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Wages subdued

—Job growth uncertain

ast month | attended the Wages '99

Conference in Sydney which looked at

recent developments in Australian wage
fixing and their implications. The evidence
presented suggests strongly that upheaval in
our labour market arrangements over the
past few years is now starting to have real
influence on long-standing practices, link-
ages and outcomes.

Foremost among these indicators is the
fact that, despite continuing strong economic
growth and declining unemployment, there
is absolutely no sign of the wages surge
which has traditionally occurred in these cir-
cumstances. Average annual wage increases
for current enterprise agreements remain
below 4.5 per cent. In some sectors — nota-
bly recreational and personal services —
they are below three per cent. In public ad-
ministration, where a majority of ALIA mem-
bers are employed, wages have risen by 3.7
per cent in the past year. Private sector work-
ers are generally doing better with increases
currently averaging 5.3 per cent. These data
confirm the findings of ALIA's 1998 survey in
which private sector librarians were found to
have achieved markedly higher wage rises
than their public sector counterparts.

Within these overall figures there is also
interesting diversity in outcomes under par-
ticular forms of bargaining. Certified agree-
ments negotiated by trade unions, for exam-
ple, have realised increases between four
and five per cent. Non-union collective
agreements have gained between three and
four per cent, while individual non-union
Australian workplace agreements [AWASs]
produced wage rises of between 3 and 3.5
per cent. As for awards, the federal govern-
ment's wish to reduce the award system to a
safety-net-for-the-lower-paid role is clearly
well on the way to realisation. Award wages
have risen by only 1.5 to 2.5 per cent in the
past year. Meanwhile, executive salaries
power along, especially in the area of above-
base-salary incentives and share options. In-
deed, wage inequality in Australia has prob
ably never been greater. In the past twenty
years Australia's bottom ten per cent of earn-
ers suffered a 9.4 per cent real decrease in
their earnings |Borland, J: Earnings inequal-
ity in Australia: changes and causes, Centre
for Economic Policy Research, ANU]. Simul-
taneously, the number of people earning less
than three-quarters of median earnings has

increased by four per cent.

There seems little likelihood of any im-
minent wage break-out to counter these

trends in the foreseeable future, despite our
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relatively benign economic conditions.
W hile falling unemployment and strong
GDP growth represent a classic platform for
a pay surge, this time things seem different.
Noted analyst and ACIRRT deputy director
John Buchanan has identified a number of
factors which explain this apparent stifling of
wage movements. They include the current
low-inflation environment, inclusion of no-
extra claims provisions in many agreements
and the clear fragmentation of wage bargain-
ing which has now become entrenched. In
other words, the ability of trade unions to
‘flow' wage rises from organisation to organi-
sation, and from sector to sector has been se-
verely restricted. Possibly even more signifi-
cant, however, is the change which has
occurred in perceived and actual bargaining
power. It is no exaggeration to suggest that
an employer agenda now dominates Austral-
ian industrial relations. Just one obvious in-
dicator of this is the way in which an off-sets
mentality has been widely accepted by em-
ployees in wage bargaining. This has been
particularly evident in regard to working-
time trade offs for modest pay rises.

Clearly then, we are experiencing a ma-
jor transition in Australia's industrial rela-
tions and wage fixing history. For once, the
sometimes florid rhetoric of labour market
change appears to involve rather more than
semantic flourishes and hot air. Real change
is occurring. If it can generate continuing
falls in unemployment it may prove to have
been worth all the upheaval. But there is lit-
tle scope for complacency on jobs. It is true
that unemployment has fallen recently. At
7.5 per cent it is now in line with govern-
ment forecasting. On the surface this may
seem re-assuring. Flowever, at the Wages '99
Conference, Professor Barry Hughes, by un-
packing the elements of current employment
data, torpedoed very effectively any sugges-
tion that an inexorable fall in unemployment
has begun.

