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PRIME MINISTER

ADDRESS BY THE PRIME MINISTER, THE HON P.J. KEATING MP, TO
TIIE INTERNATIONAL INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS ASSOCIATION -
NINTH WORLD CONGRESS, SYDNEY, 31 AUGUST 1992

A NEW CHARTER FOR INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS IN AUSTRALIA

It's appropriate indeed that Australia is ablc to host this ninth congress of industrial
rclations experts, becausc we have quite an intcresting story to tell you about where
w¢ have comc from in our industrial relations, where we are now, and where wc are

going. .

As you know, the way a country runs its industrial rclations, thc way the intercsts of
employecs and employcrs are reconciled, the way in which a country handles
change in thc workplace, tcll you a great deal about that country.

The industrial relationship is the key one in the working lives of most people. tcan
be a great strength - or a great weakness.

For well over a century Australia has attracted the intcrest and curiosity of
practitioners and theorists of industrial rclations. In the grcat constitutional debates
of the 1890's our founding fathers gave the proposcd Commaonwecalth a power to
settle interstate industrial disputes by conciliation and arbitration. When we
became a nation in 1901 one of the first things we did was to set up a
Commonwealth tribunal which could cxercise this power 1o settlc disputcs - a
powcr which rapidly becamc one of sctting wages and conditions directly or by
example for most Australian employccs.

It was a systcm which scrved Australia quitc well I think, but the news T have to
deliver today to thosc of our visitors who still think Australian industrial relations is
run this way, is that it is finished. Not only is the old systcm finishcd, but we are
rapidly phasing out its replaccment, and have now begun to do things in a new way.
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When we arrived in office in 1983 the old system was clearly on its last legs.

_Inflation was running at 11.5 per cent. We were exhausted by industrial warfare.

The profit sharc had been squcczed down. Manufacturing was being oblitcrated.
Uncmployment was still rising, and of course the economy was in the trough of a
recession.

All this was happening behind high tariff barriers and a fixed cxchange rate, with a
currcnt account deficit in the early cighties nearly twice the size as a proportion of
GDP it is today, and the starting point dcficit we inhcrited for our first budget
heading towards 5 per cent of GDP.

So it was a rough time.

The Arbitration Commission was doing its best but it had just about run out of
possibilitics. Every principlc had got a run at one timc or another - basic wage,
total wage, rclativitics, work valuc, absorption, non absorptions, flow ons, no flow
ons, indexation, no indexation, minimums and maximums, industry dccisions and
national decisions.

Every principle, cxcept the simplc and straightforward principle of working
togcther to find outcomes which Icft us all better off.

Every procedurc, except the proccdure of finding a national consensus, arrived at
with the full participation, the full authority and prestige of the national govcrnment

--as well as the industrial parties.

The only thing we had going for us was that the tradc unions and cmployers had
reluctantly comc to scc that it couldn't go on the way it had.

We also had a very enlightencd central leadership in the union movement, and a
Prime Ministcr whose entire suitc of talents developed during a long and eventful
carcer were ideally fiticd to the task of conducting a national summit to reconcile
the waring industrial partics.

So we cntered an Accord with the national federation of trade unions, which in this
country is called the ACTU.

In one way or another the Accord has been esscntial to the favourable outcomcs we
were able to make ovcr the next decade.
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Over the eightics the Accord agrccments were frequently changed and renegotiated,
because the world changed rapidly around us, and there was good will on both sides
that allowed us to kcep the agreement flexible.

By the end of the eightics we had agrced on a principlc of keeping wage
movements competilive with our trading partners. We had also agreed on the
principle of what wc called a "social wage".

By this we mean that where the government puts in hecalth care, family assistance,
quality education, incomc support for the disadvantaged and so forth, these too
should be considered part of the Accord compact - part of the dcal between the
Australian government and Australian cmployees.

This idea of the "social wage" is the kcy to understanding the way our Accord
works.

While we focused wage movements on a central determination of the full bench of
the Australian Industrial Relations Commission, all the industrial partics - the
unions, the government, thc employers and the Commission - rapidly went about
the job of prcparing the ground for far bigger changcs to come.

