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Wage bargaining: 
real choice looming
A  y e a r  ag o  th is c o lu m n  a n t ic ip a te d  a 

ben ign  o u tlo o k  for w a g e  n eg o tia tio n  
in the f in a n c ia l y e a r 1999/2000. Th at 

has p ro ved  spot-on. Bu t th ings h ave  chan g ed . 
R e ce n t rum b lings in A u s tra lia 's  e c o n o m y  sug
gest a m ore turbu len t canvass for industria l re
lations in the y e a r  ahead .

A  re la t iv e ly  tra n q u il p e r io d  o f strong  
g row th , lo w  in flation  and  rising real w ag es , is 
n o w  g iv in g  w a y  to m o re  d if f ic u lt  e c o n o m ic  
tim es. A u s tra lia 's  c red it boom , o u r p itifu l s a v 
ings rate and  a m ass ive  cu rren t a c c o u n t  d e f i
c it  —  co u p le d  w ith  t igh ten ing  in the U S A  —  
h ave  a lre a d y  lifted  interest rates sh a rp ly . Th is  
w i ll  s lo w  g ro w th  and  in c rea se  in fla t io n . T h e  
$A  co lla p se  can  o n ly  con firm  the trend .

D o m estic  p o lic y  d ec is ion s w ill  add  further 
p ressure on  both the w ag es  and  ind ustria l re 
lations fronts. A rr iv a l o f the G S T , on  e ve n  the 
g o ve rn m e n t 's  o p tim is t ic  c a lc u la t io n s , w i l l  
h ave  a sharp u p w ard  effect on in flation  leve ls. 
T h is  can  h a rd ly  fa il to fue l a d d it io n a l w a g e  
c la im s  to co u n te r the h igher cost o f liv in g , es
p e c ia l ly  if G S T  effects on h o u se h o ld  costs are 
m o re  m arked  than  the g o ve rn m e n t 's  p re d ic 
tions. For m a n y  p eo p le , h ig h er in terest rates 
h ave  a lre a d y  ea ten  up p ro m ise d  GST-offset- 
ting  tax cuts. T h is  can  o n ly  e n c o u ra g e  trade  
un io ns  to lau n ch  n e w  w a g e  c am p a ig n s . A n d  
the fed era l g o ve rn m e n t's  co n t in u in g  attem pts 
to a c h ie v e  fu rth e r m a jo r in d u stria l re la t io n s  
reform s —  fea tu ring  a strong push for fu rther 
d e c e n tra lis a t io n  o f w a g e  b a rg a in in g  —  w il l  
add  to w o rk fo rce  anx ie ty  and  un ion  ag ita tion .

In th is c lim a te , it seem s ce rta in  that re la 
t iv e  b a rg a in in g  p o w e r  w i l l  h a v e  e v e n  m o re  
im pact on w a g e  o u tcom es than usual. D esp ite  
re cen t chan g es , som e u n io n s  c an  still in f lic t  
d am ag e  on  em p lo ye rs . T h e y  reta in  an a b ility  
to w in  real w a g e  im provem en ts in the fie ld . In 
co m in g  m onths th e y  m ay  be a b le  to m a in ta in  
the va lu e  o f w ag es in the face  o f surg ing  in fla 
tion . Bu t m ost e m p lo y e e s  w i l l  no t be a b le  to 
do so. G ro u p s  t ra d it io n a lly  la ck in g  industria l 
m u sc le  —  such  as lib ra rians  —  w i l l  c e r ta in ly  
be vu ln e ra b le .

A lr e a d y  th e re  a re  m arked  d if fe re n ce s  in 
w a g e  o u tco m e s  from  d iffe ren t fo rm s o f b a r 
ga in ing . S u m m aris in g  1999 w a g e  d e te rm in a 
tion , the M a rc h  2 0 0 0  Journal of Industrial Re
lations [JIR ] repo rts  an a ve ra g e  a n n u a l 
increase o f 4.1 per cen t from  union-negotiated  
ag reem en ts , c o m p a re d  to 3.1 p e r c e n t  from  
n e g o tia t io n s  in w h ic h  e m p lo y e e s  w e re  not 
rep resen ted  by a trade  u n io n . In the p r iva te  
secto r the con trast w a s  even  sharper: 4.3 per 
cen t aga inst 3 .0  per cen t. A nd , s ig n if ica n tly , 
p r iv a te  se cto r A u s tra lia n  W o r k p la c e  A g re e 
m ents  [A W A s ]  y ie ld e d  o n ly  an a v e ra g e  
2.9 per cen t. T h ese  results m ake  fed era l M in 
ister Pe ter R e ith 's  a ttem pt to ta lk  up his p re 

ferred  A W A  m o d e l as an a ttra c tive  o p tio n  for 
e m p lo y e e s  a v e ry  tough  task. T o  d a te  lit tle  
m o re  than  1 p e r c e n t  o f the  w o rk fo rc e  h a v e  
taken  up A W A s .  It is hard  to see m a n y  m o re  
d o in g  so next year.

