. 

Mike Zissler: Sure. Under this model, we have member services managers who are based 

in each state and territory. Their role is to ensure that all the services are 

delivered locally to the members, and they will have a role around engaging 

and advocating on local issues. My expectation is those member services 

managers will have a complete suite of products before them and their task in 

fact is to ensure that they draw down on the portfolios and get all the 

resources they need to argue, prosecute, advocate an issue locally, but with 

the support of national.  

 We're not just going to leave them out there because many of these issues, 

while they may appear unique in one state, the reality is they're common in 

every state. One of the challenges has been is we've been prosecuting 

perhaps a very strong case in Victoria, and ultimately the national entities 

say, "But what's the rest of your views?" We need to make sure that we join 

that up. At the moment, we're advocating state by state, but we don't quite 

join them up sometimes. This is about saying we can have a very strong local 
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position, but it's joined up with the nationals, so that when an issue is brought 

at a state level we can address it and we can take it on head-on. 

Interviewer: You're not stripping capability out of the states and territories? 

Mike Zissler: Indeed, this would be better for the states and territories, because if we draw 

together single and national service, there will be someone responsible for 

advocacy. At the moment, there's no single voice for advocacy. They can 

draw on those services and they can say, "We have an issue here in New 

South Wales and we're dealing with it this way, but by the way, we need 

some support in this. How do we get that support?" That'll be how they 

access that support and we'll have, I'm not quite sure of the words yet, but 

something like a service level agreement between those officers in each state 

and the national entity, bearing in mind there's no national office.  

 It would be about how we're structuring ourselves and they'll have a service 

level agreement to say, "On advocacy, we need these resources, we need 

these people and we need this package of things to help us prosecute an 

argument." If it’s in regards to CPD. "Here's a national piece of CPD, but we 

want to put a local flavour over it." "Okay, let's draw that down, resource it 

well and make sure it's relevant locally."  

Again, the resources reside both locally, and drawing down on national 

resources. 

Interviewer: Would you agree that it's really going to put a big emphasis on 

communication to make sure that the states and territory-based member 

organisations are well-serviced and it doesn't go back to the old days where 

communication was a problem? 

Mike Zissler: Sure, absolutely. It really does go to the heart of what we said upfront, 

"There's been a lack of trust" and when you ask what that's about, it's about 

transparency, it's about communication. This is a model that'll be building 

upon that. We want to be totally transparent. We want to ensure the 

resources are in the right place at the right time, so key to this will be 

absolutely communication.  

 Effectively, we've taken layers away. There is no national office. There is no 

national, as it's been called in the past. There is the API, and we'll be just 

using those resources as best we can. The five portfolio owners will have 

national responsibilities but they'll be sat in their own states as well and they'll 

have local responsibilities. It's going to be a big challenge about making that 

communication method work, but things are changing.  

 I think members would agree that over the last eight months, we've been 

providing information, warts and all, but at least it's there. Members can say, 

"I've seen that, I've had a look at it. I've considered it and I have a view on it." 

That's mostly what I want. Sometimes they won't agree. That's actually okay. 

They're the members. Their voice is important to me, but I do want them to 

have the access to that information. I want them to look at it and consider it 
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and form a view. Now, if we've got it wrong, that's when they need to speak 

up. 

Interviewer: Can you put your finger on a model such as this which is servicing another 

member-based organisation effectively in Australia? 

Mike Zissler: Absolutely. There are a number of organisations over the years which have 

moved from a pure federated model into a single consolidated entity, so CPA 

Australia's done that. The Australian Institute of Management has been, over 

the years, consolidating down, and actually providing national services from 

local bases. In fact, any suggestion that we should maintain our federated 

structure and go backwards is going against the trend of good management 

as we speak. 

Interviewer: Are you guaranteeing then it will make API a better organisation, a more 

effective organisation, an organisation that will deliver better services to 

members? 

Mike Zissler: There's a harsh reality here that says that we need to be progressive and we 

need to facilitate the future. Now, what I mean by that is I think for the last 

number of years, the API has not kept pace with those around us, so if you 

look at the banking and finance sector, they're changing exponentially. They 

are national and international. If you look at the insurance sector, they're 

changing exponentially. They are national and international. Look at the IT 

we use. That changes almost weekly. Look at the property professionals we 

work with, the industry, they're changing all the time.  

 The API has not quite kept pace. We are possibly two, three, four, maybe 

even five years, behind  in some of those aspects. We have to keep pace 

and we have to be reflective and responsive to that. If nothing else going 

forward, acknowledging that helps. Acknowledging the need for change 

makes a real difference. It actually says, "We have to catch up, we have to 

keep up." My argument is this is the only way at the moment. Going 

backwards, staying the same will not resolve those fundamental problems. 

