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Progress on pay equity
New wage fixing principles in two states

A fter a frustrating w ait, librarians and 
m em bers of other fem ale-dom inated 
occupations are fin a lly  seeing som e 

progress on pay equity.

A L IA  and its members have taken a keen 
interest in the subject, e sp ec ia lly  s ince the 
N e w  South W a le s  governm ent's m ajor Pay 
Equity Inqu iry p roduced strong jud ic ia l co n 
firm ation  of pay d isadvantage experienced  
by librarians. A L IA  w as active  in the Inqu iry 
and w orked  w ith  the Prem ier's  departm ent 
in d eve lopm en t of the case in support of li
brarians. O n  the recom m endation  of presid
ing judge G lyn n , the governm en t dec id ed  
that effective action  to tackle the problem  of 
a gender-based pay gap w as dependant on 
changes to the w h o le  basis for w age fixing. 
In p articu la r, it w as agreed that w ag e  d is
crim ination  should not be dealt w ith  through 
separate equal opportun ity or anti-d iscrim i
nation m echan ism s. Rather, it w as seen as 
vita l to bring pay equ ity into the industrial 
relations m ainstream . The critica l avenue for 
a ch ie v in g  this w as the form al w age  fix ing 
p rinc ip les o f the Industrial Re la tions C o m 
mission.

N o w , after a Full Ben ch  hearing, the 
N S W  C om m iss ion  has fo rm a lly  adopted  
A ustra lia 's  first Equal Rem uneration  P r in c i
ple. For the first tim e, c la im s can  n o w  be 
m ade on a case-by-case basis for a lteration 
to w age rates —  and any other cond ition  of 
em p loym ent —  w hen  the w ork, skill and re
sponsibility required have been undervalued 
on a gender basis. The Com m ission  has a c 
cep ted  that an un justified  gap in earn ings 
exists betw een  w om en  and men and that a 
formal m echan ism  is necessary to c lose  it.

For lib rarians in N e w  South  W a le s  the 
new  Princ ip le  has real potential for im prove
m ent in cond itions , not least because  the 
fact of underva luation  of their w ork  has a l
ready been expressly and fo rm ally  found by 
justice  G lyn n  in her Pay Equ ity Case d e c i
sion [m atter num ber IRXC6320/97, 14 D e 
cem ber 1998], She found that 'the w o rk  of 
lib rarians is u n d e rva lu ed ' due to, am ong 
other things, fa ilu re  to conduct adequate re
v ie w  of the ir w o rk  va lue , h istorica l factors 
w h ich  have im peded  proper recognition  of 
fem ale  q u a lif ica t io n s  and refusal to m ake 
proper com parisons w ith  other professional 
occupations. The judge expressed particular 
concern  that this had continued  despite e v i
d en ce  that in recent years lib rarians 'h a ve  
ex p erienced  a ve ry  substantia l change  in 
w ork  va lue  [w h ich  is] in the highest order of 
such cases '. She recom m end ed  that a full 
assessm ent to rem edy the identified  d isad 
van tage should  be con d u cted  through the

n ew  Equal Rem uneration  P r in c ip le  as soon 
as it w as adopted.

W ith  formal creation of the Princ ip le , un
ions are now  free to submit pay cases to give 
effect to those findings. For state governm ent 
librarians d irectly  covered in the Inquiry, the 
Pub lic  Serv ice  Association has drafted a new  
aw ard  w ith  significant im provem ents in sa la 
ries and classification structures. That w ill be 
the subject of one of the first cases under the 
new  arrangements. It w ill also include library 
techn ic ians . For em p loyees in N e w  South 
W a le s  w h o  w e re  not d irectly  considered  in 
the Inquiry, the w a y  is c lear for their unions 
to m ount s im ila r cases, using sim ila r a rgu 
ments to those accep ted  on beha lf of state 
governm ent em ployees.

Eq u a lly  w e lc o m e  to lib ra ry  w orkers is 
new s that the Tasm an ian  g overnm en t has 
q u ick ly  fo llow ed  the N ew  South W a le s  lead. 
In its recent re v iew  of the state's w age fixing 
p rinc ip les , the Tasm an ian  Industria l R e la 
tions Com m ission  has also created a Pay Eq 
uity P rinc ip le  that w ill app ly to workers c o v 
ered by state aw ards. The decis ion  fo llow ed  
a request from  the W o m e n  in Pa id  W o rk  
Task Force that the state governm ent m ake a 
subm ission to the Industrial Com m ission  re
questing a m echanism  for addressing the gap 
betw een  w o m e n 's  and m en 's  w ages. C u r 
rently, Tasm anian w om en 's  average full-time 
earnings are sixteen per cent less than men's.

As in N e w  South W a les , the new  Tasm a
nian P rinc ip le  w ill p rovide a m eans for fresh 
consideration  of the va lu e  of w o rk  and ap 
propriate rates of pay for it. Industrial parties 
w ill be able to app ly to have awards m ade or 
varied  in order to foster pay equity. A p p lic a 
tions w ill requ ire an assessment of the va lue  
of w o rk  perform ed in particu lar industries or 
occupations, taking into acco un t the nature 
of the w o rk , the sk ill, resp ons ib ility  and 
qualifica tions required for the w ork  and the 
cond itions  under w h ich  it is perform ed. In 
assessing the va lu e  of w o rk  perform ed, the 
Com m ission w ill be able to consider whether 
the past va lua tio n  of the w o rk  has been af
fected  by gender. For Tasm an ian  lib rary  
workers, the huge vo lum e of w o rk  done on 
their N S W  counterparts' behalf in the Inquiry 
con d u cted  by Ju stice  G lyn n , in c lu d ing  her 
very  supportive findings, w ill be a va luab le  
resource for seeking sim ilar decis ions.

W h ile  it, of course, rem ains to be seen 
w hat p rec ise  outcom es even tuate  in both 
states, improvements in the em ploym ent con 
ditions of library workers are likely. But what 
is also needed now  is s im ilar action  by the 
other state and federal jurisdictions to pick up 
the pay equity ball and run w ith  it. ■
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