Briefly, the problem is that, while meas-
ured unemployment has fallen from eight per
cent to 7.5 per cent in just six months, the
labour participation rate — those in work or
actively seeking it — has fallen by 0.6 per
cent. In other words, the jobless level has not
fallen because more people have found jobs,
but because less people are seeking them.
Almost all of this is explained by a major,
unexplained shift in the female participation
rate. For the past twenty years women's par-
ticipation in the labour market has risen con-
tinually. Now it has plateaued. Nobody
knows why. This is not the place to question
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whether government policies on such things
as child-care are an explanation. But the la-
bour market point is: if women's move into
the labour market has actually reached a
‘natural’ level, then a trend to falling unem-
ployment might conceivably gather real
momentum; if, however, itis merely a statis-
tical pause followed by a return to its previ-
ous steady growth, then we are in trouble.
Unemployment would inevitably climb
quickly back above eight per cent. All of the
upheaval discussed above would then be
seen to have made no significant impact on

our number one social problem.

Further labour force data will be keenly
awaited in coming months, and not just by
labour economists. Those politicians who
have perhaps prematurely claimed success
in the fight against unemployment may rise
or fall with the volatility of Australia's labour
participation rate. ]

Special offer...

The Australian dictionary/ of acronyms

and abbreviations, dition
by David J Jones (1995, | 086805217)

Abbreviations, acronyms and initialisations are an in-
creas_mgily important part of written and spoken com-

munications. Every day we see and hear more of them.
Some are commonly understood, but many are obscure.

This vital reference work contains 47 000 entries, almost

double that of the 3rd edition. The entries come from all

fields of human endeavour, including science and tech-

nology, economics, politics, |aw, medicine, commerce,
library and information science.

This is an essential reference work for libraries, schools,
offices, those who work with words and any one who
has an interest in modern Australian English’usage.

As a special offer, the Australian Library and Informa-

tion Association Is offering the 4th edition for $15.00
for ALIA members, and $20.00 for non-members.
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N ALIA Board

rr of Education

Association
Call for nominations of 3 members

Nominations are called for 3 positions. Nominees must
be financial members of the Association at the time of
nomination, howeverthey need notbe professional members.

There are ten members of the Board of Education, seven elected [
by members of the Association and three by General Council. At
least seven members of the Board must be professional members,
the president of the Association is ex officio and the executive j
director is a non-voting executive member.

There shall be a minimum of 3 practitioners (persons working in
the field of libraries or information services) and 3 educators on
the Board (persons teaching library or information science). Terms
of office of 3 members of the Board end on 31 December 1999.
2 members are to be elected by members of the Association and
1 member by General Council to hold office from 1 January 2000 to
31 December 2002.

Nominations must be in writing, be signed by 2 financial members |
of the Association, include the consent in writing of the nominee and

be accompanied by a 100-word current curriculum vitae (giving
full details of academic and professional qualifications) and a
100-word statement of professional concerns. The curriculum vitae i,
should be arranged under headings of Present Position, Previous
Positions and Professional Activities.

A colour portrait photograph must be included.

Nominations close at 5pm on 1 August 1999 and should be sent to
the executive director, ALIA, PO Box E441, Kingston 2604, e-mail:
enquiry@alia.org.au

Further details are available from the ALIA executive director, or from
http://lwww .alia.org.au/nominations/board.of.education.htmi

NB: Following incorporation under Corporations Law the
current role of the Board may change

Now available...

Adelaide 98: Pathways to knowledge CON-
ference proceedings (198 ison odtss:9

Adelaide 98; Pathways to knowledge, the 5hB|enn|aI con-

ference and exhibition of the Australian Library and In-

formation Association was held in Adelaide in October

1998. Qver 1000 delegates participated in the confer-

ence, selecting to attend plenary and Parallel sessions and

\t/%orkshops from 140 papers presented by over 210 au-
0rs.

The conference proceedings include papers for all ex-
cept six sessions, and the abstracts of these recalcitrant
papers are included. The papers are arran?ed with the
opemn? and plenary sessions in the first section followed
by all other papers in alphabetical order by main author.

The proceedings are available from ALIA National Office
atacost of $75 to ALIA members and $105 to non-mem-
bers, including postage.

Orders for both Eublicatjons should be mailed or faxed
to ALIA PO Box £441, Kingston 2604, fax 02 6282 2249,
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