
WE HAVE TO FIX IR 
OR GET POORER
If businesses are to thrive, they need the 
support and flexibility of employees
INNES WILLOX

A SLOWING, stuttering and un-
certain Australian economy un-
derlines that 2015 cannot be
another wasted year on work-
place relations. In this case, bad
things come to those who wait.

Last year, as we slid down the
global competitiveness table, we
saw unemployment creep up, our
youth found it harder to get
meaningful work and we braced
ourselves for more economic dis-
ruption. Sadly, little happened on
workplace reform to encourage
businesses and their workforces
to adapt meaningfully to new
economic realities.

While we are undergoing the
pain of major structural change,
there are enormous opportunities
for Australian businesses to retool
and readjust in order to move up
the value chain to take advantage
of emerging technologies, find
new markets and compete in
smarter and more sophisticated
ways.

Our workplace relations sys-
tem does little to actively support
this. We simply cannot afford an-
other wasted year if we are to get
our economy into shape to meet
the challenges and opportunities
ahead.

We hear a lot about downsiz-
ing and offshoring and not
enough about investment and job
creation. Our inertia on work-
place reform has a lot to answer
for.

The federal government has
announced a very welcome Pro-
ductivity Commission inquiry
into aspects of potential work-
place reform.

Brace yourself after the release
of its impending discussion paper
for a barrage of hysterical slogans
and demands for potential meas-
ures to be ruled in or out.

The fact is, we desperately
need the debate on the long-term
structural changes essential to set
up our economy for the future.
But we also need some action
now. Action that is more than just
on the edges but can help kick-
start that confidence and the in-
vestment we require. In our high-
cost economy, it is critical for an
environment to be established
and maintained where businesses
can be nimble and, yes, flexible. 

Too many groups in our com-
munity are pressing in the op-
posite direction; seeking to
impose higher costs and more
rigidity on businesses. This
doesn’t wash in the 21st century
global economy where speed, pro-
ductivity and change rule.

While the Productivity Com-
mission goes about its long-term
work, Australian businesses have
to deal with pressing realities.
They face calls from unions in the
current four-yearly review of
awards for major new restrictions
to be imposed on the employment
of casuals and part-timers and a
raft of costly new entitlements.
This is like Groundhog Day and
they should be kicked into touch
by the Fair Work Commission.

Strangling businesses with
brassbound workplace relations
arrangements, red tape, and ex-
cessive minimum wages and con-
ditions is neither in the interests of
workers nor the broader com-
munity. It is surely better to focus
on maximising employment than
on increasing unemployment
benefits and to reduce the need
for businesses to terminate the
employment of staff than to in-
crease termination entitlements.

We hear rumblings in r econ-
omic debates about us having to
accept declining living standards.
The only way to improve living

standards over the longer term is
to achieve economic growth with
ongoing increases in productivity.
The implementation of a more
adaptive workplace relations sys-
tem is a key part of this.

If businesses are to successfully
innovate, they require the sup-
port, understanding and co-oper-
ation of employees. 

This usually requires changes
to work practices. Unless work-
place relations arrangements are
sufficiently flexible they operate
as a clear barrier to innovation.

The Fair Work Act needs to be
amended to increase flexibility for
employers and employees, and to
boost productivity. As a start,
every senator needs to support
the amendment bills currently
stalled in the Senate. These bills
make a series of modest but
worthwhile changes to the act and
are an important initial step.

Second, the federal govern-
ment needs to work towards im-
plementing the necessary
changes to the workplace rela-
tions system. 

The necessary changes go be-
yond the modest proposals in the
bills currently before parliament
and include more flexible bar-
gaining laws, and the freeing up of
the general protections and trans-
fer of business laws.

As unlikely as it is, unions need
to move beyond their tired rhet-
oric that any proposed change, no
matter how modest, represents a
return to the dark ages.

The Pavlovian reflex to holler
“WorkChoices” whenever any
workplace relations changes are
mooted is a decade old. It is as
meaningless as it is predictable
and boring. 

Modern workplaces are full of
employees who see the need for
change to secure their jobs, build
their skills and create meaningful

Copyright Agency licensed copy
(www.copyright.com.au)

The Australian, Australia
23 Jan 2015, by Innes Willox

General News, page 10 - Size: 291.00 cm²
National - Circulation: 116,854 (MTWTF)

ID 364286194 BRIEF INDGROUP PAGE 1 of 2



work for their children.
The changes to workplaces

laws in 2013 sent us backwards
and 2014 was a wasted year. In
2015, we need our political and
business leaders — and yes, union
leaders — to actively inform the
debate. We need directions and
decisions to help set up our work-
places to compete now and into
the future. Reform should never
be a dirty word.

Innes Willox is chief executive of 
the Australian Industry Group
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