Interviewer: Okay. Now I think it's important to point out that the detailed information is 

available at the API website and at the CorpVote website so if people do 

want to dive in and get a better understanding, they can go and read and 

discover, and if they've got any questions or queries, they can direct them 

towards you. 

Mike Zissler: Correct. Look, the AGM is very, very important. Last year was the catalyst for 

change. There were a lot of unhappy people. The motions got put in a 

frustrating way, but they were all passed unanimously. We've addressed 

those motions. This year's AGM is really, really important. The solutions, the 

papers, the information on the table are there for everyone to read. 

Transparency is absolute and paramount. I'm asking for three things to occur 

for the members, and I think they're fairly straightforward. When they get 

asked to vote, they'll enter the CorpVote site.  
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 Behind the CorpVote site, you'll find the constitution so they know what the 

current constitution is. They'll know what the by-laws are and they'll be able 

to look at the piece of legislation that covers us which is the South Australian 

Incorporations Act. Also, they'll be able to see the EY Report, the executive 

summary. They'll be able to see the CMS report, the executive summary. 

They'll be able to see the annual report and the financials. They'll be able to 

see all the other annual reports from each state and territory.  

 There then will be an explanatory memorandum on the motion and in that 

explanatory memo, you will find in some plain English what the motion says, 

what it means, why we're doing this. There'll be a budget impact statement 

that says, "If this happens, this is what it does to the budget." There's also 

some costs associated with the transition because there will be costs. They 

are spelled out for members to see, and last but not least, there's a risk 

assessment so the pros and cons, if you like, against the risks so it says, 

"You can do this or you can do that. Here's the risk exposure, both for and 

against this motion."  

 Indeed, we're really clear about if we do nothing and what that will mean. This 

process is for the members and so I go back to my last piece. Please read, 

please consider and please vote. That's really the message. At the end of the 

day, I'm commending the motion to you, but more importantly than that, I'm 

commending you to vote, so at least we have clarity around and a mandate 

for change or to come back and do something else. 

Interviewer: The shorthand of this motion, what are you asking the members to do? Yes, 

you're asking them to vote, but what does the motion say? 

Mike Zissler: What we're actually saying is that the membership acknowledges out of last 

year's AGM that the reports from CMS and EY will be accepted in principle. 

Not every single word in there, because you'll never get an agreement 

around reports which are three or four hundred pages, but the reports and 

the need for change is acknowledged and that they're taken on board.  

Secondly, that it empowers the API. That would be National Council and 

management to start delivering on that and there's a whole bunch of things 

we need to do now to get us moving in the right direction, and then agree to 

us coming back in October with a revised constitution so that we can actually 

get that right.  

 Now that may be this constitution amended. I think that's unlikely. This 

constitution's been around for a while and got lots of things around it which 

aren't helpful anymore. I suspect it'll be a new constitution. The next phase 

for me is consulting on that constitution and we'll be doing that in an auditable 

process between this AGM to October when we'll come back and say, "Here 

is a revised or new constitution and we commend it to you again." 

Interviewer: After going through the constitutional consultations, will this be the final 

product given to the members? 
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Mike Zissler: No. What will occur is we will start changing the organisation and delivering 

on the operational side of it while we craft up the constitution. There's a 

fundamental decision and we'll have that discussion first. Then we'll go right 

to the top of the constitution about why the API exists and what it means for 

us.  

 What are our values, and we'll confirm those and embed those in the 

constitution and there'll be some consultation about that. Is it going to be this 

model or that model? Are we going to consider doing it in a different way? 

Once we get past that top part, we'll go to the next one. What are the 

governance arrangements going to be? Do we have a national council or do 

we have a board? What does it mean to be a board member? How do they 

get elected on to it? What's the process? How we ensure that people feel 

comfortable that their voice will be heard through what mechanisms, so each 

step will be consulted on, and then, if you like, locked into a constitution in its 

final form to come back to the Extraordinary General Meeting in October. 

Interviewer: This seems to be just beginning of the process? 

Mike Zissler: Absolutely. The catalyst for change was last year's AGM. This is the step 

forward. Since last year, we've been listening, talking, sharing, and working 

on what we might do. This is saying, "We now want your approval to get on 

with it." The motion really says, we accept the work that's being done. It tells 

us overwhelmingly now is the time for change. We have a proposal, the 

Members First proposal that says, "This is how we're going to prosecute that 

change." We know what members would say, "Yes. We agree. Get on with it" 

so we can and then we'll come back with a constitution and finalise that and 

then hopefully by January 1 next year, all those issues will be in place and 

we'll have the API of the future, looking forward, not dwelling so much on the 

past. 

Interviewer: How important is it for members to vote and why is it important for members 

to vote? 