Wc pressed for the amalgamation of unions. In the last six ycars we have halved
thc number of federally registcred unions. We pressed for the simplification and
renovation of awards, so that today there are fewer catcgories, fewcr demarcation

. disputes, fewer gradations. We urged unions to use a singlc bargaining unit in -

negotiations, so that even where there was morc than one union, all unions would
consent to one agrecment. We encouraged a review of minimum rates, so that the
relationships between the minimum wages of diffcrent skills Icvels and so forth
werc looked at again and brought up to date.

Whilc that was going on in the industrial system, wc were also changing the
structurc of our economy.

Remember in 1983 wc had a fixed exchangc ratc, high tariffs, high inflation, low
profits and a recent history of warfare in industry. But by the late cighties and early
ninctics things were very differcnt.

Wc had had years of experiencc with a floating dollar. We had dercgulated finance.
We had put thc government busincss enterprises on a commercial footing, so they
had to make commercial decisions about pay increases. We had begun to reducc
industry protection, and we had announced that protection would be reduced
through the nineties, so thc pressure would remain on for increasing cfficiency and
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competitiveness. We had scen that we had to internationalise our economy to
preserve and enhance our living standards, and we could only successfully
intcrationalise if we beccame more compctitive.

You might say that the whole climatc and culturc changed.

We began to scc results.

By the late cighties we had restored the profit sharc. We had increased
_employment by onc fifth - the fastest cmployment growth in the OECD. We had
began to change the industrial composition, so that manufacturing output was more

than a third greatcr at the beginning of the ninetics than it had been when we came
to officc.

We also had evidence that we were beginning to successfully internationalise.
Bccause of very moderate wage growth our competitiveness against other countries
had increased by one tenth. Exports had doubled, and manufacturing and service
exports had tripled. Morc and more of our exports were going to Asian markets,
locking us in to the fastest growing region of the world.

And whilc all that was going on, industrial disputes - for which this country was
oncc notorious - dwindled away. Last ycar we had the lowest number of disputes
for thirty years.

Wc did all this whilc also cxtending universal health care, child care, and funding a
great explosion in education opportunitics. And we did it while bringing both
government spending and taxcs down, so that we cnded up with one of the lowest
ratio of both spcnding and taxcs to GDP in the whole OECD.

These werc all very big changes, so big that wc are only now beginning to realise
what has happcned. As even one of our critics conceded on the weekend it has
actually happened. He wrote that it sounds like a lot of political puff, but the funny
thing is that it has actually happened. It's actually there. Exports really are at 23
per cent of GDP. Just shy of a quartcr of everything we produce in this country is
now sold abroad. We rcally have triplcd manufacturing and service exports. We
rcally have had our greatcst exporting successcs in rccent ycars with elaborately
transformed manufactures like motor vchicles, boats, electrical equipment and
industrial machinery. It's all therc, it's all real, and if we don't throw it way it will
continue and get better.




TEL: 31.Aug .92 10:42 No . UUL F.UOS/ LI

Thesc were the successful results, but more importantly for the way Australia
works was the fact that we had by the beginning of the nineties accumulated nearly
a decadc's expericnce with the Accord. We trusted each other. The ACTU has
always delivered on its commitments. We found that thc Accord stood up not only
in hard times, but also in good times. In the carly eighties boom money wages
increascd 20 per cent. When we went through a boom in the late eighties money
wages increased by less than a third of that. We came out of the recession of
1982/83 with inflation at 11.5 per cent. We are coming out of rccession this time
with inflation under 2 per cent.

All this meant wc were ready for another change.

We had always rccognised that we could not indcfinitely focus all wage movements
in a uniform movement. We had always recognised that the price of bringing
inflation down and employment up through adjusting wages mainly in a single
national decision would be some loss of flexibility which we would later wish to
recover. So a few ycars ago we began putting in place a transition to a much more
flexible system, under which the vast majority of decisions over wages and working
practices would be made at the workplace level, often within an industry
framework. Four ycars ago we amcnded the law under which the AIRC operates to
allow thc certification of agreements. In a speech in Melbourne in 1989, 1
foreshadowed the switch, and in our submissions to the national wage casc in 1990
and 1991 we argued for the introduction of workplace bargaining based on
productivity increases. The AIRC queried us at first but latc last ycar it cleared the

. obstacle, and this ycar we have amendcd the act to encourage the making of .
workplacc bargains throughout the country.

So now we arc quite firmly entcring a ncw era.

