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break-out

Wages subdued 
— job growth uncertain
Last m onth I a ttended the W ages '99 

Conference in Syd ney  w h ic h  looked at 
recent developm ents in Australian  w age 

fixing and their im p lications. The ev id en ce  
presented suggests strongly that upheaval in 
our labour m arket a rrangem ents o ve r the 
past few  years is n o w  starting to have real 
in fluence  on long-standing p ractices, lin k 
ages and outcom es.

Forem ost am ong these ind ica tors is the 
fact that, despite continuing strong econom ic  
growth and dec lin in g  unem p loym ent, there 
is ab so lu te ly  no sign of the w ag es surge 
w h ich  has traditionally occurred  in these c ir 
cum stances. A verage annual w age  increases 
for curren t en terp rise  ag reem ents rem ain  
be low  4.5 per cent. In som e sectors —  nota
b ly  recrea tiona l and personal se rv ices  —  
they are b e lo w  three per cent. In pub lic  ad 
m inistration, w here  a m ajority of A L IA  m em 
bers are em p loyed , w ages have risen by 3.7 
per cent in the past year. Private sector w o rk 
ers are genera lly  doing better w ith  increases 
curren tly  averag ing 5.3 per cent. These data 
confirm  the findings of A L IA 's  1998 survey in 
w h ich  private sector librarians w e re  found to 
have ach ieved  m arked ly  h igher w age  rises 
than their pub lic  sector counterparts.

W ith in  these overa ll figures there is also 
interesting d ivers ity  in ou tcom es under par
ticu la r forms of bargain ing. Certified  agree
ments negotiated by trade unions, for exam 
p le, h ave  realised  increases b etw een  four 
and five  per cen t. N on-un ion  co lle c t iv e  
agreem ents have gained betw een  three and 
four per cen t, w h ile  ind iv id u a l non-union 
A ustra lian  w o rk p la c e  ag reem ents [A W A s ] 
p roduced  w age  rises of betw een  3 and 3.5 
per cent. As for aw ards, the federal govern 
m ent's w ish  to reduce the aw ard  system to a 
safety-net-for-the-lower-paid ro le is c lear ly  
w e ll on the w a y  to realisation. A w ard  wages 
have risen by o n ly  1.5 to 2.5 per cent in the 
past year. M e a n w h ile ,  ex e cu tive  salaries 
pow er along, espec ia lly  in the area of above- 
base-salary incentives and share options. In
deed, w age inequality  in A ustra lia  has prob 
ab ly  never been greater. In the past tw en ty  
years Australia 's bottom ten per cent of earn
ers suffered a 9.4 per cent real decrease in 
their earn ings |Borland , J: Earnings inequal
ity in Australia: changes and causes, Centre 
for Econom ic  Po licy  Research, A N U ].  S im u l
taneously, the num ber of people earning less 
than three-quarters o f m ed ian  earn ings has 
increased by four per cent.

There seems little like lihood  of any im 
m inen t w ag e  break-out to cou n te r these 
trends in the fo reseeab le future, despite our

re la t iv e ly  ben ign e co n o m ic  cond itions . 
W h ile  fa llin g  u n em p lo ym en t and strong 
G D P  growth represent a c lassic  platform for 
a pay surge, this tim e things seem different. 
N oted  analyst and A C IR R T  deputy d irector 
John  Bu ch an an  has identified  a num ber of 
factors w h ich  explain  this apparent stifling of 
w age m ovem ents. They  inc lud e  the current 
low -inflation environm ent, inc lusion  of no- 
extra c la im s p rovisions in m any agreements 
and the c lear fragmentation of w age bargain
ing w h ich  has now  becom e entrenched . In 
o ther w ords, the ab ility  o f trade unions to 
'f lo w ' w age rises from organisation to organi
sation, and from sector to sector has been se
ve re ly  restricted. Possib ly even  m ore signifi
can t, h o w eve r, is the chan g e  w h ich  has 
occurred  in perce ived  and actual bargaining 
pow er. It is no exaggeration to suggest that 
an em p loyer agenda now  dom inates Austral
ian industrial relations. Just one obvious in
d icator of this is the w a y  in w h ich  an off-sets 
m enta lity  has been w id e ly  accepted  by em 
p loyees in w ag e  bargain ing . This has been 
p a rticu la r ly  e v id en t in regard to w o rk in g 
tim e trade offs for modest pay rises.

C lea r ly  then, w e  are experienc ing  a m a
jor trans ition  in A us tra lia 's  industria l re la 
tions and w age  fixing history. For once, the 
som etim es florid  rhetoric  of labour m arket 
change appears to in vo lve  rather more than 
sem antic flourishes and hot air. Real change 
is o ccu rring . If it can  generate con tin u in g  
falls in unem p loym ent it m ay prove to have 
been w orth  all the upheaval. But there is lit
tle scope for co m p la cen cy  on jobs. It is true 
that u nem p loym en t has fa llen  recently . At 
7.5 per cen t it is n o w  in line w ith  go ve rn 
m ent fo recasting . O n  the su rface  this m ay 
seem re-assuring. F low ever, at the Wages '99 
Conference , Professor Barry  Hughes, by un 
packing the elem ents of current em ploym ent 
data, torpedoed ve ry  e ffective ly  any sugges
tion that an inexorab le fall in unem ploym ent 
has begun.

