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As the Liberal/National Party Government, which will shortly gain control of the Senate, have plans for radical reforms to the labour market in Australia, it is a good time to stop and examine the current state of the labour market in Australia.  There have already been many changes to the structure of the labour market in the last 20-30 years. Some of the effects of these changes will be looked at here.

Structural Change

There has been considerable structural change in the economy in recent decades. Much of this has been due to:
•changes in the pattern of domestic and international demand;
•industry restructuring to lower costs;

•government policies, such as cuts to protection (tariffs and quotas), privatisation; and

•new  technology, eg. automated production processes, computer banking.
The impact of these changes has seen major shifts in sectoral employment. Historically, the manufacturing industry has been the dominant employing industry, but its contribution to the number of employed persons has been declining. As recently as 1990-91, the manufacturing industry was the largest employer. However, it is now third to retail trade, and property and business services industries, which have 15.1 percent and 11.8 percent of employed persons respectively. Manufacturing has fallen from 15.9 percent of all employed persons in 1988-89 to 11.2 percent in 2003-04 (see Figure 6.12). 
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Employment in other traditional commodity-based industries, such as the agriculture, forestry and fishing industry, and mining has also declined over this period. Over the period 1988-89 to 2003-04, service-based industries have increased their share of employed persons and now include the two largest industries. The increase was greatest for the property and business services industry, from 7.3 percent to 11.8 percent, while health and community services has risen from 8.6 percent to 10.0 percent, accommodation, cafes and restaurants from 3.8 percent to 4.9 percent, and retail trade from 14.1 percent to 15.1 percent (ABS, Labour Force, 2004).

The Growth of Part-time Employment

Over the last 20 years part-time employment has increased at a greater rate than full-time employment (see Figure 6.10). As a result the proportion of part-time employed persons has risen over the period, increasing from 17 percent in 1983-84 to 28 percent in 2003-04. However, between 2002-03 and 2003-04, full-time employment increased at a greater rate than part-time employment - the first time since the commencement of the monthly Labour Force Survey in 1978 (ABS, Labour Force, 2004). This reflects the tightening of the labour market as labour usage in many areas, especially skilled areas, is nearing full capacity. 
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Growth in Casual Employment

There has been strong growth in the number of casual employees compared to other employees. Between August 1988 and August 1998, 69percent of net growth in the number of employees was in casual employment. In 1998, 27 percent of Australian workers were casuals, up from 19 percent in 1988, with the percentage likely to have increased since then. 

Casual workers are often thought of as those employees who are not entitled to paid holiday or sick leave, who have no expectation of ongoing employment and for whom each engagement with their employer constitutes a separate contract of employment. Casual employees do not necessarily have only short-term employment relationships with their employer.  It should be noted that both casual and other employees can work part-time since the distinction between full-time and part-time work is made on the number of hours worked per week and not on the basis of employment arrangements. There are also considerable industrial issues relating to the limited job security faced by casuals.

Casual workers tend to work in lower skilled occupations. In August 1998, the only occupation group containing more casual employees than other employees was elementary clerical, sales and service workers.  Casual employees also made up a large component of labourers and related workers. Generally, the proportion of casuals decreased as the skill level of the occupation group increased. 

	Occupation
	Percentage

	Managers and administrators
	15.3

	Professionals
	16.4

	Tradespersons and related workers
	19.4

	Advanced clerical and service workers
	24.1

	Intermediate production & transport workers
	25.5

	Elementary clerical, sales and service workers
	52.0

	Labourers and related workers
	46.1


The Issue of Underemployment

While the Australian Government praises itself for its 20 year low level of unemployment in January 2005 of 5.1 percent, the issue of underemployment with the growing casualisation and part-time nature of employment is an important consideration. The underemployment rate is the number of underemployed workers as a proportion of the labour force. Underemployed persons include part-time workers who want and are available to work more hours, and full-time workers who worked part-time hours in the reference week for economic reasons (i.e. involuntarily) (ABS, 2005 Year Book Australia). In September 2003 there were 567,400 underemployed people. The underemployment rate was higher for women (7.4 percent) than men (4.1 percent). This is related to the higher proportion of women who are in part-time employment.

The sum of the unemployment rate and the underemployment rate determines the labour force underutilisation rate.  In September 2003 the labour force underutilisation rate was 11.5 percent, far higher than the unemployment rate. Women have a higher labour force underutilisation rate (13.4 percent) than men (9.8 percent), reflecting their higher rate of underemployment (ABS, 2005 Year Book Australia).

AustraliansWorking Longer Hours

Overall Australian workers are working longer hours than in past decades.  In the 1970s the majority of employees worked a standard week of between 35 and 40 hours.  By 2002 only 24 percent of employees worked a 40-hour week.  In 1982, 20 percent of workers worked more than 50 hours a week.  By 2002 this had risen to 30 percent (ABS, Australian Social Trends 2003).