In the last couple of years we have had more change in the workplace than in
decades beforc. We havc a couple of hundred agreements registcred alrcady, and
therc are many more coming forward. Wc have now got some very good examples
of wherc we want the wholc system to go — agreements madc by Shcraton, Toyota,
GMH Holdcn, Email, Concretc Constructions and Southern Aluminium, to mention
a fcw. All told we have many more people here working under registercd
cnterprise agrcements than undcr registcred employment contracts in the New
Zcaland. Wc will about double that number when we bring the Australian Public
Service into workplace bargains, and the Minister for Industrial Relations Pcter
Cook has alrcady opencd negotiations to do just that.
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By this tim¢ next year we will have half the workforce under workplace bargains,
and within a few ycars it will be the characteristic, the usual, the normal way in
which our industrial relations arc conducted.

Bargaining is the way, but arching over it we have an agreement with the ACTU
that wage incrcases will be consistcnt with keeping our inflation rate comparable
with our trading partncrs. This is a very important commitment, which entrenches
our very low inflation rate, and our compctitivencss. It's an agreement we can rely
on - one with tccth. The union movement has the ability to control the timing and
extent of claims. And we as a government have already said that our commitment
to supcrannuation increascs over the decade, and to general minimum wage
incrcases from time to time, would be reconsidercd if wages growth started to
outrun the Icvel compatiblc with low inflation.

Frankly, I think we could run into big trouble if we press ahead with workplace
bargaining without an agrcement on inflation.

Those who think workplace bargaining can be carricd out without an agrecment on
restraining inflation are, I think, naive.

Not only would we lose our very low inflation, but in the attempt to get it back
government then has to depcnd on high interest rates to counter inflationary wage
increascs. This inevitably leads to higher unemployment.

- In this new system there rcmains an important role for the Australian Industrial
Relations Commission in sctting minimum rates in awards, and in so doing
providing a safcty net below which employees cannot fall. It will also have an
important role in hclping the partics to rcach enterprise or industry agreements, in
vetting singlc cnterprise agrcements to make surc the cmployces have not been
disadvantagcd, and in vetting agrecments which go beyond a single cnterprise to
make sure they are bascd on genuine productivity cnhancements and relate to an
industry rather than an to a craft or occupation.

As the Commission reviews its guiding principlcs this year, we will be putting to it
that it should adopt this role.

So we are cntering a wholc new chapter in the long story of industrial rclations in
Australia.

But sometime beforc May ncxt year we will also have to make a choice.

A choice of great conscquence for our futurc.
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I have to get a little trenchant here, a little partisan, but I know you people in the
industrial rclations world are quitc comfortable with a spirited dcbate.

You have enough cxperience to know that industrial relations goes right to the heart
of what a country is about.

This dccision will not be about whether we switch to a system where employers
and employccs and their unions reach bargains in their workplace or industry.

That is something wc are already doing.

It is not a dccision about whether wage changes should be based on productivity
movcments, and on the mutual cxploitation of productivity gains arising from
changcs in work practices.

Again, that is something we are already doing.

The real choice we must make in this country is between continuing a cooperative
approach which has brought important, tangible and unquestionable benefits, or
forcing employers and their employees into an industrial war from which neither

would gain.

The choice is whether we keep low inflation - or throw it away.

. Whether we have an Accord - or not.

Whether we have a safety net for the poorly paid - or not.

Whether people are forced off current awards without having a say ~ or not.
Whether they can count on their leave entitlcments and their pay packet - or not.
Whether we havce a quick and casy means of cnforcing agreements - or not.

Whcther we have an umpire to make sure workplace agrccments are fair and that
pcople are not cocrced into bad dcals - or not.

Whether cmployees are guaranteed rising superannuation contributions madc by
employers on their behalf through this dccade ~ or not.

Whether we should accept a government rcsponsibility to train the young and
retrain adults - or not.




Whether peoplc genuinely sccking work should have income support if they need it
for as long as they nced it - or not.

Whether we should press ahcad with first order rcforms like increasing productivity
at the workplace and cnhancing the quality of our workforce, or whether we should
instcad go the way of tenth order bogus reforms, like a consumption tax.

Thesc are the choicces, and today I want to state quitc unequivocally where my
government stands.

I want to offer a chartcr for the ncw era in industrial relations.

In this charter I will make thesc undertakings on behalf of the Australian
govemment.