Brie fly , the prob lem  is that, w h ile  m eas
ured unem ploym ent has fallen from eight per 
cen t to 7.5 per cent in just six months, the 
labour partic ipation  rate —  those in w o rk  or 
a c t iv e ly  seeking it —  has fa llen  by 0.6 per 
cent. In other words, the jobless level has not 
fallen because more people have found jobs, 
but because  less peop le  are seeking them . 
A lm ost all o f this is ex p la in ed  by a m ajor, 
unexplained  shift in the fem ale participation 
rate. For the past tw en ty  years w om en 's  par
ticipation in the labour market has risen con 
t in u a lly . N o w  it has p la teaued . N o b o d y  
knows w h y. This is not the p lace  to question
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w hether governm ent po lic ies on such things 
as ch ild-care are an exp lanation . But the la
bour market point is: if w o m en 's  m ove into 
the labour m arket has a c tu a lly  reached  a 
'na tu ra l' leve l, then a trend to fa lling  unem 
p loym en t m ight c o n c e iv a b ly  gather real 
m om entum ; if, how ever, it is m erely a statis
tical pause fo llo w ed  by a return to its p rev i
ous steady grow th , then w e  are in troub le. 
U n em p lo ym e n t w o u ld  in e v itab ly  c lim b  
q u ick ly  back above eight per cent. A ll of the 
u p heava l d iscussed  ab o ve  w o u ld  then be 
seen to have m ade no sign ificant im pact on 
our num ber one social prob lem .

Further labour force data w ill be keen ly 
aw aited  in com ing  months, and not just by 
labour econom ists . Those p o litic ian s  w h o  
have perhaps prem atu re ly  c la im ed  success 
in the fight against unem p loym ent m ay rise 
or fall w ith  the vo latility  of Australia 's labour 
partic ipation  rate. ■
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Call for nom inations o f  3 m em bers
N o m in a tio n s  are  ca lled  fo r  3 pos itions . N om inees m ust 
be fin a n c ia l m em bers o f th e  A ssociation a t th e  tim e  o f 
n o m in a tio n , ho w ev e r th e y  need no t be professional m em bers.
There are ten members o f th e  Board o f Education, seven elected [ 
by members o f the Association and th ree  by General Council. A t 
least seven members o f th e  Board must be professional members, 
th e  president o f the Association is ex officio and the executive j 
director is a non-voting executive m em ber.
There shall be a m inim um  o f 3 practitioners (persons w orking in 
th e  fie ld  o f libraries or in form ation  services) and 3 educators on 
th e  Board (persons teaching library or in form ation  science). Terms 
o f office o f 3 members o f th e  Board end on 31 Decem ber 1999.
2 members are to  be elected by members o f th e  Association and 
1 m em ber by General Council to  hold office from  1 January 2000 to  
31 Decem ber 2002.
Nom inations must be in w riting , be signed by 2 financial members j 
o f the Association, include the consent in w riting  o f th e  nom inee and 
be accom panied by a 100-w ord current cu rr ic u lu m  v itae  (g iving  
fu ll details o f academ ic and professional qualifications) and a 
100-w ord statem ent o f professional concerns. The cu rr ic u lu m  v itae  i ,  
should be arranged under headings o f Present Position, Previous 
Positions and Professional Activities.
A colour p ortra it photograph must be included.
N om inations close at 5pm on 1 A ugust 1999 and should be sent to  
the  executive director, ALIA, PO Box E441, Kingston 2604, e-mail: 
enquiry@ alia .org .au
Further details are available from  the ALIA executive director, or from  
h ttp ://w w w .a lia .o rg .a u /n o m in a tio n s /b o ard .o f.e d u ca tio n .h tm i 
NB: F o llo w in g  in c o rp o ra tio n  u n d er Corporations Law th e  
current role o f the  Board m ay change

Special offer...
The A u s t r a l ia n  dict ionary/ o f  a c ro n y m s
and  abb re v ia t io n s ,  4th edition 
by David J Jones (1995, ISBN 086805217)
Abbreviations, acronyms and initialisations are an in
creasingly important part of written and spoken com
munications. Every day we see and hear more of them. 
Some are commonly understood, but many are obscure.
This vital reference work contains 47 000 entries, almost 
double that of the 3rd edition. The entries come from all 
fields of human endeavour, including science and tech
nology, economics, politics, law, medicine, commerce, 
library and information science.
This is an essential reference work for libraries, schools, 
offices, those who work with words and any one who 
has an interest in modern Australian English usage.
As a special offer, the Australian Library and Informa
tion Association is offering the 4th edition for $15.00 
for ALIA members, and $20.00 for non-members.

Now available...
A dela ide  98: P a th w a y s  to knowledge  con
ference proceedings (1999, isbn o 86804 5519)
A d e la id e  9 8 : P a th w a y s  to  k n o w le d g e , the 5th Biennial con
ference and exhibition of the Australian Library and In
formation Association was held in Adelaide in October 
1998. Over 1000 delegates participated in the confer
ence, selecting to attend plenary and parallel sessions and 
workshops from 140 papers presented by over 210 au
thors.
The conference proceedings include papers for all ex
cept six sessions, and the abstracts of these recalcitrant 
papers are included. The papers are arranged with the 
opening and plenary sessions in the first section followed 
by all other papers in alphabetical order by main author.
The proceedings are available from ALIA National Office 
at a cost of $75 to ALIA members and $ 105 to non-mem
bers, including postage.
Orders for both publications should be mailed or faxed 
to ALIA, PO Box E441, Kingston 2604, fax 02 6282 2249.
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