Figure 1: The proportion of full-time workers in Australia working 50 hours or more
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This increase in the number of hours worked has occurred in most occupations. Supervisors and employers consider extra hours of work (especially unpaid) are a sign of commitment to an organisation.  There has also been more pressure to increase the amount of work done in the available hours. This is known as ‘work intensification’. This tends to increase worker stress and reduces the time workers can spend with their families.

Increased Earnings Inequality

The distribution of earnings in Australia is becoming more unequal. The lowest 10 percent of male full time adult workers earned 76 percent of the median income in 1975. By 1999 this had fallen to 66 percent. At the same time the income of the highest paid 10 percent has risen from 141 percent of median earnings to 163 percent. 

Inequality amongst women has also increased. The lowest 10 percent of female full-time adult workers earned 80 percent of the median income in 1975. By 1999 this had fallen to 72 percent. At the same time the income of the highest paid 10 percent has risen from 137 percent of median earnings to 150 percent. 

This trend tends to demonstrate that the more skilled workers and the increasing levels of skill and education in the workforce are rewarding those with skills while leaving the unskilled behind.

The Industrial Relations System
There has also been considerable change in the way wages and salaries are determined in Australia. In 2004 the most common method of setting pay was individual agreements (38 percent), followed by collective agreements (42 percent) and awards only (20 percent). Half of all private sector employees had their pay set by individual agreements (50 percent). In contrast, only 6 percent of public sector employees had their pay set by individual agreements, with the majority covered by collective agreements (90 percent). Males were more likely than females to have their pay set by an individual agreement (48 percent compared with 35 percent), and less likely than females to have their pay set by an award only (15 percent compared with 26 percent). 

Awards were more prevalent in the lower skilled occupations, with 40 percent of elementary clerical, sales and service workers and 37 percent of labourers and related workers having their pay set by award only. In contrast, less than 1 percent of managers and administrators had their pay set by award only.  This in turn is reflected in the lower average wages received by those only covered by awards. In 2002 the average weekly total earnings for full-time adult non-managerial employees who had the main part of their pay set by awards only was $639.90. This compares with $914.30 for employees who had the main part of their pay set by collective agreements and $836.10 for employees whose pay was set by individual agreements (ABS, Employee Earnings and Hours, Australia).
The industrial relations system also tends to disadvantage the least able in the workforce; the lowly skilled casual/temporary employed individuals. The following extract looks at actual cases of what occurred in the workplace of a transnational corporation operating in a computer related industry in the western suburbs of Sydney.  While the following workplace may not be typical of all workplaces it does highlight some of the issues facing workers in this new labour market environment.

Jill had been trying to find a job for just over two months having just finished a secretarial course at TAFE.  She applied for a number of jobs advertised in the newspapers and on-line.  Jill would go to up to three interviews a day only to find that many of these were employment agencies who had filled the positions but wanted to have her on their records for future work placements. One agency joked that they advertised that there were 20 positions but really only had one position so that they would get more applicants.  Finally Jill was offered a job as a data entry operator in a transnational firm.  She was told that she would be employed on a weekly basis for a trial period of 3 months and that the position was ongoing. On beginning work she discovered that she was not employed by the firm where she actually worker but a labour hire firm.  She had been employed by the labour hire firm and been sub-contracted out to the computer firm.  The labour hire firm turned out to be a very powerful transnational corporation operating on a global scale.  They would employ workers at a basic wage and rehire the workers to their place of work at a much higher rate sometimes up to 100 percent more than the workers wage.  Jill asked this labour hire firm for her terms of employment and working conditions.  They said that they had not decided what her wages and conditions of employment were to be.  Jill worked for this firm for over 8 months and was never told her terms of engagement in that position. 

In the workplace things did not get any better.  In a period of just over 6 months half the temporary workforce resigned or were sacked.  Often these workers were not replaced and the remaining workers were forced to work harder or lose their jobs.  Seeing these workers were employed as “temps” they could be sacked easily.  The following were some of the reasons for sackings:

· Helen was sacked because she was ill for one day and did not call in directly to her supervisor but left a message through one of the other workers.

· Omar was sacked because when he was asked how he liked the job, he told the boss he couldn’t see himself packing computers for the rest of his life.

· Mary was sacked when she said she couldn’t stay after work to speak to the boss that she would see him the next day as she had to pick up her children from school.

The workers considered that they were being underpaid. They asked the labour hire firm for their award conditions.  The firm said they were still deciding but would be covered by a variety of State Awards.  One worker, Jerry, threatened that, if they were not paid correctly, that he would go to the union.  Jerry was sacked the next day.  Jerry never had time to join the union and the union was not interested in Jerry’s situation.  Jerry went to the NSW Industrial Relations Commission and filed for unfair dismissal.  The labour hire firm replied after a number of weeks and said that Jerry was covered under a Federal Award and was not subject to the NSW Award and the State Industrial Tribunal.  Jerry was now unemployed and could not get legal aid to fight the transnational corporation. (Note: Legal Aid is not available for most unfair dismissal cases).  Under Federal Industrial Law there was no requirement for workers to be told their conditions of employment and as Jerry had worked there less than 3 months he could not appeal the unfair dismissal. 
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