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This essentially modest, 

unasserti (e profession 

has been unused to 

taking the lead in 

anything so earthy as 

industrial relations or 

wages poliey...
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F a r e w e l l  t o  t u r b u l e n t  t i m e s

B ecause  I am  re t ir in g , th is  is m y  last 
W o rk w a tc h . For w e ll ove r a decade,

I have en jo yed  c o m p ilin g  th is  m o n th ­
ly  c o lu m n  on  A us tra lia 's  la b o u r m a rke t and 
its effects fo r  lib ra ry  and  in fo rm a tio n  se rv ic ­
es. I ho pe  readers have g o t s o m e th in g  fro m  
it to o . O v e r  th a t t im e  it has run to  a ro u n d  
1 5 0 0 0  w o rd s  -  e n o u g h  fo r  p e rha ps  th re e  
nove ls.

The  life s p a n  o f  W o rk w a tc h  has c o in ­
c id e d  w ith  a p e rio d  tha t, in d is p u ta b ly , has 
seen the greatest upheava l s ince  Federation 
in la b o u r  re la tio n s , e m p lo y m e n t la w  an d  
m ost aspects o f  th e  w o r ld  o f w o rk . I have 
tr ie d  in th is  t im e  to  c a p tu re  th e  essence o f 
som e o f these very im p o rta n t deve lopm en ts , 
to  id e n tify  b o th  d e s ira b le  changes and  m is ­
takes and  to  h e lp  A L IA  m em b ers  dea l w ith  
th e m  by a n a lys in g  ju s t w h a t w as g o in g  on 
in  a ra p id ly  c h a n g in g  e n v iro n m e n t.  The  
c o lu m n  has o ften  been c o n s c io u s ly  ic o n o ­
c la s tic . But a g o ld e n  ru le  has been tha t its 
a rg um e n ts  m ust be e v id e n ce -b a se d  so th a t 
reade rs  can  tes t th e m  b y  fu r th e r  re a d in g  
and  research.

W h e n  I b e g a n  w r i t in g  th e  c o lu m n  
in 1993 , d e re g u la tio n  o f  A u s tra lia 's  la b o u r 
re la tio n s  w as ju s t b e g in n in g  in earnest. The 
K ea ting  fed e ra l Labo r g o v e rn m e n t b ro u g h t 
in e n te rp r is e  b a rg a in in g , w h ile  in V ic to r ia  
Jeff K enne tt's  C o n s e rv a tiv e  a d m in is tra t io n  
w e n t m uch  fu rth e r by a b o lis h in g  tra d itio n a l 
a rb it ra t io n  an d  in d u s tr ia l a w a rd s . For the  
tirs t t im e , en te rp rise  ag reem ents  b e ca m e  a 
d o m in a n t fea tu re  o f  A u s tra lia n  la b o u r law . 
S ince then, the  w h o le  process fo r reg u la tin g  
w o rk  has been re v o lu tio n is e d , to  such an 
e x te n t th a t any in d u s tr ia l re la tio n s  s p e c ia l­
ist w h o  le ft th e  f ie ld  in  19 9 3  w o u ld  f in d  
it d a u n tin g  to  resum e now . It is a d iffe re n t 
w o r ld .

For A L IA  m em bers , a ll th is  has b ro u g h t 
m an y  cha lle ng es  -  the  m o re  so because  it 
has c o in c id e d  w ith  m assive sh ifts  in bas ic  
aspects o f  th e ir  p ro fe ss io n , m a n y  b ro u g h t 
on  by te c h n o lo g ic a l d e v e lo p m e n ts . R id in g  
such  su rg in g  w aves o f  ch a n g e  has c a lle d  
fo r  s trong  s tom achs  and  n o t e v e ry o n e  has 
su rv ive d  the  jo u rn e y  un sca the d . For m any, 
c a su a lisa tio n  has m ade  it d i f f ic u lt  to  m a in ­
ta in  sa tis fac to ry  e m p lo y m e n t. W o rk  in te n s i­
f ic a t io n  and lo n g e r hours  have o ften  m ea n t 
ne ga tive  effects on  fa m ily  life . A n d  d o w n ­
s iz in g  p o lic ie s , o rg a n is a t io n a l re s tru c tu r ­
ing  and  use o f la b o u r h ire  have b e c o m e  so 
c o m m o n  tha t in secu rity  stalks an in c reas ing  
n u m b e r o f p e op le . But m ost m em bers  have 
c o p e d  and m any have p rospe red . For those
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in  re l ia b le  e m p lo y m e n t,  a g g re ga te  w a g e  
le ve ls  have  h e ld  up  a n d  even im p ro v e d . 
D e m o g ra p h ic  fa c to rs  suggest d e m a n d  fo r  
la b o u r w i l l  in crease  in th e  years ahead.

