SUBMISSION TO THE SENATE 2000   (Part One)

Chris White Secretary UTLC

SOUTH AUSTRALIA’ S INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS SYSTEM A STRENGTH

The S.A. Industrial Relations System (SAIRS) is one of SA’s strengths. Politicians of all persuasions praise  it as a  strength of S.A. industry and thus an attractor of investment for the State.  Labour studies and regional economic development researchers value our good Industrial Relations system.   This new Reith Bill will undermine this strength (see the merit points from the ACTU and this UTLC submission - Part 2)    .

The S.A. Industrial Relations System is built on our stable, educated workforce, our sound institutional framework that delivers (to a degree) to SA employees and employers, our low levels of industrial disputes and the constructive relationships between employers and unions over issues which shape SA's highly-productive workplaces.  

Contributing factors to the maintenance of this effective industrial relations system include the role played by the IRC, the legislative framework, wages and enterprise bargaining (that admits flow ons and pattern bargaining and the establishment of general standards), the living wage that saw the May 2000 application of the $15 flow on without opposition, education and training, superannuation and financial services, workers compensation rehabilitation, occupational health and safety, institutions involved in rights for workers and cooperative State based policies impacting on the economy, industry development and employment.

These factors were severely strained as the political terrain was fiercely contested in 1999 due to the 2nd Wave changes to the legislative framework at State and Federal levels.  The Second Wave saw strong opposition including large union rallies and community concern. This would be repeated now in response to these 2000 amendments. 

The potential benefits of a well-coordinated industrial relations system have long been evident.  Labour Studies researcher Pat Wright argued in 1992.

 “Good industrial relations requires both a coherent legislative framework and a degree of expertise and intelligence in the social partners who operate within it. SA Employer associations and unions have used both the state and federal systems effectively. The result has been a particularly low level of industrial disputation, at least as measured by working days lost per thousand employees, and the consolidation of a respectable number of enterprises that have achieved internationally competitive levels of efficiency and productivity, partly through effective industrial relations… " 

Arguably SA is the most cooperative of the states in the field of industrial relations but this cooperation is not supine. Indeed the SA industrial jurisdiction has provided pilot forms of regulation which have later been implemented federally and continues to lead in a few areas…It is my contention that SA would have an interstate comparative advantage for medium to long term investment purposes, international competitiveness and sustainable economic development.” Pat Wright from Labour Studies, University of Adelaide, Towards a Mini Accord in Making the Future Work, edited by Roy Green and Rodin Genoff .

Further evidence of the productivity-enhancing potential of well-coordinated industrial relations, particularly in unionised workplaces, is available in recent analysis of the U.S. Census’ s Education Quality of the Workforce nationally representative survey of more than 1,500 workplaces. This survey, first conducted in 1994, found in 1998 that “The average unionised establishment recorded productivity levels 16 percent higher than the baseline firm, whereas average nonunion ones scored 11 percent.” 

Paul Wallich. (1998) Look for the Union Label Scientific American, August 1998. 

The South Australian economy cannot afford to ignore the potential benefits from the development of its well-coordinated industrial relations system. The United Trades and Labor Council cannot therefore stand by while further ideologically driven attempts by Minister Peter Reith (that were rejected in 1999) are made to undermine SAIRS.

The South Australian Industrial Relations System is based on a complementary blend of State and Federal jurisdictions.  Industrial relations in the State jurisdiction cover approximately 40% of workers and 60% of workers are covered in the Federal jurisdiction.  Radical moves by the kind currently proposed in both jurisdictions and  flowing onto the SA jurisdiction would be severely debilitating for the South Australian Industrial Relations System and ultimately for the South Australian economy.  

The South Australian workforce suffers a level of casualisation 2% to 3% higher than the National average and still growing. There are increasing numbers of workers employed as contract, fixed-term, short-term, labour hire and outworkers with  many women and NESB in exploited positions who all suffer precarious employment. It is estimated that 15% of South Australian workers are in precarious employment.  It is our contention that these workers would not  be protected within the Industrial Relations System with these 2000 amendments.  The particular problems for lower-paid women and those in precarious work are dealt with in the Women’ s Standing Committee submission 1999 and are still valid.

The State system has legislative and institutional IRC arrangements, some unique to SA, with a common rule system of award protection for the lower end of the labour market that would be threatened over time with the outlawing of common claims and pattern bargaining. 

The Federal system predominates in the larger of our workplaces and in some of our Best Practice industries and enterprises.  This includes our private sector national and international companies in our major industries of manufacturing, vehicle and components, engineering, defence, electronic, food, wine, arts and financial services. There is the (reducing) Federal Public sector and sectors of the State government and instrumentalities covered by the Federal system. S.A. has seen sectors of the State system in recent times go Federal, e.g. it now includes teachers, nurses and other sectors such as retail and SMEs.  The very strong ACTU, UTLC and National union arguments have particular force of analysis and describe what would happen to these workers in the SAIR system. There is "pattern bargaining" in one form or another  in nearly all of these SA sectors by employers and unions.