R e ce n t studies by  researchers  Preston  and  
C ro ck e tt a n a ly se  the effects o f v a ry in g  w a g e 
f ix in g  system s on  w o m e n 's  p ay . T h e y  fin d  
m arked  d iffe ren ces  b e tw e e n  A u s tra lian  ju r is 
d ic tio n s .

Bu t, o v e ra ll ,  the  e v id e n c e  d em o n stra te s  
c le a r ly  that w o m e n  in h ig h ly  d e reg u la ted  sys
tem s h ave  e x p e r ie n c e d  far g reater d e te r io ra 
tion in re la tive  ea rn ing s than  those co ve re d  by 
m o re  c o lle c t iv is t  system s. T h is  co n f irm s  n a 
t io n a lly  w h a t  has long  been  ap p a ren t in te rn a 
t io n a lly . A us tra lia 's  h istory o f m ore cen tra lised  
ap p ro a ch e s  to w a g e  fix ing  has he ld  o u r g en 
d er ea rn in g s  gap  [c u rre n t ly  1 6 .3 p er c e n t] at 
m u ch  lo w e r  le ve ls  than  in o th e rw is e  s im ila r  
cou n tr ie s  like  B rita in  and  the U S A .

A ll th ree  co u n tr ie s  h ave  a ttem p ted  to re
d u ce  the g en d er p ay  gap  w ith  leg is la tive  inter
v e n t io n . Eq u a l p ay  law s  w e re  passed  in the 
U S A  in 1963 and  in B rita in  in 1970. Sex  d is 
c r im in a tio n  and  eq u a l o p p o rtu n ity  leg is la tion  
a p p e a red  in A u s tra lia  in 1984 an d  1986, re
sp e c tiv e ly . N o n e  has had  m ore  than  m in im a l 
im p act on the gender p ay  gap. In A ustra lia , by 
far the g reatest re la t iv it y  c h a n g e  has co m e  
from  the 1969 and  1972 eq u a l p ay  d ec is io n s  
o f the federal Industria l R e la tions C om m iss ion . 
O ve rse as  e x p e r ie n c e  is s im ila r. W o m e n 's  pay 
position  is in f lu e n ce d  far m o re  b y  the  o ve ra ll 
system  o f w a g e  fixa tion  than  b y  sp e c ific  p o li
c ie s  for g en d er eq u ity .

It is qu ite  reaso nab le  to extend  these find 
ings genera lly  to lo w e r paid  em p lo yees  of both 
sexes. The in d u stria lly  w e ak  c le a r ly  d o  better 
w h e n  w ag e  b arga in ing  is m ore c o lle c t iv e  and 
m ore centralised . It fo llo w s that any  further de
cen tra lisa tio n  o f b arg a in in g  is lik e ly  to d isad 
van tage m any A ustra lian  w orkers. D esp ite  this, 
the federal g overnm en t seem s intent on pursu
ing that ou tco m e. Bu t the ir a b ility  to get very 
far is doubtfu l. Progress is en tire ly  con tingen t 
on support from  the A u s tra lia n  D em o cra ts . 
W ith  recent re jection  of his latest p roposals, a 
ve ry  m uch w a te red-do w n  vers ion  seem s to be 
M in is te r Re ith 's  best-case scenario .

T im e  w ill tell. Bu t o n e  th ing  is a lre a d y  cer
ta in . W ith  A L P  lead e r K im  B e a z le y  n o w  for
m a lly  com m itted  to w in d in g  b ack  the trend  to 
m o re  in d iv id u a lis a t io n  o f w o rk p la c e  b arga in 
ing, the next e le c t io n  w i l l  o ffe r vo te rs  a real 
c h o ic e . A fte r a p e rio d  w h e re  the  g en e ra l di
re c tio n  o f lab o u r la w  an d  p ra c t ic e  has been 
la rg e ly  b ip a rtisan , no e le c to r  w i l l  be a b le  to 
c o m p la in  this t im e that the p arties a re  a ll the 
sam e. ■
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