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1999 at work
A  r e a l  s m o r g a s b o r d ,  b u t  s o m e  b r i g h t e r  s i g n s

T he A ustra lian  labou r m arket has c o n t in 
ued to be no p la ce  for the faint-hearted 
in 1999. D e regu la tion  m arches on. But 

p o s itive  s ignals are em erg in g  for som e A L IA  
m em bers, a lb e it hesitantly. For them , the worst 
cou ld  be ove r.

N a tio n a lly , real w ages co n tin u ed  to g ro w  
during  the year. W h ile  grow th  is m oderating , 
w a g e  le ve ls  nego tia ted  in en te rp rise  ag re e 
ments are still increasing at m ore than three per 
cen t per ann u m  -  far h igher than  rises in the 
consum er p rice  index. As far as w ag e  increases 
are con cern ed , lib rarians con tin u ed  to do re la 
t iv e ly  w e ll in the p rivate  sector. O n  the o ther 
hand , m ost pu b lic-sec to r lib ra ry  w o rk e rs  re 
m ain  d isadvan tag ed  w h en  com p ared  to o ther 
public-sector categories.

C o lle c t iv e  en te rp rise  ag reem en ts a re  the 
d o m in an t a ve n u e  for d e te rm in a tio n  o f w ag es 
and  co n d it io n s  o f e m p lo y m e n t right across 
A ustra lia . Bu t in d iv id u a l arrangem ents —  par
t ic u la r ly  A u s tra lian  W o rk p la c e  A g reem en ts  
[A W A s ] —  are m aking s ign ifican t inroads. The 
n um b er o f A W A s  m ore  than  d o u b le d  in the 
past year to m ore than 70 000. M o re  than 1600 
em p loyers are n o w  using them  as their p rim ary 
m eans o f es tab lish ing  pay  and  con d itions .

T h ere  w e re  m arked  d iffe ren ce s  in o u t
com es d e p e n d in g  on the form o f b a rg a in in g  
used. O n  w ag es , for ex am p le , a ve rag e  pay- 
rises va ried  from  4.4 per cen t under un ion-ne
gotiated c o lle c t iv e  agreem ents, to 3.3 per cen t 
under A W A s ,  to 3.1 per cen t under non-union 
c o lle c t iv e  agreem ents. A lm ost e igh ty per cent 
o f un ion  c o lle c t iv e  agreem ents p ro v id e  for fur
ther pay rises during  the life o f the agreem ent, 
com p ared  to fifty-eight per cen t of non-union 
agreem ents, and  less than  th irty  per cen t o f 
A W A s .  T h e  standard  w o rk in g  w e e k  ex cee d s  
thirty-eight hours in m ore than tw ic e  as m any 
A W A s  as c o lle c t iv e  agreem ents. A lm ost forty 
per cen t of A W A s  p ro v id e  for standard [that is, 
n on-overtim e] w o rk  on  all seven  days o f the 
w e ek , com p ared  to a round  seven teen  per cen t 
in agreem ents to w-hich a un ion  is respondent.

For lib rarians in the p u b lic  sector, the most 
sign ificant basis for optim ism  about the com ing  
y e a r is the N ew ' Sou th  W a le s  P a y  Eq u ity  In 
q u iry  d ec is io n , w h ich  has been  the sub ject of 
m uch  a c t iv it y  d u rin g  1999. T h e  d e c is io n , 
handed d o w n  by the Industrial R e la tions C o m 
m ission , re co m m en d ed  sw e ep in g  chan g es to 
w age- fix ing  p rocesses in N e w  Sou th  W a le s ,  
in c lu d ing  a fu ll w o rk-va lue  study for lib rarians 
as a p re lude to adop tion  o f n e w  c lass ifica tion  
structures and  career paths. These  steps w e re  
necessary, the C om m iss ion  said, to redress the 
pay  inequ ity  w h ich  w as  fo rm a lly  found to ex 