Wc undertake to maintain the inflation agrcement with the ACTU, so that inflation
in this country never again gets out of linc with inflation in our trading partners, and
the products of Australian industry remain competitive in world markets.

We undertake to keep a safcty net undcr the low paid and the poorly organised.

We undcrtake to make sure workplace agreements are fair.

Wec undertake to cnforce agrccments with simple procedures.

We undcrtake not to forcc employecs off awards.

We undertake to allow employees to be covercd by their unions.

We undcrtake to train thc young and rctrain adults, to enhancc our skills and the
quality of our workforce.

Wec undertake to build secure and comfortablc retirements for Australian
employccs, and to build Australian saving, by incrcasing the superannuation
guarantee throughout this dccade.

We undcrtake to providc an unquestioned right to income support to pcople who
are genuinely seeking work, and to provide training and restraining programs for all
who can bencfit from them.
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We undertake to not introduce a consumption tax, and wc undertake to fulfill our
commitment to dramatically reduce the marginal tax rate on the income of most
employees.

And wc undertake to take care of pcople - to help working familics with good child
care, good cducation and quality health care.

What this charter comes down to is this.
We will not belittle Australians in their working lives.

Wec will not take away thcir rights in the factories shops and officcs where they
spend at least a third and often well over half of their waking hours.

We will not cancel their say about how their work is organised and how it is
rewarded.

Wec will not prepare for the 21st century by reinvoking the rules and relationships
of the 19th century.

In our pursuit of economic efficicncy, of greater output, we will not lose sight of
the fact that we want greater output, greater efficiency, only as a means of
improving the quality of our lives - not at the expense of the quality of our lives.

No doubt many of you who arrived over the weekend have had a chance to look
around our lovely harbour here, and sce some of the splendours of waterfront
Sydney. ‘

In a little while you'll be sccing a videco of Sydney, which will show you morc of
thc glamorous bits.

But if you really want to see what this country is about, how we rcally live and
what we rcally aspirc to - if you want to understand why the choice we are going to

make will so important to this country - I suggest you get on a train to a suburb like
Bankstown.

Bankstown is wherc my family comes from, where I grew up, where I've spent
most of my adult ycars. Irepresent Bankstown in Parliament.
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If you go therc you'll see it is very big suburb of simple family homecs, most with a
garden. You'll sce people of Anglo and Irish descent like my family, but these days
you'll also see people from Italy and Greece, China and Vietnam, Turkey and
Lebanon, all getting on reasonably well. You wont sec spectacular sights like the
harbour, but you will see churches and community ccntres, hospitals and clinics,
public swimming pools and playing fields.

This is suburban Australia, which is wherc most Australians live, but it is not
wealthy or privileged or clitist.

It's a good life out there for most peoplc, with good houscs, good schools and good
medical care and access to good colleges for kids who want to go on. There is child
care for working families, and quality trcatment for everyone in public hospitals.

There is more unemployment thcre now than we arc preparcd to accept, but we are
rapidly expanding training schemcs for uncmployed youngsters, and retraining
schemes for uncmployed adults, and we are funding projects in the local
community which can employ people quickly, while the cconomic expansion now
underway comes through to provide long tcrm jobs.

It's safe by the standards most citics, and it's a neighbourhood where pcople still
look out for one another.

It's a world which has changed a lot over the last decade - new factories being

-built, old ones being closed.

Children moving off into new occupations in the service industries, which their
parcnts would not have drccamed of. Much morc pressure to compete and be
successful at school and at collcge or university. Much more pressure to match the
best the world can produce.

It's been a tough decade in many respects, onc in which the economy has imposed
many new demands.

But part of the deal has always been that working people in places like Bankstown
have somc control in their working lives, some predictability, some assurance that
their pay packets and conditions will be protccted.

Somc assurance that they and their families can rely on good health care, good
education and safc neighbourhoods.

Thesc things arc all part of what I said carlier was our "social wage".
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They are all part of thc compact thc Australian government has made with
Australian cmployces.

As 1 say Bankstown js not a place for spectacular sccnery, but what we have out
there are things we value very highly, things we are prcparcd to work hard for and
keep for our children.

Things we will not lightly throw away.

Things Australians have worked hard for, and which this govcrnment will fight to
protect.

They are things the charter I have announccd today is designed to safeguard.




