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FK: Is that music to your ears those words there? The Prime Minister saying that the 
challenge is not to wage war but to get some sensible reform options to the people? 

IW: It was very pleasing to hear that, and that’s the sort of conversation that employers 
have been asking for some time so that we can have a proper debate and we can have 
community discussion around how we need to set up our workplaces and our work for the 
new economy that is now with us…. it’s not coming it’s with us.  

We have a workplace relations system where we’ve had inertia now for several years and 
before that employers would say that we went backwards and we now need to have a 
proper debate about tax reform for productivity, we need also to have a debate about 
workplace relations reform for productivity and competitiveness so that we can cope and 
prosper in the new economy.  

FK: How do you broach that though? How do you get over that inertia? Because the inertia 
as you described it under the Abbott government was because Abbott didn’t want a war 
over IR, he was worried about that because of the successful union WorkChoices 
campaign and the electoral impact of that. How do you get these changes to occur without 
frightening the public and convincing the public that you’re not trying to threaten their 
conditions? 

IW: You used a lot of terms there that we all agree with.  Nobody is asking for a war. 
Nobody is suggesting that there needs to be a war. There needs to be a proper 
conversation about how we need to adapt to our changing circumstances.  

Employer groups, unions, have a role in this. Some I’ve spoke with, some of the more 
enlightened union leaders who are very focused on disruption in the workplace, and how 
the workforce copes with that and what that means for industrial relations per se.  

Government has a role in this. What’s happened is unfortunately for a range of 
circumstances the last couple of years haven’t seen much progress. The government’s 
tried to put some legislation through the senate, which hasn’t been successful, but this 
represents an opportunity to reset the agenda and have a mature conversation. 

FK: In your speech today you say that unions intimidated the government into taking a 
backseat in the community debate in industrial relations. Are you worried that the unions 
might try and do that? Especially if you start talking about - and this is a sacred cow for 
business or parts of business anyway - which is to get rid of weekend penalty rates. This is 
a recommendation from the productivity commission to get rid of Sunday rates for some 
workers. But the workers immediately say that there should be some compensation to 
work on the day of rest while the rest of the family is at home together. 

IW: We have to look at this in a holistic way. If we are to compete globally, if we are to 
recognise that we’re operating in a 24/7 economy, we do have to make some adjustments. 
I would counter that by saying, if we are to make adjustments in some sectors, fast food, 
retail, hospitality, etc., that will create the circumstances where more jobs can be created, 
particularly for our young people and that’s what we want first and foremost. 



FK: There’s always going to be losers in this change. How do you convince these workers 
who are going to lose these penalty rates who need to stay in their jobs, maybe older 
workers who have been in their jobs a long, to give them up for the greater good. 

IW: There’s never going to be a situation where everyone is going to feel like a total 
winner. But the economy as a whole will be a winner, and there will be more jobs created. 
We firmly believe that.  

If you just look at most people, we have now what is a sharing economy developing: Uber, 
airbnb, and others like that. Traditional ways of working in those areas are being disrupted 
or challenged. We’re seeing automation moving at a pace like nothing ever before. That’s 
meaning that people’s jobs are under threat or they are having to do them differently. 
We’re seeing customisation, people demanding what they want when they want it, more 
and more through the Internet and the like. And we’re seeing an ageing population. These 
are real factors that we have to deal with. We can’t shy away from it, we have to face up to 
that when we’re looking to implement laws that will allow us to compete in a global 
environment, which is like everywhere. We can’t stay rigid. 

FK: In the past people have always argued that more flexibility for employers means less 
protection for workers. In the sense of the workforce in those emerging, disrupted, 
industries, and I’m talking about things like uber coming out, Airbnb, is the workforce doing 
it for itself, doing it for you. Because they’re not seeking the same sorts of protections in 
those areas. 

IW: That’s largely our point: people are just getting on with it. They’re taking advantage of 
the opportunities that are coming up. 

FK: What do you want the first change Malcolm Turnbull should make in your view? 

IW: What we want firstly the government to do is to get more involved in the debate. 
There’s a lot going on at the moment in the fair work commission, in terms of test cases 
where the government could quite pleasingly intervene. If not to put forward a firm 
argument, then to put some context around the discussion.  

There’s a whole range of matters before the fair work commission around: casuals having 
an absolute right to convert to full time employment; the ACTU’s domestic violence claim; 
accident make-up pay entitlements. All these things are costs on employers that need to 
be resolved one way or the other. So there’s a role for government overall to not be so 
timid, and to put a lot of these issues into context and to have a view, and that would be 
the first thing that we would like to hear from the government. The government to put 
forward propositions and have a view. The problem we’ve had, as you’ve said and I’m 
saying today, is that the government has in some ways been intimidated so it’s 
unfortunately vacated the field.  

 

FK: Thanks Innes. 

 


