The Chairperson,                                                                                       24 May 2000

Senate Employment Committee

S1.61

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Senate Inquiry into the Workplace Relations Amendment Bill 2000.

The UTLC is the peak Council of South Australian unions and the SA Branch of the ACTU. Our affiliates are organisations registered with the Federal and State Acts.

This is prepared with short notice but consultation occurred with affiliates at our Council meeting 19th May and this week.

Preliminary

The UTLC recommends that the Bill goes no further and is rejected. There are many reasons. The UTLC believes it will seriously undermine our good industrial relations system in South Australia (see attached part 1). The UTLC supports the ACTU submission and other union submissions (see attached part 2.)

The UTLC supports the requests of the ACTU and many others for a proper hearing rather than Reith railroading this through. If this Bill is to proceed please include hearings in Adelaide. We reserve our rights to make further submissions at these hearings.

Unfair Politics

Our initial reaction is that this is an unfair political manoeuvre by the Minister Peter Reith.  His biased intervening to impose new restrictions on workers and unions and the right to bargain collectively. It is again biased in favour of more power to employers and to politically intervene restricting the discretion of the industrial umpires.  This partisan approach is unwarranted.  Ordinary people believe the political pendulum has already gone too far.

1999 Submission still valid.

The UTLC submission to the 1999 Senate Inquiry against Reith’s Second Wave showing the calamitous impact on our industrial relations and on women workers is still relevant. The UTLC has updated this (see Part 1). This Bill 2000 should not proceed on the same arguments.

UTLC 19th May

The UTLC Council representing all SA unions on the 19th of May meeting slammed this Bill and resolved to reproduce the mass campaign against the “Second Wave”.

The resolution supported the ACTU and National unions’ views.

Once again the Bill is shamelessly biased towards more power for employers, many of whom engage in this form of pattern bargaining including the State Liberal Government.

It is an over-the-top attack on the rights of workers to bargain collectively.

It is outrageous as it outlaws common claims.

Historically major social advances including maternity leave, sick leave, annual leave, superannuation, equal pay, health and safety, training rights and other conditions and wages started with a common claim. The Bill would have outlawed these gains.

The Bill outlaws common action in collective bargaining aimed at pattern bargaining or multi-employer agreements and the establishment of standards.

The Bill is designed to outlaw workers campaigning around making compensation for the effects of the GST, rising interest rates, the Emergency Services Levy and other charges. For  SA workers under $44000 the income taxes will not be sufficient.

Poor Get Poorer

There will be adverse impact on the living standards of SA workers increasing an already far too large a number of working poor South Australians. This direction has to be continuously opposed.

Independence of “umpires” threatened

The Bill says to the Industrial Relations Commission that they should exercise their discretion and take notice of the employers. This is outrageous.

Minister Reith did not like the independent Federal Court judges in the maritime dispute and other cases so he is severely limiting their jurisdiction.  This is an unprecedented attack on the Federal Court and has to be rejected.

Right to strike.

SA continues to have very low industrial disputes.  This is a strength.

This Bill is politically very biased to restrict further the right of workers in bargaining to take industrial action. The are too many current limitations. The UTLC has made extensive submissions over the years on the need for Australian workers to be able to be free to take industrial action without the fear of employers taking legal actions for damages and penalties.   We do not believe is bargaining employees should use the torts law.  This should be a basic industrial and human right and is yet to be achieved. This is a major defect in the current Workplace Relations system.  SA has a good industrial relations system with a very low incidence of strikes and this further restriction is unwarranted.  (See arguments part 2).

Pattern bargaining good

There is significant evidence from unions that both unions and employers choose to make across employer or industry or pattern bargain and none of this should be outlawed. There should be extended choice and not these further restrictions. There are positive outcomes in terms of productivity and benefits for workers. The current jurisdiction should be freed up to allow genuine negotiations at a range of levels that suits the parties and various forms of agreement and also award standards.

International Embarrassment

The UTLC is most concerned that this Bill would take us into the worst comparisons internationally in the OECD whereas we should be world leading edge with our IR system meeting international benchmarks for collective bargaining. Already the ILO criticises Reith’s existing laws as restricting the collective bargaining rights of workers. Australia

SA IR System Undermined

The UTLC is most concerned that this Bill may have an impact far worse if pressure builds up politically to have it undermine the State jurisdiction, particularly the award safety net and the role of the SA Industrial Commission (see part 1).

Campaign authorised.

The UTLC urges all unions to immediately alert their delegates and inform them that this further attack is against all workers. There will then be a mobilisation of unions to Stop the Bill. This should not have to occur. There is likely to be a worsening of SA good industrial relations record.

We will contact those progressive community groups who opposed Reith’s second wave to again lobby against this new Bill on behalf of the community (see appendices in UTLC 1999submission).

This Bill should be stopped now.

Yours faithfully,

Chris White

Secretary
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