ist. As a result, a n e w  pay-equ ity  p r in c ip le  w ill 
soon a p p ly  to a ll w a g e  cases co n d u c te d  in 
N e w  Sou th  W a le s .  M o re  p a rt ic u la r ly , a n ew  
draft a w a rd  has been  d e v e lo p e d  to c o v e r  all 
p u b lic  secto r lib ra ry  w o rkers  in the state. It is 
ex p ec ted  to be f in a lis e d  as a co n se n t aw a rd  
soon. As w e ll as p ro v id in g  better p ay  and c o n 
d itions, the aw a rd  is ve ry  en co u rag in g  in that 
it g ives great em p h as is  to e l ig ib ility  for A L IA  
m e m b ersh ip  in its c la ss if ic a t io n  d escrip tio n s  
and  se le ctio n  c r ite r ia . Th is reverses the trend 
ex p e r ie n ce d  in so m e parts o f the  industry  in 
recent years.

In re v ie w in g  em p lo ym en t issues in this c o l
umn a yea r ago, I po in ted  to research h igh light
ing just h o w  co u n te r- p ro d u c t iv e  the m an ia  
w ith  do w n siz in g , o r job-shedding, had been in 
the 1990s. I exp ressed  h o pe , but little  o p ti
m ism , that th is d e v e lo p in g  b o d y  o f research  
m ight e n c o u ra g e  e m p lo ye rs  to ad o p t m ore 
consid ered  and p ositive  ap p roach es to restruc
tu ring  th e ir  o rg an isa tio n s . I w as  pe rh ap s  too  
pess im is tic , b e ca u se  in 1999 the re  has been  
som e in d ica tio n  that, at least to so m e extent, 
this has begun to happen. Esp ec ia lly  in the p ri
vate sector, the latest research suggests that our 
larger corpo rations and  pu b lic  com p an ies  have 
largely  re legated  job-shedding to a m inor role. 
A c c o rd in g  to o n e  m a jo r su rvey , o n ly  five  per 
cen t o f co m p an ies  n o w  see d o w n s iz in g  as part 
o f the ir strategy for the next f ive  to ten years.

In a m ajo r research  program  on the w a y  in 
w h ic h  o rg a n isa tio n a l re structu ring  has been  
carried  out in A us tra lia , ano ther team  of a n a 
lysts n o w  identifies m arked  po la risa tion , to the 
extent that both 'g o o d ' and  'b a d ' styles h ave  
b e co m e  q u ite  ap p a ren t. O v e rw h e lm in g ly ,  
'g o o d ' restructuring  and  chan g e  program s are 
ev id e n t in the p riva te  sector. The p u b lic  sector 
appears still to be fixated on 's lash  and  burn ' 
d o w n s iz in g , w ith  m a jo r n eg a tive  effects for 
e m p lo y e e  m ora le  and  staff p erfo rm an ce .

In re ce n t  y e a rs , p u b lic  se c to r  m a n a g e rs  
h ave  b een  v e ry  keen  to  in c u lc a te  p riva te  se c 
tor m a n a g e m e n t  sty le s  in to  th e ir  o p e ra t io n s . 
A  g o ve rn m e n t fo cu s  on  so-ca lled  p r iva te  se c 
to r m e th o d s  as a n s w e rs  to  p u b l ic  se c to r  
p ro b le m s  has b e e n  a ll to o  e v id e n t .  N e x t 
ye a r, it w i l l  be  in te res tin g  to  see if th is  trend  
e x te n d s  to  a re je c t io n  o f  d o w n s iz in g  as a 
f ro n t lin e  p u b l ic  s e c to r  stra teg y . B e a r in g  in 
m in d  th a t  a ro u n d  th re e - q u a rte rs  o f  l ib ra ry  
w o rk e rs  a re  e m p lo y e d  in the  p u b lic  secto r, it 
m a y  w e ll  be tha t the  exten t to w h ic h  g o ve rn 
m ents ad o p t the b u rg eo n in g  n e w  p r iva te  se c 
to r fo cu s  w i l l  d e te rm in e  w h e th e r  th e  y e a r  
2 0 0 0  m arks the b e g in n in g  o f a m o re  e n c o u r 
ag in g  p e r io d  fo r A L IA  m em b ers . S u c h  a d e 
v e lo p m e n t  is lon g -o verd u e . a
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