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HAMISH MACDONALD: The ACTU is stepping up its push to secure a better deal for 
workers. It's released a six-point plan to lift wages which 
includes changing the Fair Work Act to allow workers to take 
legal strike action in support of industry-wide pay claims. The 
ACTU says the current enterprise-only bargaining system 
gave too much power to employers and failed to deliver for 
workers, but the campaign has alarmed business which is 
warning of a return to the law of the jungle days of the 1970s. 

 Well, James Pearson is the chief executive of the Australian 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry. Good morning and 
welcome to Breakfast. 

JAMES PEARSON:  Good morning, Hamish. 

HAMISH MACDONALD: Your reaction to this six-point plan, and in particular, the idea 
there might be legal capacity for industry or sector-wide strike 
action in support of pay claims. 
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JAMES PEARSON: I think the union movement is walking away from a system 
that's delivered sustained and substantial pay increases for 
millions of Australians over a long period. Let's recognise that 
we all celebrate the 26 years of continuous economic growth 
in Australia. Our industrial relations system, for all its flaws, 
has had an important role in that, and that's something that 
the Labor Party - which was the architect of it originally, 
enterprise bargaining - and the Coalition which has supported 
it; both governments have played an important role in that. 

 If we go back to 1970s-style industrial relations, which is what 
the union movement is calling for, stay tuned for power 
strikes, milk strikes, school strikes, petrol strikes. People who 
are old enough to remember will remember and shudder 
about what it was like. And if there's a suggestion that it'll only 
be a limited number of industries for which their unions will 
have this ability, let's not kid ourselves. Who's going to use 
this new union power? It'll be the biggest guerrillas in the 
room. It'll be militants like the NUA, it'll be unions with a record 
of lawlessness like the CMFEU. This is setting us up for union 
rule, and I'm worried that small businesses who make up the 
bulk of my members will be sitting ducks. 

HAMISH MACDONALD: Do you, though, like the federal Government, want to see 
higher wages growth in Australia? We seem to have a bit of a 
problem with wages growth at the moment. 

JAMES PEARSON: We'd like to see affordable and sustainable wages growth. 
Everyone would like to see that. But let's remember that, 
given that more than eight out of ten Australians in a job are 
working in or for a business. If there isn't sufficient profit 
available to pay for a wage rise, then someone's wage rise is 
going to cost someone else a job. We heard the Reserve 
Bank governor yesterday say that he expected wages growth 
rates to increase. Why would we want to destroy an enterprise 
bargaining system that, despite its flaws and the need for 
remedy, has served us well? Why would we want to destroy 
this? 
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HAMISH MACDONALD: But I just want to pick you up on that. Has it been serving us 
well recently, though? Because wages grew at just 2.1 per 
cent a year, a historic low in the last year. We have all quarters 
of the political spectrum saying we need stronger wages 
growth. We have members of the business community even 
saying we need stronger wages growth. A lot of the conditions 
are there in Australia, which would normally see solid wages 
growth, and yet we're not seeing that sort of growth that we 
all might want. So is this system actually serving us well? 

JAMES PEARSON: Well, I think it would be worth asking the millions of 
Australians with a job, because [indistinct]… 

HAMISH MACDONALD: No, no. I'm asking you whether the system is, in fact, serving 
us well in the way that you've just described, given that wages 
growth is so weak? 

JAMES PEARSON: Well, my point here is that one of the things- that the flexibility 
we have got in the system is that it's kept people in 
employment at a time when businesses have been under 
pressure, and now things are turning around. We're seeing 
unemployment come down, and I'm confident that there'll start 
to be in businesses can afford it, that are able to stay and 
become competitive. They'll have the opportunity to hire more 
people and pay their staff more money. But the system is 
working, it's flexing. We dodged the global financial crisis. 
We've had, in a way, an extended period of time when our 
main product as a country, commodities, have seen their 
prices crash. Those prices are recovering. We're starting to 
turn the corner, and the Reserve Bank governor himself is 
sounding more positive about the outlook. 

 What I think's going on here is policy panic from the unions. 
The fact that is that less than one in 10 Australians in the 
private sector are choosing to join and I think quite frankly, the 
ACTU is panicking. They're searching for relevance. 
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HAMISH MACDONALD: So the Fair Work Act does not ban pattern bargaining, that's 
still allowed - negotiation for sector-wide pay rises. But it does 
prohibit strike action in support of common wage outcomes. 
Isn't that a bit of an inconsistency in the laws? 

JAMES PEARSON: Well, it's not an inconsistency because those changes were 
put in place some time ago in recognition of the bad old days 
of the 1970s where unions could hold entire industry sectors 
to ransom, which means that a dispute, a disagreement, a 
negotiation over pay and conditions in one company could 
spread like wildfire across an entire industry sector. And all of 
a sudden, you've got people who had nothing to do with the 
original issue being caught up, their livelihoods damaged, 
their jobs threatened, their businesses going under. There's a 
good reason why everyone should be concerned about the 
prospect of a return to the law of the jungle. 

HAMISH MACDONALD: Obviously, there is some positive sounds coming out of the 
Labor Party about the possibility of changes to the Fair Work 
Act if it wins the next election. You're actively engaged in this 
space; how much do you think a Shorten government would 
give the union movement in this regard? Do you have any 
sense of what deals it might be prepared to do on that front? 

JAMES PEARSON: Well look, I know the Labor Party has responded to the ACTU 
proposal by saying it's prepared to consider to discuss 
constructive proposals. I would caution the opposition that 
this is anything but the constructive proposal. I would like to 
work with the unions to… 

HAMISH MACDONALD: [Talks over] What if it did lead to higher wages growth, 
though? 

JAMES PEARSON: Well, if that wages growth is not affordable, it will lead to 
businesses closing and people losing their jobs, and this is 
the great contradiction that people are overlooking here. One 
of the reasons that we have an unemployment number with a 
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five in front of it and not a much bigger number, and one of 
the reasons that unemployment is going down, not up, in our 
country, is because we've had sufficient flexibility in our 
industrial relations system to allow that. We all want to see 
wages growth. It's got to be affordable. I'll say it again, 
[indistinct]… 

HAMISH MACDONALD: [Talks over] But we also need economic growth, though, don't 
we? But our economy is largely driven by consumption, and if 
people are not growing their wages, then that's problematic 
for all of us as well. 

JAMES PEARSON: And that's a real challenge, I agree, and that's recognised too, 
that in terms of consumption, the price of goods and services 
generally - apart from those often provided by government 
and funded by the taxpayer - the price of goods and services 
has actually been coming down. In part, that's because our 
economy is becoming more open to goods and services from 
overseas. And so, we need to recognise that purchasing 
power inflation, look at the rate of wages growth in relation to 
that. We all would like to see sustainable and strong wages 
growth, but unless it can be afforded by business which 
employs the vast majority of Australians with a job, then one 
person's wage rise is going to be another person losing a job. 
That's not a situation I or my members want to see. 

HAMISH MACDONALD: James Pearson, we will leave it there. Thank you very much. 

JAMES PEARSON: Thank you. 

HAMISH MACDONALD: James Pearson, CEO of the Australian Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry. 

 


