
W o r k  w a t c h

Phil Teece

Advisor,
industrial relations and
em ploym ent
phil.teece@ alia.org.au

T h e  p u b l i c  o e c to r  n o w  

h a , t o n ly  1 6  p e r  re n t  

o f t o t a l  A u s t r a l i a n  

e m p lo y m e n t , c o m p a re d  

w il l ? 2 6 p e r c e n t  tw e n ty  

y e a ro  a g o . . .

Librarians affected by 
public employment collapse

In a recent W ork watch  column I said 
that an important factor in Australia's 
poor training effort had been a decline 

in public sector employment. Data released 
since then confirm just how remarkable that 
collapse has been.

Research by the Parliamentary Library 
(The In cred ib le  Shrinking  Pub lic  Sector, 
24 M arch 2 0 0 6 , ISSN 14 49-845 6 ) re­
veals that the public sector now has only 
1 6 per cent of total Australian employment, 
compared with 26 per cent twenty years 
ago. Had the percentage share re­
mained constant, there would now 
be 940 000 more jobs available in 
pub lic  em ploym ent. In 1984 the 
public sector had 1.7 m illion em­
ployees. There were 4 .8 m illion in 
private sector employment. By 2005 
public employm ent had fallen to 
1.6 m illion, while the private sector 
workforce had climbed to 8.4 m il­
lion.

State, territorial and federal gov­
ernments have all been affected.
But only the Com m onwealth has 
declined in actual numbers, from 
422 000 jobs in 1984 to 251 000 
in 2005 . The federal government 
now has only 16 per cent of all 
public employment compared with 
25 per cent in 1984. Looking across 
industry sectors, w hile  public em­
ployment fell in all of them, some 
were not greatly affected. But huge 
losses w ere recorded in e lec tric ­
ity, gas and water supply (96 per 
cent down to 55 ), co m m u n ica­
tions (89 per cent to 39), transport 
and storage (44 per cent to 9) and 
finance (26 per cent to 3). Almost 
80 per cent of all public employees 
now work in education, government ad­
m inistration, defence or health and com ­
munity services.

The paper cites a number of factors as 
contributors to the decline in public sec­
tor employment. Especially important was 
increased privatisation at both Com m on­
wealth and State levels. Privatisation surged 
in the 1990s when the Com m onwealth 
Bank was sold off. Numerous government 
assets fo llow ed includ ing  transport and 
communication enterprises, insurance offic­
es, electricity and gas utilities. Also pivotal 
was the outsourcing of services. There was 
a massive increase in use of consultants by 
government departments. In Defence, for 
example, spending on consultants increased

from $1.2 m illion in 1984/85 to $49 m il­
lion in 2004/05. Expenditure on consultants 
by the Department of Finance was less than 
half a million dollars in 1987/88 and rose 
to $13 m illion in 2004/05. Another nega­
tive factor was use by the public sector of 
labour hire arrangements, in preference to 
direct employment. At the same time, pro­
ductivity improvements created by techno­
logical advances and more efficient work 
practices allowed the public sector to re­
duce its workforce still further.

'Revolution' is not too strong a word to 
describe this huge labour market shift. As 
well as having negative effects on Austral­
ia's training and apprenticeship systems, 
it has also had a massive impact on trade 
union membership. With public sector em ­
ployment traditionally highly unionised, its 
decline has inevitably hit unionism hard. 
Traditionally, around 70 per cent of the li­
brary workforce has been employed in the 
public sector. So for librarians, a sm aller 
public workforce has had a powerful ef­
fect on job opportunities. Tightness in the 
library labour market in recent years can 
now be seen as far more a result of a de­
clining public sector than of factors specific 
to the occupation itself. ■

T a b l e  1 . P u b l i c  s e c t o r  e m p l o y m e n t  s h a r e  b y  i n d u s t r y

M a y  1 9 8 4

%
M a y  2 0 0 5

%

A g r ic u lt u r e ,  F o re sty  a n d  F is h in g 3.1 0 .9

M a n u fa c t u r in g 4 .9 0 .5

E le c t r ic it y ,  G a s  a n d  W a te r  S u p p ly 9 5 .9 5 4 .7

C o n s t r u c t io n 1 2 .2 0 .5

T ra n s p o rt  a n d  S to ra g e 4 4 ,4 8 .9

C o m m u n ic a t io n  a n d  S e rv ic e s 8 8 .9 3 9.1

F in a n c e  a n d  In s u r a n c e 2 6 .1 2 .8

P ro p e rty  a n d  B u s in e s s  S e rv ic e s 1 3 .3 2 .5

G o v e r n m e n t  A d m in is tra t io n  a n d  D e fe n c e 9 3 .0 9 0 .9

E d u c a t io n 7 3 .7 7 2 .4

H e a lth  a n d  C o m m u n it y  S e rv ic e s 51 .1 3 5 .0

C u lt u r a l  a n d  R e c r e a t io n  S e rv ic e s 2 3 .8 10.1

P e rso n a l a n d  O t h e r  S e rv ic e s 3 1 .9 2 7 .6

A ll  In d u s tr ie s 2 5 .6 1 6 .2
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