Mike Zissler: Look, I think the traditional model, and it's not just in the API by the way. This 

is in organisations all over the place, is that a number of people come to the 

Annual General Meeting. They prosecute a cause, a motion is moved and 

usually, motions get through. The fundamental problem is sometimes that's 

only a few people attend. We might have an organisation, as we do, of 8,000 

people. Last year, less than 100 people turned up. It's a real problem getting 

members to the Annual General Meetings and getting these things through. 

We have 8,000 members, of which about 6,000 hold the right to vote. I would 

like to see at least 3,000 people read the documentation, consider the 

documentation and say "yes" or "no" because that's democracy.  

 If this is a member's organisation, it isn't individual choice, people speaking 

loud, getting a different argument. This is about the members saying "yes" or 

"no" and as I said earlier, I commend the resolution to you. More importantly, 

I commend voting to you. Please vote "yes" or "no". At least then we have a 

mandate, the National Council will have a mandate to proceed. If the 
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answer's no, we'll come back with a Plan B, but for the moment we're 

commending Plan A to you and I'm commending you to vote one way or the 

other. 

Interviewer: Surely though, if members of the API are serious about their organisation 

being relevant, you're going to have to get more than 50% of them voting? 

Mike Zissler: Correct. This is a simple majority vote. I won't be happy with 51% if that's the 

falling over the line. I really want, that's why I want, three, four, five, six 

thousand members to vote. I want you to hear and I want to say, I'd love to 

get 85, 90, 95%. I am pragmatic though, I'm a realist. There are people who 

are opposed to parts of this for lots of different reasons.  

 Some are very reasonable and some are perhaps less reasonable. What I 

really want though is people to look at it and go, "Does this make sense? Is 

this pragmatic? Is this good governance?" If the answer is, "Yes, this all 

makes sense" I commend the motion to you. If you've got an issue that you 

don't agree with, tell us about it but for the moment, I want you to be 

pragmatic. It's your organisation, not mine. It's your organisation. The 

National Council are servants of you, the members. We'd like a mandate. 

51% doesn't cut that for me. I'm looking for 85, 90%. 

Interviewer: The vote is now open and eligible members register their vote at CorpVote 

and we've explained exactly how they can go about doing that and they have 

been contacted by that organisation, but what happens now between now 

and the Annual General Meeting? 

Mike Zissler: Effectively CorpVote's a proxy voting service so indeed you go into that site 

and you get to choose your yes or no, and you apply your proxy to someone 

who'll be there. Now you can choose that person or it goes to the Chair. As 

the Chief Executive Officer, I'm Returning Officer so that process closes three 

days out from the AGM, 4pm on the 25
th
 of May.  

 Members will vote through CorpVote, once they’ve checked all their boxes 

they will be given a return sheet. 

It will be audited, it will be qualified by them and they'll tell me how many 

people voted, yes’s, no’s, abstaining. The votes are there.  

 As a returning officer at the AGM at some point, I'll stand up and say, "For the 

motion, we have in a proxy form, we have X number for, X number against, X 

number abstained." Very transparently, those who then come to the meeting 

will be able to cast their vote and again when they arrive, they'll be signing a 

statement on the way in that they're attending and that they haven't 

previously voted, as you do with any election.  

 That gives you a valid vote at the AGM and then when the motion comes up, 

it'll be the proxy vote plus those in the room and the motion will pass or fail. 

To me, it's fairly straightforward. It's democracy in action. 
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Interviewer: I also understand though that you've got a very busy travel schedule through 

the month to ensure that you speak to as many members as possible and 

you listen to as many views as possible. 

Mike Zissler: Correct. What's really important for me is that the members feel engaged. 

There has been criticism around communication, around transparency, about 

the stuff not being out there for members. I'm providing every state and 

territory the opportunity for members to sit down with me, so I'm spending a 

day in each state and territory. I have an open agenda where people can 

book a half-hour time-slot and one-on-one tell me what they think and I'll 

answer their questions the best I can.  

 I'm welcoming groups of people to come along and take up that half-hour slot 

so I know already I'm meeting with some groups who are coming along mob-

handed, if you like, to tell me their views. Indeed then, we have these Open 

Mike Sessions, and that's a bit of a play on words as you'd appreciate.  

I'll be giving the Members First presentation which is a PowerPoint 

presentation. That only takes about 25 minutes. We've got a two-hour slot 

and the rest of the time is questions and answers.  

 It's their chance to ask those questions to me and I'll give the answers. Now I 

won't know everything. There'll be things I'll go, "Gosh, that's a really good 

question. I'll have to go away and think about it." Fundamentally, I'll be there 

to champion those three things I keep saying. Please read the background 

papers, consider them and please vote. It's a very simple message and 

people can take that from me face-to-face or indeed through mechanisms 

just like this. 

Interviewer: Best of luck. 

Mike Zissler: Thank you very much. 

 