The Senate should note as the State’s House that the S.A. Parliament has continued to reassert a degree of balance with the legislative framework of those covered under the State system against the more extreme right wing deregulationist agendas implemented onto IR systems nationally or interstate. The Armitage Bill before the Legislative Council in 1999 was opposed by the SA Democrats, all independents and the ALP. Dr. M. Armitage has been removed as the Minister. The new Minister R. Lawson is discussing with the parties the future of SAIRS. 

Pat Wright’s article is illustrative of still commonly accepted views about the strategic significance of SAIR although applying ten years later. To what extent the arguments may still have  force is largely subject to the outcomes of the legislative framework and this 2000 Bill..

“Compared with some aspects of industry policy as investment levels, tariff protection and government assistance, the contribution of sound industrial relations in industry policy is perhaps not great. It is however strategically significant as a necessary, though not sufficient component of any effective industry policy. The State has had a few successes in industry development terms, some of which have had a significant contribution, albeit seldom acknowledged from the state’ s good industrial relations. This demonstrates the potential for using South Australia’s good industrial relations, along with its good training and education infrastructure, to attract investment in industries that are internationally competitive on the basis of quality rather than price.”  (Wright)

The UTLC has supported and continues to support this strategic direction.

This 2000 Bill puts at risk in the medium and longer term the positive features of what we have in South Australia. The Bill is the wrong direction for what can develop. 

We argue that Reith’ s political agenda for industrial relations and employment is counterproductive. The weakening of this positive aspect links into deindustrialising our regional economy, weakening our workforce employment growth and our long term standard of living for employees and their dependents and undermine our community values of a fair go.

Despite the existing Reith legislation, SAIR is marked by some sustainable to good levels of cooperation that involves-.

The ability and practice of local networking among the parties, the interstate comparative advantage of industrial relations networking in South Australia is such as to warrant its inclusion in the government’ s industry policy, particularly for the purposes of attracting investment;

Being a follower not a leader in setting industrial wage levels often catching up with interstate settlements and giving them common application in the public interest;  

Or in some collective bargaining through unions across companies and on an industry basis recording significant increases in productivity in the larger best practice companies;

Speedy access to the IRC being available locally straight away for dispute settling; 

The maintenance of a common protective award safety net system for the most vulnerable and living wage increases decided for National awards that also flow without opposition into State awards;

When linked into the wider agenda, Pat Wright’s argument (or now vision) may still have some applicability depending on whether or not the Senate rejects the Bill.

“Without a particularly distinctive comparative advantage in terms of labour costs or disputation, South Australia could in future distinguish itself, for investment attraction purposes, by the congeniality of its industrial relations climate, particularly the quality of its industrial consultation. Possibly South Australia might again show a lead to the rest of the country, as it did with labour costs and low levels of disputation, in the area of quality industrial consultation.” 

This definitely will not happen with the Reith 2000 Bill becoming law.

The recognition of a level of cooperation does not mean that there is not a difficult and hostile industrial climate for many sectors of the workforce and the union movement. 

POLITICAL AND IR CONTEXT ON DIRECTIONS OF PUBLIC POLICY:

In terms of public policy, the worker and community reaction last year has to be acknowledged as it provides a clear analysis and an indication of the strength of reaction in Adelaide to the direction we are taking of a more unequal society, the poor becoming poorer and the rich richer, and the deregulation of SAIRS is a factor.

There are no benefits for the parties.   Particularly the more vulnerable of S.A. employees would be seriously disadvantaged. The resulting reduction in their take home pay would worsen the standard of living of many South Australians. This would feed into the difficulties socially we face as a community and contribute to a negative social impact.

The present industrial inequities will remain and worsen whether gaps between the well paid and the lower paid; between permanents or casuals, women, young people, NESB and those with less bargaining power. SA is already a low real wage State (see ABS Stats Outlook September 1999) but with higher than the National average unemployment. In 1997 we were earning on average only 93% of the Australian average i.e. $50 less. This has not led to better employment outcomes. Lower wages feeds into the recessionary and slow growth periods in that demand for local goods and services is less because the purchasing power is less.

Nor does the Reith agenda create jobs. We are convinced the opposite will occur as the pressure to cut wages and conditions will lead to less demand in the economy impacting adversely on our fragile local recovery and will only lead to a worsening of an already difficult position for many of our lower paid forcing more into the ranks of the working poor, even more casualisation, a greater inequality of income and power for workers to negotiate a better standard of living. This is our experience and what research there is backs this up.

See particularly the Professor Keith Hancock article is available 1999 Economics, Industrial  Relations and the Challenge of Unemployment, Australian Bulletin of Labour volume 25, no. 2 June 1999, address to the 1999 Industrial Relations Academics Conference in Adelaide that argues that deregulation of the labour market does not lead to jobs but mainly leads to the increase of the working poor.

We are opposed to the Liberal Party political agenda on IR, as it will be detrimental to notions of social justice and fair play at work and in the community values many SA hold and is central to notions of working cooperatively in SA. The framework of the industrial (or workplace) relations reflected in the Reith Bill is not a co-operative one nor does it promote the economic prosperity and welfare of South Australian people.

The UTLC supports a range of different public policy requirements leading with a highly skilled and professional modern workforce with higher standards of living, better workplace security and industrial and civic rights for involvement and a say and fair go. Specific SA strengths in leading exports and supportive environment with a new strengthened form of IR system if the ACTU and UTLC position is known.
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