DIR Submission to the Senate Inquiry into Planning forRretirement


The Department’s Role

The Queensland Department of Industrial Relations (DIR) is committed to its goal of safe, fair and productive work environments in order to deliver, amongst other outcomes, a fair and equitable industrial relations system.
 
Some information relevant to this Inquiry has emerged from consultations undertaken in 2002 by the Ministerial Taskforce on Work and Family.  In addition the Queensland Government through DIR has been actively encouraging public sector agencies to address issues relating to the ageing of the public sector workforce.  

The scope of this submission focuses on these two major areas of interest to DIR.
a)
the effects of ageing on worker’s productivity

DIR has no comment.
b)
the continuing relevance of the concept of a fixed retirement age

Research conducted for the Ministerial Taskforce on Work and Family has identified that the ageing of the labour market may have a potential impact on the future size of the labour force.
 The Queensland Government considers that improving labour force attachment will help maintain labour supply growth
 and this in turn has beneficial implications for economic growth.  Workers, therefore, should be encouraged to stay in the workforce as long as they are able.  It is not appropriate however, to enact legislative change that would raise either the age for access to the pension or the preservation age for superannuation.
Encouragement for workers to stay in the workforce should be through means such as flexible work practices and family-friendly arrangements.  Such measures are an important element of accommodating lifestyle choices that encourage continued attachment to the labour force.  Older workers may consider withdrawing from the labour market because of increasing family responsibilities for elderly parents, partners, children and grandchildren.  Therefore the availability of family friendly measures such as part-time employment in the workplace may encourage the retention of these workers.  Another means of encouraging workplace participation is the removal a fixed retirement age.

Research conducted for the Ministerial Taskforce on Work and Family has also identified that women have found it more difficult to accumulate sufficient retirement income  because of their interrupted work patterns as a result of their caring responsibilities and their greater life expectancy. To address the issue of women’s retirement savings requires a number of measures including improving the labour force attachment of women, a reconsideration of superannuation accumulation rules. Encouraging women to work longer by deferring retirement may also be a relevant strategy.
c)
the potential to encourage progressive transitions from work to retirement, including through possible new benefit access and contribution arrangements and part-time work





Queensland Government initiatives such as those promoted by the Department of Industrial Relations Work and Family Unit are designed to promote a better work/life balance and may also assist and encourage older workers to gradually transit from work to retirement. For example older workers may be prepared to continue working if they are able to work fewer hours, work from home, or have control over the hours they work.  Job-sharing, home-based work and career breaks can also assist older workers with their caring responsibilities as well as making the transition to retirement easier.  These arrangements are also likely to benefit the employer as they extend the transition process.
Many older workers with caring responsibilities for family members are increasingly likely to prefer to stay in the workforce.  Part-time employment coupled with the ability to temporarily withdraw from the labour force without being forced into retirement will give older workers the flexibility to meet temporary or ongoing caring responsibilities.

The Queensland Department of Industrial Relations has been promoting the need for Queensland public sector agencies to address issues relating to the ageing of the Queensland public service workforce.  Consultation with agencies has indicated that employees would welcome assistance and guidance towards reducing existing financial, systemic and cultural barriers.  In these circumstances employees  may wish to continue working in their current or in an alternative career beyond traditional retirement age
.

The release by the Queensland Department of Industrial Relations of the Workforce demographics toolkit: Framework and strategies for an ageing workforce
 in June
 2002 is an initial response to encourage agencies to facilitate progressive transition from work to retirement for public service employees.  The toolkit is designed to encourage and assist agencies to examine their workforce profile and to identify and implement strategies, where appropriate, to address the impact of the ageing workforce on their future service delivery capabilities.  Suggested strategies cover a range of flexible work practices including part-time employment and job sharing.

As a further response to ageing public service workforce issues, the Department of Industrial Relations intends to develop proposals for the effective implementation of phased retirement incentive options in Queensland public service agencies.  Prior to implementation, financial incentives to assist employees manage the impacts of superannuation and taxation on their pre- and post-retirement incomes would be 
subject to cost-benefit analysis, an examination of relevant legislation, and Government approval.

