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Introduction

The Australian Pensioners' and Superannuants' League Qld Inc. (the League) is a voluntary representative body providing support, advocacy and referral services for pensioners of all types and acting also as a lobby group on behalf of all pensioners and the elderly.

The League welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Select Committee on this important issue.

This response will address the terms of reference individually.

The effects of ageing on workers' productivity

There appears to be very little published work on the question of ageing workers' productivity levels, although a recent Western Australia report on the subject indicated, quite logically, that productivity levels of older workers will be dependent to a very large extent on the types of work in which they are engaged.

There is no doubt that physical strength can deteriorate as people get older, particularly in work situations that are heavily focussed on manual duties, but there seems to be no real evidence that productivity in tasks based on mental acuity is seriously affected by ageing unless there is an onset of some form of dementia.

In any case, ageing frequently brings about an improvement in work quality as the older employee has had the opportunity to develop a wealth of experience in producing better results.

The continuing relevance of the concept of a fixed retirement age

The problem with an open ended retirement age is that it becomes a recipe for exploitation of older workers who remain in the workforce.

Having a fixed retirement age is a protection for those workers who have been burnt out by demands for increased productivity in an environment of rapidly declining employment levels.

The League believes that if there is a set age for receipt of the aged pension, then that should also be the set age for retirement.

The League further believes that the pension age and the retirement age should be set at 60 for everybody, a move that would have the effect of opening up jobs for the young long-term unemployed, give a reasonable length of healthy retirement to the many workers who have paid taxes throughout their working lives and remove many of the causes of unwarranted stress in Australia's working environment.

This should, of course, be a matter of choice for individual workers, some of whom may wish to work past retirement age and should not be used by employers to "retire" people they no longer wish to employ.

While researchers and academics highlight the issue of "early retirement", the fact is that only those employed people at middle management levels and above are in a position to take advantage of this option.

For the majority of Australians early retirement will remain a dream with enforced economic changes make it more difficult by the day for people on the "average wage" to either save or, if saving to generate sufficient levels of income from investment to provide for a retirement that will provide a reasonable quality of life.

A discussion paper produced recently by the Centre for Public Policy 
 reported that the percentage of men in full time employment aged 55-64 dropped from over 75% in the mid-70's to just 50% in 2002.

The paper indicated that just over 33% of men aged 60 - 64 are now in full-time employment.

The League is sure that this is directly attributable to "downsizing" and "voluntary" retrenchment. 

It is not surprising that during the same time the proportion of women in the workforce has risen, given that full-time positions have been replaced with part-time and casual jobs and that women traditionally have been paid (and continue to be paid) lower wages than men.

The League also believes that a reasoned overhaul of both the workplace systems and the income support system are long overdue and supports the concept of a "basic income" espoused by OASIS (Organisation Advocating Support Income Studies) 

The potential to encourage progressive transitions from work to retirement, including through possible new benefit access and contribution arrangements and part-time work

At the outset it needs to be stated that retirement, as an option, is heavily dependent on sufficient financial resources being available to allow at least an acceptable degree of comfort and quality of life.

Politicians, the lawyers who draw up legislation, the court judges who determine the limits of legislation and the academics who produce the research papers for governments, living as they do on salaries that seem utopian to normal Australians, have no concept of what it is to live on restricted means.

Until there is a workable and equitable distribution of income combined with a transparent and impartial taxation system there will be little scope for ordinary workers to develop positive transitions from work to retirement.

The Centre for Public Policy at the University of Melbourne 
 reported results of a survey of 5,000 Australians aged 45 to 69 in 2000.

Those who were not in work were asked whether or not they agreed with the statement "I would prefer to be still working if I could. The responses indicated that the majority of men aged under 65 and women aged under 60 agreed with the statement. What the survey did not ask was why?

Responses to this latter question would have been interesting and would have been, in all probability, "I need the money".

