On the dry side

Wage-fixing priesthood!
~ keeps its god ahve

y JOHN HYDE

] enthusiasm  of
ke’s summiteers for
itralised wage deter-
ation was twofold.

t, and probably up-
ost in every union and
ndustry  apparatchik’s mind

was\ the importance of pre-
serving his own place in the

arable work elsewhere.
se specialists were heavily
represented at the sum-
These are the high priests
priestesses who intercede
behalf of mortals before
e Arbitration Commission.

out a god there can be
. priests.

nd, many industry
lers and Labor Party
icians believed, I think
gly, that a return to
lhised wage fixing and
indexation is the surest
to achiecve wage restraint
a hence lower unemploy-
Bnt.

_Public acceptance by nearly
all the summit participants of

three scenarios” and
T of the causal link
: een wage levels and

£3
Of course most of the
pliticians present had known
‘all along, but it is also very
important that their friends in
he ACTU know that they
I0W, ‘and Trealise that they
@re now prepared to share
at knowledge with the pub-
It is vital that trade union
rs realise that an inc

employment was the most im-
pogtant achievement of the

Centralised wage-fixing is 5 2
‘until | there ' is

unemployment and no amount
of liturgical mumbo jumbo
could inspire its merciful
intervention. Unable to bring
themselves to admit the impo-
tence of their god, the high
priests blamed unemployment
on sacrifices made before a
false god — collective bar-
gaining — and called for re-
turn to the true faith.

Unbelievers mutter that nei-
ther god is likely to smile on
the - embattled unemployed
firm under-
standing ' that neither money
supply = increases nor trade
barriers will in future be used
to insulate any industry from
the consequences of its own
wage settlements.

Although the Arbitration
Commission merely blesses
agreements set by the bargain-
ing strength of the parties, it
is not entirely irrelevant to the
quality of the labour market,
and hence to the level of
unemployment.

It has two effects on the pro-
cess, both bad. First: its very
presence and traditional pro-
cedures make issues, which
might have been settled in
terms of mutual self interest,
into gladiatorial contests of
competing interests. It makes
commercial matters into legal
matters.

Second: although limited in
its capacity for ill, as well as
good, the commission imposes
a debilitating uniformity on
the labour market. Not only
does it compress wage “relati-
vities” between occupations, it
also compresses important
wage differences between in-

dustries, locations, and pro-
ductive and less productive
workers.

Few, other than the Sydney
would argue

. number of people P'Q " bread industry,
g to hold them, and not &ll stalé bread bought from

he  Government,

employment.
e wage-fixing priest
ostered the belief tha
E ployment-creating

K¢ was caused by the ]
l&pse of indexation. y ik
However, a more plausiblé
iplanation is that the gol-

pse of wage indexation iwa
: by the wage €

_, s¢ and effect have been
tonfused to protect the stand-
ing i

'of the priests and [

Eho ow

§

respor&]

§

T T ¥

a shop in Sydney should coms
mand nearly the same price
fresh bread delivered out o
town. Yet centralised awards
try to impose a uniformity,
that is not appropriate for
even a simple commodity like
bread, on great blocks of
Homo sapiens. Awards ignoré
individual aptitudes, locations;
and worst of all, wishes. T

A minimum wage is often
set so high that it becomes the
actual wage of most workers
covered by it. Employers are
discouraged by their organi-
sations from offering wages
higher than the award to indi-
viduals or groups, .and emé
ployees are forbidden by la
from working for less.

Marginal employees — th
young, the old, the unsk
and those with least inhe
aptitude — are denied jobs.
Marginal employers, unable to
cover costs, close their doors,
or never open them.

The same awards would be
equally harmful written b;
any other machinery., The
are the over-supply/under-
utilisation prices which alwa
associate with menopoly. ﬂ
this case the monopoly being
the relevant trade .uniom.
Nevertheless, a decentralised
system must be able lz
achieve more of the price di
ferences that do sometimes
get fresh bread delivered out
of town, 9

The labour market priests
say that the weak and di
organised -worker is dis-
advantaged in a decentralised
labour market, dominated by
powerful unions and employer
cartels. Even if this contention
should be true, there are lé?r
700,600 weak- and is-

“organised who would welcome

industry :ibl_e

to oifer
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Government had failedh”
meet its money targets, &
ough the targets them
ould not have been o
strictive. By 1981 it hat
come apparent that
Government was not
serious about money manage:
ment and inflation controie &
| Further, some industries
particularly the metal tESAes,
e convinced that ‘W,
excesses could be passed o8 ®
other industries through '4n
creased protection and, Of
§ that, Resource Booml
horia was encouraged.
" In the climate of theftime
employers and employe
that wage In
would be validated b
flation, protection and gn
Whatever the  wage-St
procedure, wage Increa
excess of indexation
vitable, Unions demande:
ages to accommodate,
pected inflation and
an face industrial @
&ployers accommoxia
Mnion demands in the B
that they would be in a ™
tion to raise prices. Wagel
tlements, in fact, reflect

bargaining strength of !
parties — that is to sa :
arket, albeit a very i :
Ect market. il ia

 However, inflation

not be allowed to contin
hecked, protection

ransferred costs and
loyment to other indu
‘and the resource
hot fulfil its promise. U
‘plovment was inevitable, |

e 1981 wage g«w -
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