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

DIR has no comment.







e)
ways to assist older workers plan for their retirement

As part of its commitment to assisting its employees plan for their retirement the Queensland Government allows its employees to take special leave in order to attend seminars on retirement.
  This leave may be paid or unpaid and allows the employee to take time off work to attend and travel to and from the centre where the retirement seminar is being held at.

f)      
the short and long-term effect on the Budget of any proposals for change,          and 


DIR has no comment.

g)
any issues for the federal or state workplace relations systems

The Queensland Government supports the need for increased family friendly work arrangements.  Research conducted by the Department of Industrial Relations has indicated that the promotion of family friendly working arrangements can lead to a better work/life balance.
  Employees who are able to meet their family commitments are more likely to be productive and committed at work.  Furthermore if employees are afforded some measure of flexibility at work they are more likely to maintain attachment to the labour force.  The work and family debate is typically focused on how employers can encourage women workers to stay in the labour market by giving consideration to their family responsibilities. The issue is wider however and family friendly measures can benefit older workers as well as those workers with young families. Below are some examples of family-friendly measures, which could be used to benefit older workers:

Flexible starting and finishing times

Flexible starting and finishing times allow employees to vary their working hours from day to day, and the hours worked may differ from the traditional span or pattern of hours worked in the business.  Flexibility in working hours and starting and 
finishing times can only be seen to be family friendly where the employee is given some measure of control over the working hours.

Flexible starting and finishing times may enable an employer to better meet customer requirements for example by extending trading hours without increased costs.  Older workers may prefer to work at certain times due to caring responsibility for their partners or extended family or because of health or lifestyle reasons.

Banked time

Banking time allows employees to work extra hours above their agreed normal hours during busy times, which can then be taken at quieter times.  This will allow the older worker to have extended paid vacations or give the older worker extra paid time off to meet family or personal requirements.

Permanent part-time

Permanent part-time employment is regular, ongoing work where employees work less than full-time hours.  Permanent part-time employment allows employees with care or other family responsibilities to reduce their working hours while retaining the benefits of permanent employment.  

Furthermore
 the availability of part-time work may be a deciding factor in encouraging older workers to remain attached to the labour market when otherwise they would retire.

Job-sharing

Job-sharing allows two or more employees to make a voluntary arrangement, which enables them to share one full-time job, each working part-time on a regular basis. An overlap where more than full-time hours are worked will increase employer’s costs in comparison to employing a full-time worker because the extra hours above full-time weekly hours are worked and paid for.

Job sharing arrangements can result in lower absenteeism.  Job sharing arrangements can give the employer the flexibility to have one job sharing employee cover for their job-sharing partner when they are absent on leave.  Job sharing also brings a wider range of skills to one job and may provide opportunities for workers to learn and develop skills from their partner. 

Telecommuting

Telecommuting allows an employee to work from home on a permanent or a part-time basis.  In many cases allowing employees to work from home improves productivity, as employees are able to complete tasks without distractions.  It may also reduce the cost associated with office space and desk and equipment costs. 

Working from home on a regular basis can help employees to balance the demands of being a working parent by reducing commuting time. Employees with responsibility for elder care or care of dependants with disabilities will also benefit from an ability to perform some or all of their work from home.  Older workers who have health 
problems or whose partner has health problems may be able to continue employment if they have the option of working from home.

Purchasing leave

In this arrangement an employee is able to “purchase” additional leave from the employer. Typically this would be done on a ‘48/52’ basis allowing employees to negotiate four weeks of unpaid extra leave per year, giving a total of eight weeks leave.  An employee’s pay is accordingly adjusted in exchange for longer leave, with 
48 weeks wages averaged over 52 weeks. The benefit of this arrangement is that the employee has flexibility without imposing an extra financial burden on the employer.

Flexible conditions of employment are already available in the Queensland public sector industrial relations system.  To further shape the Queensland Government’s reputation as a competitive, attractive and work/life balance friendly employer, the Queensland Department of Industrial Relations released a Flexible work practices: Framework and options kit
 in April 2001.  Flexible work arrangements available to public service employees include job sharing, aggregated hours, part-year employment, career break schemes, leave purchase schemes and flexible shift arrangements.  In addition, a Telecommuting framework and management kit
 was released in June 2002.

These arrangements encourage and support the extended participation of skilled employees in the workforce and assist employees to make the transition from work to retirement. 
The widespread acceptance and use of family-friendly provisions will make business more competitive and will make the labour market more attractive for all workers including the mature aged. 
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