It is all very well for the Federal Treasurer to say that "higher participation among the over 55's …re-training, and raising the preservation age for superannuation …" would be beneficial for the economy, but he seems to have lost sight completely of the human and social implications of such moves.

All the discussions of superannuation and older unemployed issues conveniently ignore those implications in favour of rarefied economic theories.

The requirement for superannuation to be preserved to a set age, for those who have been forcibly retrenched, have been seriously disadvantaged both economically and socially. Any increase in the preservation age will adversely affect people who are made redundant or are retrenched in the future. 

Australia is unique in that superannuation contributions are taxed concessionally at all three levels of the contribution cycle. The emphasis for superannuation (apart from making it less complex) should be on strong incentives for workers to provide for their own retirement and for them to take their superannuation as an  'income stream' as opposed to a lump sum. 

Additionally, the current restrictions that essentially prohibit people aged over 70 contributing to superannuation should be lifted.
The Federal Government's principal responses to the question of encouraging progressive transitions from work to retirement has been the "Australians Working Together" package intended " … to encourage greater labour market participation in [the over 50's] age group …"

The League asks, where are the jobs?

The only positions that are being made available to older (or any) unemployed are part-time or menial, with pay levels set at the lowest possible rates and offer nothing of substance, no personal satisfaction, no fulfilment and no improvement in self-esteem, eg a qualified meteorologist packing supermarket shelves as a part-time worker.

The other Government response, the existing Pension Bonus Scheme (that allows people to defer the age at which they receive the pension if they stay in the workforce, in return for a cash bonus on retirement) needs to be expanded and made more attractive.
The observation has been made in a research paper 
 The Boomer Bulge that over the period 1973 to 1993 full-time labour force participation by males aged 55 to 64 years declined from 79 per cent to 52 per cent. 

If this participation rate can be lifted the call on government revenue will be reduced accordingly. Overseas programs such as the Euro Work Age program could be studied and adapted to Australia's circumstances.
The League believes that there need to be greater checks and controls on superannuation funds and their investment practices, fee structures etc. through an effective ASIC and an effective APRA, both of which appear to have been highly derelict in their duties in recent years.

Any scope for older workers to access their superannuation to finance retraining to continue work that is more suitable for older people

The assumption in this term of reference is that older people are less capable than others and that they need special types of employment to cater for their supposedly reduced capabilities.

The League objects strongly to this type of stereotyping and patronisation of older people.

The League is also strongly opposed to the idea of superannuation being used for anything other than providing for retirement.

This suggestion seems to be predicated on the idea that there is reluctance by many mature age workers to undertake training. 
 

The principal reasons for this apparent reluctance are the costs of training (on limited wages) and the time involved when there is already too little time for family interaction due to unreasonable hours being required of workers by many employers.

It appears to the League that few people (and certainly no politicians) now believe that governments have a role to play in ensuring all citizens are able to share in the prosperity that is derived from economic growth.  There seems to be a general (politically motivated and media promoted) understanding that the economic processes driving the capitalist system are designed to create wealth and the sharing of that wealth is not a consideration.

Given the growing disparity between the rich and poor there is a need for social change to ensure greater social and financial security for all citizens.  

Until there is an acceptance that governments have a role to play in ensuring some sharing of economic prosperity, any moves towards greater social and financial security will fall within the piecemeal approach prevalent in Australia today where, for example, there are separate and quite independent moves towards paid maternity leave, taxation relief for low paid workers, greater security for casual workers, shorter working hours, encouraging older employees to staying in the workforce and reviewing the superannuation system.

The introduction of a system of universal income support based on sharing national income would address these issues and could change significantly and for the better the "welfare" paradigm.

Ways to assist older workers plan for their retirement

Whilst ever Australia retains its existing mismatched system of government social indifference and economic mayhem the League believes that financial planning in general and retirement planning should become a core part of the school curriculum.

Unfortunately that would still not offer any protection in situations where workers are put out of work by company collapse due to the failure of the "corporate watchdogs" to ensure proper corporate governance and accountability. In those instances like Ansett, FAI, One-Tel, HIH and others there is little opportunity to plan for anything, let alone retirement.

