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John Hyde

Australian industrial relations are less +han satisfactory. Mr
Willis, Mr Macphee and the bosses of the ACTU want to reform

Ur corporatist system by augmenting the +irnfluence of the ACTU
and the biggest unions within it. They wish to oreserve and
gtrengthen the structures, g enhancing the influence of its
more responsibhie elements. ties of the centralised system
itself, such s the HR Society, sec it as 3 srime
cause of Australia’'s i gars of relative sconomis decline
and want to do away wit hey want to return authoarity to
saritfament, anrnd industrd ations to the work place.

Leaving as'de the powerful human rights case against the

Arbitration Comm ﬁssﬁon arnd Tts workg, {f we concentrate on
gconomiac efficiency alorz, strictly within a structure that
maintains monopolistic associaticns, then Williz and Co are
probably right. They offer the standsrd corporatist solutior
te the economic problem of allocating rRECQUreeE--—co-oparatyon
among the powerful Within Tts own Timits 4t works———Mussclind
did get the trains to run on time.
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Act is not to sattle dispute
employvers’ associations. The Act prevents workers, managers
and unions competing to achieve the most afficient amploymnent

o) W
practices, and it encourages p opWe to combine at the expense

uremploved, consumers, Tation and the balance of
paymemts I'n the absense of competﬁtfom, Mr WiTl4s ' reforms
szek to fnpose Jess bad direction from above, but ¥ they are
Tess bad, they are only so0 9n the context of a bad system.
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Other things being equal, groups gnacompassing more of
society are less likely to injure us +than narrowly based power
groupe. Im Australia, the ACTU and big unions are more
encompassing than, say, the airline craews' undons, and they
therefore have more resason to take mational interests $nto
acoount . Recent sevidenge that they do s that the ACTU and
some of the bigger unions went along with the govarnmant 'g
wishes for Tower minimum award wages thar some other unifons
believe they should have won by bargaining.

However, the Togic of the encompassing-organisations
argument does not stop with Mp Will4g? Super unions of 3000

O
=



T tarminus s pariiament———the mogt
)

more members. The &
on of al’l.

0g
sncompassing organisa

Togic
isatd

I'n & Melbourne MHersld interview, lan Macphee said, "1
frankly am in no doubt that the wages outcome which has been
delivered so far by the government could not have been
deliveraed by a coalition governmemt, even ¥ ! had been the
industrial relations minister".
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had beer Tndustrd

faorbaar to comment on "even =
Mr Macphee that IF

mﬁmﬁsten", but must agree
important ceteris peribus assumptions about the
our ﬁhdugurﬁaﬁ Pe“a* ons system, then the Cosliw
have deliverad the wage outcome we have experienced.
ever, in fairness to his colleagues, Mr Macohes il SEgAl i have
ced on record the Liberal “arty policy that does rmot make
cetaris paribus assumptions. The Liberal policy, at lesagt
ts published form, 93 to a.“ow more freedom of

ciation, thereby reducing the manopoly power itself.
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The “mportant guestions are these
Macphee describes ernough, i3 9% worth

endure, and s there a better way?
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WHe only have to Took at the balance of payments figures
to say that the combination of wage restraint and productivi
improvement has not been enough.

Was it worth the price? The Accord and the various side
arrangamants have greatly increased the authorit y of the trads
union hierarchy. The Hawke government bo ought as much unior
restraint as it has achieved by selling the demcoratic mandate
to a less encompassing interest-——the ACTU. It got certain
shert-term benefits from the sale, but so what: appsasement
usually gete short—term gaine.

British experience ‘indicates that not only arge "Accords
net worth their price, but they are zlso short-lived. During
the 1870s the Wilson and Callaghan governments struck a

-

"Social Contract" with the British unions. The buzzword was

different but the deal was the same-———more union powsr traded
for wage hest”aﬁm“. The Sccial Contract vielded short-term
gaing and 49t 1y had widespread business SUDpoOrt.
Howsvear, when unionrn expectations did not materialise, the
unions used their enhanced monopoly powers to areate the
infamous "Winter of Discontent" of 1978,

One cons mguaﬂca of the "Winter of Discontent” was +he
slection of the first Thatcher government. Thatoher has
ressserted the sovereignty of parliament in clace of the
corporatist power sharing tried by Wilson and Callaghan. And
as an alternative policy to buying the union moguls'
cooperstion she has gradually reduced union powar by ughclding
the Taw and re pea?;n; some of those laws which granted special
Erivileges to unionists. TH@ greatest Trony fs that Mrg
Thatcher now enjoys a measure “‘ union co-cperation that, had
it been granmted to Ca??agh . would mrobkably have derndfed her
ofFfice. Now that *hﬂt:%&*ism s producing results and many



slements of it have found thevr way Trto other parties’
manifestos, we tend to forget that in 197¢ it was Just & scary
theory.

Finally, if the price of corporatist appgasement s too
high, s there a better way? Obviously, to treatr trade un<onrs
as legitimate organisations but without Tegal privileges or a
share of the government g one other way. This policy greatiy
reduces unions’ monopoly power, opening them up to competition
from new unions and pon-uniomists.

For a society to function thers must be a near corsensus
about fundamental rules, but within the rules, market
competition has a Tar better record than the consensus of even
the most enlightened ministers and trade union cfficials. The
powerful should be Tonely. It +s definitely not a Mindster's
Job to be Toved by trade unions, or by emplovers  or indeed to
nave a special relationship with arnybody . Special
relationships between the powsrfu’, that ig, corporatism, are
too often indistinguishable from corruption.

It s & Mindgter's job to admirister impartia’ Taws
impartially and that is difficult enough. Cur “ndustrial
relations system s not Tmpartial and that s what s W OM G
with Tt.



