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Wages in 2001: a complex scene

An Australian  recession in 2001 is an 
even-m oney bet. U nem ploym ent w ill 
rise to at least 7.5 per cent this year. 

There  w ill  be no w age  break-out. Bu t up ­
m arket jobs w ill attract strong earn ings 
growth. These are some of the m ajor co n c lu ­
sions from the Wages O utlook 2001 con fer­
ence  I attended in Sydney recently.

Professor Barry Hughes kicked off the con ­
ference by outlin ing the econom ic  backdrop 
for w age  fixing. H e sees an uncertain period 
ahead for Australia, with outcomes dependent 
on w hether central bank stim ulation or cau ­
tious consumers and investors have the greater 
impact. A  return to subdued growth by year- 
end is the most likely developm ent, but this 
w ill not be sufficient to prevent significant con ­
traction in the labour market.

In this environm ent, w age specialists pre­
d ic t a h igh ly  com p lex  set of scenarios for 
2001. D eregu lation  has created  a multi-fac­
eted wage-fixing system in this country. For­
mal m echan ism s incorporate d ifferent sub­
sets w ith in  the overall system, w ith  outcomes 
for aw ard  em ployees differing m arkedly from 
those ach ieved  under enterprise agreements, 
and separate outcom es again for those sub­
ject to ind iv idua l arrangem ents. Beyond  the 
actua l processes for w ag e  determ ination , 
shifts in the com position  of the w o rk fo rce  
bring add itiona l com plications.

Casualisation, use of contractors, engage­
m ent of staff through labour hire com pan ies 
and outsourcing policies are just some of the 
developm ents that have changed the face of 
A ustra lia 's  w ork force  and its w age fix ing in 
recent years. The use of casual labour and 
contractors, for exam ple, has doub led  since 
the 1980s; am ong larger em ployers, recru it­
m ent through labour hire firms has quad ru ­
pled; and, perhaps most no ticeab ly , around 
four in f ive  large o rgan isations n ow  
outsource som e of their w ork. This is a po ­
tent mix and makes forecasting precarious, 
to say the least.

Based on year 2000 data, it is possible to 
estimate the proportion of Australian workers 
now covered by different forms of employment 
regulation and w age outcom es produced by 
them. Between 40 and 45 per cent are still sub­
ject to purely award coverage (including those 
on over-award paym ents) —  last year they 
gained wage increases of between 1.0 and 4.0 
per cent. Thirty-five to 40 per cent are covered 
by co llec tive  agreements, most of w h ich  are 
read in conjunction with awards: these people 
won w age rises of 3.5 to 4.0 per cent. And be­
tween 15 and 20 per cent of em ployees are 
now  subject to a variety of individual arrange­
ments, including registered w orkp lace agree­
ments and com m on-law  em p loym ent co n ­
tracts —  their experiences varied from no wage 
rise at all to as much as 7 per cent.

John Buchanan, deputy director, Research, 
at the Australian Centre for Industrial Relations 
Research and Training, presented a detailed 
analysis of trends for the year and m ade the 
fo llow ing  forecasts: aw ards 1-3 per cent; 
agreements 3-5 per cent; individual arrange­
ments 2-4 per cent. Am ong the latter, marked 
differences are anticipated for particular group­
ings. For executive and senior professionals, 
rises are expected to range between 2.5 per 
cent at the low er quartile and up to 7.5 per 
cent at the upper quartile.

H o w  librarians w ill fare this year is d iffi­
cult to p red ict w ith  any certa in ty. The p rob ­
ab ility  is that the ir exp eriences  w ill va ry  
a long  w ith  e ve ryo n e  e lse 's  a cco rd in g  to 
w h ich  barga in ing  stream  they find  them ­
selves in. Adoption  of new  equal pay p rin c i­
ples in N e w  South  W a le s  and Tasm an ia , 
w ith  s im ila r action  n o w  recom m end ed  in 
Q u eens lan d , p rovides an aven u e  for trade 
un ions to seek re v ie w  of w h a t have  been 
w id e ly  seen as inad eq uate  sa laries for the 
profession. But a contracting  labour market 
and a d ec lin ing  budgetary position for g o v ­
ernm ents and most em ployers w ill be form i­
dab le  obstacles to ea rly  action  to im prove 
the lot of Australian  librarians.

Wage regulation: employee distribution and wage rises 2000 and 2001

M echanism s %  o f em ployees annual wage rise 2000 forecast wage rise 2001

aw ards 4 0 - 4 5 % 1 .0 -4 .0 % 1 .0 -3 .0 %

co lle c tive 3 5 - 4 0 % 3 .5 - 4 .0 % 3 .0 - 5 .0 %
agreem ents

ind ividua l 1 5 - 2 0 % 0 .0 - 7 .0 % 2 .0 - 4 .0 %
arrangem ents
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