Even where employees have participated in superannuation schemes the League is aware of cases where people have been forced out of employment because they were approaching retirement and the employer had not made sufficient financial provision to cover the superannuation payout necessary.

If however, Tony Abbott's concept of a single support income payment for all Australians were to be developed into an equitable and workable system, as proposed by the 9th International Congress of the Basic Income European Network (BIEN), "Income Security as a Right" 
, then there would be no problems associated with the transition to retirement.

No level of education or awareness can protect workers from the depredations of unscrupulous employers who seem to be in the majority in the Australian corporate sector.

The short and long term effect on the budget of any proposals for change

The League has neither the staff nor the resources to attempt to submit any financial analyses.

Any issues for the Federal or State workplace relations systems

Of paramount importance to any discussion of superannuation is the propensity of employers to evade both their moral responsibilities and their legal obligations.

While major corporate collapses in recent times have robbed many employees of their rightful benefits, this employer practice, mentioned above, is particularly prevalent in, but not restricted to those businesses that employ mainly temporary, casual and part-time staff or short-term contractors such as the restaurant and taxi industries.

There are thousands of 'fly-by-night' employers who are always going in and out of business and many businesses that fail in the first year. As a direct result of these practices and events many employees never receive their rightful superannuation (or other) entitlements.

In an article that received very little attention (The Sunday Mail 16 December 2001) 
 Noel Whittaker commented

" According to Fred, the tax office has now received more than a million complaints from employees who have been rorted in this way, but as long as the tax office maintains the position that the employer has a choice, it can argue there is no case for it to answer. 

" As the law now stands, the employer has the choice of making a superannuation contribution within the time specified and claiming a tax deduction, or opting for the much more expensive non-deductible penalty.

 " While this state of affairs continues, the tax office can ignore the complaints of the one million Australians who haven't received their rightful entitlements and tell them to take it up with employers who have either skipped or gone broke."

The League understands that employers who don't provide for employee superannuation are subject to a penalty (called the Superannuation Guarantee Charge) equal to the contributions that should have been made plus additional amounts for lost earnings and administration charges.  This penalty is not tax deductible. It is much more expensive for an employer than making tax-deductible contributions. 

Whittaker's article continued:

" It might be fine for the tax office to play word games, but it is the ordinary Australian worker who is suffering as a result. 

" It's time the Federal Government ceased its wishy-washy approach to employee superannuation and legislated to make it compulsory, to be paid at least quarterly. 

" Quarterly payments will increase the possibility that contributions will be made and will also ensure earnings on the money go to the worker who rightfully owns it. 

" The ability of the Government to pay pensions is coming under greater strain as life expectancies increase. The quicker it addresses the problem, the easier it will be to solve."

If this is still the case then the Federal Government should also be looking at a change of practice in the Australian Taxation Office with a view to prosecution of offending employers because, as Cardinal Richelieu 1585-1642) said "To pass a law and not have it enforced is to authorise the very thing you wish to prohibit."

Women and superannuation

Superannuation is undoubtedly a factor particularly influencing the number of women who remain in the workforce past retirement age.

Those women who have been covered by superannuation will, on average, have been paying into a superannuation scheme for about half the amount of time of men. In turn they will receive about half the benefit on retirement as men. 

The reduced income level resulting from this situation, women's' greater longevity and an increase in the number of financially independent women can be determining factors for when women decide at what age to retire.

But the majority of working women are not covered by any form of superannuation as they are in part-time, casual or short term contract employment and hence either ineligible or their employers do not contribute on their behalf.

Issues for older people in the workforce

Unemployment rates for people 50 and over are high and increasing, though frequently not recorded and there is a high level of discouragement that means many are not actively looking for work and hence not counted as unemployed. 

There is anecdotal evidence of high levels of age discrimination in the workforce and a high incidence of "involuntary" early retirement, that is retirement that was neither planned for nor desired. 

