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Coming soon:
a very different labour market
Y oung librarians w ill find it hard to 

believe, but finding a job may be the 
least of their worries over the next 

tw enty  years. According to a leading eco
nom ic forecaster, Australia is heading for a 
m ajor labour supply crisis. This may mean 
strong demand for staff. But quality jobs w ill 
remain elusive unless em ploym ent policy is 
radically adjusted.

BIS Shrapnel last month reported that 
growth in Australia's labour force is on the 
verge of collapse. A lready low  at just 
1 80 0 00  a year, it is tipped to reach zero in 
less than twenty years. There are three fac
tors behind this: an ageing w orkforce  
(strongly evident in the library and inform a
tion sector), a declining birthrate and limited 
im m igration. A shrinking workforce w ill put 
a brake on econom ic growth w ith in  three  
years. Later, it is likely to impose huge chal
lenges and severe skill shortages.

Remedies are not easy to find. A national 
m ore-im m igration policy is c learly  neces
sary, but politically unpopular. Encouraging 
Australians to have more children is an enor
mous challenge w hich few  countries have 
been up to. O lder workers may have to con
tinue in em ploym ent for longer, but very at
tractive benefits w ould be necessary to in
duce those w ith  in-dem and skills to defer 
retirement. M ore training and education w ill 
be vital, but there is an inevitable lag before 
results are seen.

if forecasts are accurate, the labour m ar
ket w ill have swung diam etrically  from the 
buyers' market of the 1990s to a distinct sell
ers' m arket just a decade later. Employers 
used to downsizing and clam ping down on 
em ploym ent benefits w ill need to re-think  
their w hole approach to the workforce. Flex
ibility —  that word so beloved of 1990s right 
w ing think-tanks urging the overturn of es
tablished conditions —  may take on an en
tirely different meaning. In an era of labour 
shortages, employers w ill need to attract staff 
from all parts of the potential labour force. 
W om en with young children w ill need genu
inely flexible arrangements to com bine their 
workplace and child-rearing responsibilities. 
M en w ill have to play their part too, so that 
w ork and fam ily  balance w ill need to be 
considered seriously, beyond its typical 
'w om en's issue' current context. If they are 
to be retained, skilled older workers past tra
ditional retirem ent ages w ill w ant to w ork  
reduced hours under conditions w hich they 
w ill be largely able to dictate. Organisations 
w ill have to compete for skilled staff; retain
ing them w ill be a vital com ponent of busi
ness success. In short, labour m arket and
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personnel policies w ill need to address a 
very different environm ent.

If only there were some signs that w e are 
planning for w hat is coming. Regrettably, the 
very opposite seems to be true. In a superb 
new  analysis, three of Australia's most re
spected social and econom ic analysts show  
starkly that Australia's recent labour market 
approach is running counter to sensible  
long-term strategy. The book is W o rk  r ic h , 
w o rk  p o o r :  In e q u a li ty  a n d  e c o n o m ic  c h a n g e  
in  A u s t ra lia ' Borland, Gregory and Sheehan, 
ISBN 1 86272  583 7. In it, an impressive ar
ray of data confirm  that Australia has been 
fracturing and dum bing-dow n its jobs 
throughout the 1 990s.

In more than ten years, there has been no 
aggregate increase in fu ll-tim e jobs. All 
growth in employment has been in part-time 
and casual positions, many of which simply 
do not pay a living wage, however we pre
cisely define that term. Over the past decade, 
all of the net increase in jobs has been in po
sitions with annual salaries of little more than 
$30 000 in year 2000  dollar terms. M any of 
them in fact fall well below that figure. W hen  
w e consider that the annual salary of a fu ll
time employee on only average earnings now 
exceeds $45 000, it is clear that Australia is 
not creating attractive, quality jobs. W e  now  
have one of the most casualised workforces in 
the world and, at least partially as a result of 
that, our training effort is declining. Expendi
ture on education and research has been cut 
over the same period.

Despite the looming crisis in labour sup
ply that ageing of the baby-boom er popula
tion bulge w ill inevitably create, there seems 
little evidence of widespread action to en
gage in some serious succession planning in 
most organisations. Some, certain ly, are 
aw are of the problem and are doing some
thing about it. But even in the library and 
inform ation sector w ith its acutely ageing  
w orkforce, it seems indisputable that they 
are a tiny minority. M any employers are still 
heading in the opposite direction, with their 
focus firm ly on cutting staff, reducing over
heads and operating w ith  a d im inished  
workforce, in terms of both its size and skills.

As the W o rk  r ic h , w o rk  p o o r  analysis 
concludes: massive changes in the distribu
tion of jobs and earnings in the past twenty  
years are now creating deeper social d iv i
sions in Australia. They raise fundam ental 
questions about the emerging nature of soci
ety and about our long-term econom ic arid 
social strategies. Effective answers w ill come 
only from quite new approaches to the 
econom y and the labour market. ■
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