By fa r  th e  m o s t im p o r ta n t  a c h ie v e ­
m e n t fo r  l ib ra r ia n s  in  th is  w h o le  p e r io d  
has been th e  pay e q u ity  case c o n d u c te d  in 
N e w  South W a le s  th ro u g h  the  la te 1990s. 
B ecause it d id  n o t spa w n  d ire c t w a g e  in ­
creases fo r  a ll l ib ra ry  p ro fe s s io n a ls , it is 
easy n o w  to  u n d e re s tim a te  its s ig n ific a n c e . 
But it t ru ly  was a m o m e n tou s  event. This es­
s e n tia lly  m odest, unassertive pro fession  has 
been unused to  ta k in g  th e  lead in a n y th in g  
so e a rth y  as in d u s tr ia l re la tio n s  o r  w ages 
p o lic y . Yet th a t is e x a c t ly  w h a t l ib ra r ia n s  
d id  in th e  Pay E qu ity  In q u iry . M a n y  s till do  
no t un de rs ta nd  th a t th e  Ind us tr ia l R e la tions 
C o m m is s io n  'te s t ca se ' w h ic h  p ro d u c e d  
w a ge  increases o f up  to  37  per ce n t fo r  e x ­
p e r ie n c e d  lib ra r ia n s  in  state e m p lo y m e n t 
w as n o ta b le  n o t o n ly  fo r  the  lib ra ry  sector. 
It w as a lso  th e  tes t case  fo r  a m a jo r  n e w  
p iece  o f N S W  law, s p e c if ic a lly  a ne w  w a ge ­
f ix in g  system  based on  e n t ire ly  n e w  equa l 
re m u n e ra tio n  p r in c ip le s . N o  o th e r e m p lo y ­
m e n t ca te g o ry  had accessed these law s at 
th e  t im e  and  v e ry  fe w  have d o n e  so even 
now .

W h ile  th e  n e w  pay scales a p p lie d  d i ­
re c tly  to  state em p lo ye e s  on ly , m an y  o th e r 
lib ra ry  w o rk e rs  in N e w  South W a le s  have 
s in ce  g a in e d  increases in d ire c t ly .  A n d  in ­
te rs ta te  m e m b e rs  have  used th e  f in d in g s  
o f  th e  case  o n  w o rk  v a lu e  to  b o o s t th e ir  
o w n  c la im s  fo r  ad ju s tm e n ts , som e success­
fu lly . The f in d in g s  o f b o th  the  In q u iry  and  
th e  N S W IR C  ju d g e m e n t rem a in  a p o w e rfu l 
e v id e n tia ry  resource  fo r  a ll lib ra ria n s  seek­
ing  to  im p ro v e  th e ir  c o n d itio n s . But, ju s t as 
em p lo yees  in vo lve d  in the  case had to  w o rk  
v e ry  ha rd  to  p ro m o te  a n d  u lt im a te ly  w in  
th e ir  a rg um e n t, so o the rs  m ust unde rs ta nd  
th a t im p ro v e d  c o n d it io n s  d o  r io t e m e rg e  
fu lly  fo rm e d  fro m  the  ether. They have to  be 
w o n . Tha t in vo lve s  an a c tive  a p p ro a ch  th a t 
goes far b e yo n d  w o n d e r in g  w h y  som e bo dy  
e lse has n o t d o n e  s o m e th in g  a b o u t it. A ll 
A L IA  m em bers  can learn fro m  the  o u ts ta n d ­
in g  pe rs is ten ce  sh o w n  by  the  sm a ll g ro u p  
o f w o rk p la c e  de legates w h o  ach ie ve d  such 
sa tis fy in g  resu lts in N e w  South W ales.

F in a lly ,  I h o p e  A L IA  a n d  its d iv e rs e  

m e m b e rs h ip  w i l l  th r iv e  in the  years ahead.

I w i l l  no  lo n g e r be in v o lv e d , bu t I w is h  you  

a ll success, g o o d  fo r tu n e  and -  a b o v e  a ll 

-  g o o d  h e a lth  d o w n  th e  years. ^
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