One of the most devastating facts is that: 46 % of people in the 50-64 age group do not have paid employment and 33 % of 50-64 year olds rely on some form of social security payment. 
This is clearly an unsustainable situation.

Many current assumptions about the lives and expectations of the over 50's group need to be reviewed, for example:

Employment is a secondary consideration for mature age workers
This assumption is a very far from the truth. Few mature age people are financially prepared for retirement in their fifties. Most need to continue working because they are still supporting families, because they have mortgages and because they need to save for retirement. Many want to work because they believe that they are at the height of their powers and have much to contribute.

Most people in their fifties and early sixties are focussed on retirement as early as possible
Most people wish for ongoing social and economic participation but whether this is from economic need or social desire is not clear.

Mature age people can cope with retrenchment better than younger people
Few people cope well with retrenchment all. In fact retrenchment has seriously blighted the lives of many people. When people recover from the initial shock however, they are expected to find employment quickly, only to find that there is no demand for mature workers in the Australian labour market. 

Age discrimination

Research conducted by Drake International in 1999 of 500 executives and human resource managers showed that mature age workers were least preferred for recruitment and most preferred for retrenchment. 

Of course what lies behind these preferences is a view that mature age people are less productive, less adaptable and less trainable in the modern economy whilst older workers themselves say that age discrimination is the single most important cause of the problems they face. 

What underlies age discrimination is a system of entrenched beliefs and practices including:

stereotyping of mature age people as less adaptable and productive than young people in a change

 culture 

marketing images concentrated on youth leading to the "invisibility" of older people focus of

 Government employment policies on youth 

industry restructuring in which older people have been targeted for redundancy and retrenchment

 because they are a "soft target". 

The significance of age discrimination in employment outcomes should not be underestimated but other issues relevant to the situation of unemployed people of any age cannot be discounted in terms of viewing the position of older workers. These include:

the problems of finding a job while unemployed 

the higher the probability of remaining unemployed, the longer you are unemployed 

changes in business practice in the past 10-15 years, which may place mature age people at a

 disadvantage because they have had the longest exposure to earlier workforce structures and

 cultures out of date skills. 

It is likely that what is happening to older workers in the Australian labour market at present is the result of a potent combination of age discrimination, discrimination on the basis of unemployment status as well as inappropriate and out-dated skills for the new economy. 

In other words part of the problems lies with institutions, attitudes and employment practices and part of the problem lies in the fact that there are classes of workers who have not kept up to date with the skills and abilities they need to compete effectively for jobs at the present time.

It is pleasing to note that the Federal Government is developing age discrimination legislation. Voluntary measures are always better than compliance measures but legislation will help in highlighting government leadership on this issue and give clear signals to the community.

Conclusion and recommendations

The League believes that significant changes need to be made to the existing superannuation legislation and procedures in order to provide a significant degree of retirement income for all Australians in employment and more particularly for those people presently denied that support and protection by virtue of the nature and type of their employment [part-time and casual] which exclude them from most employee entitlements and benefits.

We also feel that there needs to be a complete review of the present piecemeal "welfare" structures with a view to developing a guaranteed adequate income for all Australians and urge the Senate to initiate debate on and development of this concept.

Recommendation #1

That the minimum set age for receipt of the aged pension be made 60 years for all Australians; 

Recommendation #2

That the minimum set age for receipt of the aged pension (60 years) also be the set minimum age for retirement:

Recommendation #3

That retirement be a matter of choice for individual workers and employers be prohibited from using this provision to "retire" people they no longer wish to employ.

Recommendation #4

That the existing Pension Bonus Scheme (that allows people to defer the age at which they receive the pension if they stay in the workforce, in return for a cash bonus on retirement) be expanded and made more attractive.

Recommendation #5

That the Australian Senate establish contact with OASIS 
, BIEN 
 and BIGA 
 and initiate discussions towards developing a "basic [or guaranteed adequate] income" system for Australia.
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