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Members of Parliament (Staff) Act: Employment Issues

The Members of Parliament (Staff)
Act 1984 (the MoPS Act) governs
employment of staff (MoPS staff) by
members, senators and ministers.
This Research Note complements
two others, on MoPS Act
Background, and MoPS Act
Accountability Issues.

Remuneration of MoPS staff

Remuneration of MoPS staff has two
main components: salary, and an
extra duties allowance. When the
Act first came into operation,
salaries were tied to Public Service
(APS) salaries and they remain
closely related to that structure.
MoPS staff range through
administrative assistants, executive
assistants, electorate officers and
assistant advisers, holding positions
equivalent to administrative service
officersin the APS, to advisers who
hold positions equivalent to senior
officersin the APS, to principal
advisers, senior advisers and
ministerial media advisers, whose
salaries match those of the APS
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volatility, salary levels have not
risen greatly in real terms since the
mid 1980s (Figure 1).! They have
risen more slowly than Average
Weekly Earnings. Most MoPS staff
earn less than advisers, and their
earnings have risen no more quickly.

The value of Parliamentary Staff
Allowances (Figure 2) has been
falling ever since the introduction of
the MoPS Act.

MoPS Act salaries have long been
flexible, particularly for senior
ministerial staff. Prior to the passage

Figure 1. Advisers' salaries and Average Weekly Ordinary Time
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of the Workplace Relations Act 1996
flexibility was achieved chiefly in
two ways:. by setting awide salary
bandwidth for senior advisers using
APS SES sadlary ranges; and by
employing staff as consultants.

The pay of consultants, however,
was generally within the range of
senior advisers salaries. This
suggests that the engagement of
consultants was not a deviceto raise
salaries, but rather a meansto vary
other employment conditions, such
as early termination provisions, and
to contract advisers for specific
purposes.” Since the |ate 1990s,
individual contracts (AWAS) have
provided much of the salary and
conditions flexibility earlier
mechanisms sought to achieve.

Limited information is available on
appointment levels for MoPS staff as
awhole and available data are
difficult to interpret. It seems that
ministerial staff are being appointed
at comparable levels of seniority
now as in the early 1980s (Figure
3).2 Although there are more senior
advisers, this has been the result of
an increase in the number of all
staff, not anincrease in the
proportion of senior staff.



http://scaletext.law.gov.au/html/pasteact/0/498/top.htm
http://www.aph.gov.au/library/pubs/rn/2002-03/03rn14.pdf
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Figure 3. The seniority profile of ministerial staff
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Conditions of Employment

A MoPS staffer isreadily dismissed,
though like most employees they can
seek the protection of the Workplace
Relations Act against dismissal that
is harsh, unjust or unreasonable. Itis
rare for staff to successfully claim
unfair treatment when the dismissal
provisionsin the MoPS Act are very
straightforward and the conditions
known to be highly demanding.*

Easy dismissal, it isargued, is
necessary to the political nature of
MoPS staff employment. If a staff
member does not have the full
confidence of their minister or MP,
they can be of little use to their
employer. In this respect, however,
their situation is little different to
that of Departmental Secretaries, as
the Barratt case demonstrated.®

Thefirst question thisraisesis
whether there is adequate
compensation to balance the ease of
dismissal. The salaries of MoPS staff
are generally no greater than those
received in the APS. The severance
benefitsin the Certified Agreement
covering MoPS staff are no more
generous than those offered by many
other employers, including
employers with whom employment
would be regarded as much more
secure. Most personal staff other
than electorate staff receive an
allowance of around $12 000 per
annum, while junior personal staff
receive $7879. However, as shown
above, the value of this allowanceis
declining, and electorate staff
receive an optional allowance of

It may make more sense
to set theratio in terms
of total salary cost,
allowing both greater
fairness and more flexibility in
staffing arrangements.

There are broader institutional
guestions. Should MoPS staff be
recruited by individual MPs (asis
currently the case), or should a
greater role be given to
parliamentary parties? Given that
party loyalty is akey attribute of
MoPS staff, having them recruited
by the party rather than the
individual MP might provide greater
staffing flexibility and create a more
forgiving mechanism for dealing
with personality clashes. It might
also ensure more consi stent
recruitment practices. The downside
could be that staff could become
instruments of the party leader or
their faction, rather than of the MP
for whom they work.

A second question is whether the
Act confers the appropriate level of
discretion on the Prime Minister.
The discretion extends, for example,
to influencing conditions of
employment of all staff, including
electorate officers and the staff of
the non-government party leaders. It
also extends to being able to vary
numbers and ratios of staff. Not only
are these powers concentrated in the
hands of the Prime Minister, the
arrangements are not transparent.
Prime Ministerial determinations are
not publicly available in the same
way, for example, as the Public
Service Commissioner's Directions.
A parliamentary committee should
perhaps have arole in making these
MoPS staffing determinations.
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