Introduction

The nature of Australian unemployment has changed dramatically in the last fifteen years.  This period has seen the emergence of mass unemployment, dramatic increases in long-term unemployment and its concentration in certain communities.  It has seen rural de-population and high levels of people of working age ‘dropping out’ of the system for various reasons.

The quality of our lives and the lives of our children will be decided by how we respond to the challenge of these changes in the next few years.

The ANOU has consistently argued that the socially just response to unemployment must be based on a commitment to full employment.  Approaches which abandon this commitment will lead us further into the deeply divided and bitter society that we are rapidly becoming.

The implications of a commitment to full employment have been frequently misrepresented and misunderstood.  This document sets out the ANOU’s understanding of full employment and its importance as a goal of Government, our national institutions and our entire society.

What is Full Employment?

Full employment exists when all adults who wish to take up paid work can find it within a reasonable time.  This does not mean zero unemployment.  With rapid technological change and the consequent changing demands for skills, substantial numbers of people may be undergoing training – or simply be in transition between jobs – at any time.  We are not concerned here with debates about what percentage of unemployment is ‘acceptable’, but with the values of equity and participation on which the vision of full employment is based.

The ANOU’s understanding of full employment is founded upon our belief that every adult who wishes to engage in paid work should have the right to do so.  This right cannot be fulfilled unless the work available meets the human need to obtain an income, to contribute to society and to gain a status in the community through this contribution.

The nature of work, it organisation and the skills it demands are changing at an accelerating rate.  In these circumstances, the ways in which society strives towards full employment must also be dynamic and responsive to human needs.  What remains crucial is that opportunities are open to all, that no individual or social group is excluded from paid employment or confined to marginal forms of employment and that all social, commercial and governmental impediments to equity of treatment be removed from the pathway to paid employment.

A commitment to full employment is therefore an issue of social justice, not just a question of numbers.  It is concerned with a fair distribution of work, training, income and leisure between all members of society.

Who benefits from Full Employment

The denial of the right to earn a living has become the most pervasive social injustice of our time, hindering the development of a range of other human potentials for over a million Australian citizens and dramatically increasing government expenditures in areas such as health, policing, corrections and the likes.  The people who suffer most are not chosen at random.

If, as many claim, society will have to adjust itself to continued unemployment, the pain of this adjustment will not be equally shared unless we deliberately choose to ensure that it is.  Experience in Australia in recent times – and overseas experience – shows that the people who will suffer the most will be indigenous workers, so-called “unskilled” workers, mature-age workers, women, the disabled and the multi-cultural community.

If we accept continued unemployment, people born into these groups will remain unemployed or in marginal jobs for a very long time, often for the whole of their lives.  It will blight their lives and the lives of their families and their children.

It will also blight the whole of our society.  A society deeply divided between those with more than an equal share and those denied the right to earn a living will not be a pleasant place, even for the privileged.  Only full employment provides a framework in which all people can have an equal share of life’s chances.

A popular Australian argument seeks to deny that many workers are denied the right to earn a living on the basis of the suggestion that if people remain unemployed for any significant period of time, they only have themselves to blame.  There is no evidence in Australia to back up this claim and the evidence that is available points to the basic conclusion that there is insufficient paid employment available for all and/or an inequitable distribution of that paid employment.

What difference would setting a goal of Full Employment make?

No society achieves full employment all the time.  Economic crises may lead to periodic rises in unemployment.  Success must be judged by how effectively and how quickly the society responds by reasserting full employment.  Australia is proving to be extremely reluctant in this regard.

Societies that have a good record of achieving this outcome come in all sizes and with all forms of political and economic systems. Crucially, there are two factors that employment-successful economies have in common:

· first, a common understanding that full employment is necessary for any definition of the society doing well;

· Second, institutions that are capable of translating this commitment into action.

Australia has neither of these.

We have become convinced of the inevitability of mass unemployment and ‘personal resignation’, yet unprepared to ensure that this ‘inevitable unemployment’ is shared equally across society.  Government Ministers can happily describe the economy as doing well when 20% of our people are excluded from any rewarded constructive role in it.  Instead, they actively support the use of compulsory free labour schemes to fill the need for workers.

Neither Government, nor Australia’s current “social coalition” structures, nor the Trade Union movement nor the corporate/business community seem able to tackle the key issues that perpetuate mass unemployment.  Unpaid unemployed people themselves (usually without any resources at all) are expected to present perfectly constructed and costed plans to the very people who are well paid to do the job they are apparently not doing.

Without a fundamental commitment to full employment, these people are condemned to put other policy goals before the goal of generating more jobs and ending the exclusion of the unemployed.  Some political maestros even publicly acknowledge that they do not support job creation strategies as a solution to unemployment.

Low inflation, a stable currency, increased profits or wages, tackling national debt, funding various ‘wars’, cutting income tax or simply looking after vested interests all take precedence.

Changing patterns of work

The type of jobs that exist in any economy change constantly.  The existence of such huge changes is not unique to our own time.  There has been a historic reduction in the time people spend in employment.  This will and must continue.

Employment patters have been changing.  Part-time, temporary and casual employment have grown dramatically in recent years and are now a dominant feature of the Australian workforce.  Consequently, the predominance of full-time permanent employment is challenged and weakened almost on a daily basis.  Simultaneously, huge numbers of workers are working many more hours, often without pay.

In part, these patterns reflect cyclical factors, but it is generally agreed that longer term factors are also at work.  In Australia presently, both these trends clearly appear to be on the rise.

Arguing for a full employment society is not, as it has often been caricatured, an argument for a ‘40 hour a week job for 40 years’, or for everyone to work in factories.  In exactly the same way as ideas of what constitutes social justice have evolved, the idea of full employment must evolve.  What remains central is that the same choices are open and accessible to all.

We cannot accept the evolution of an economy that provides highly skilled, demanding and rewarding jobs for some, while providing low skilled, low paid jobs – or no jobs at all – for the rest.  Equally, offers of inferior or restricted forms of employment to the unemployed create a two-tier system that is not compatible with full employment.  If the new forms of employment involve more part-time work, more time for unpaid work, or more time spent in training, these features should be equitably distributed among all the people.  In other words, if we are not going to share the employment, we must share the unemployment.

Choice about forms of work is as important for the currently unemployed as for the employed.  A person forced to do overtime to maintain a decent income is as much a victim of our current employment inflexibility as is an unemployed person offered part-time or unpaid work when full-time work is wanted.  A commitment to full employment that is informed, among other things, by demands for social justice will more quickly and more smoothly see the ‘flexibility’ Government Ministers make a great deal of noise about.  Such a commitment will, in fact, see genuine flexibility being expanded to meet the needs of workers as well as industry.

Full employment cannot be achieved by excluding certain categories of people from the workforce.  The ENU Charter of Rights of the Unemployed argues that all members of society must have equal right to employment regardless of social class, age, gender, marital status, disability, ethnic origin or sexual orientation.

In the past, women’s (and, more recently, older men’s) right to employment have been ignored.  In arguing for full employment, therefore, it must be stated clearly that women and older men have an equal right to employment as any other person aspiring to paid employment.  Significantly, for example, countries that have been most committed to full employment (e.g. Sweden) have generally achieved the highest rates of female participation in employment.

In Australia, changes in the division of parental responsibility, child care facilities and flexibility of employment will be needed to create genuine equality of opportunity.  Equally, very considerable changes in the education system and in social attitudes will also be needed to reach that goal.  The scale of these reforms is an indication of just how powerful the goal of full employment would be as a motor for social change.

Unpaid work

Unpaid work is now big business in Australia.  Annually, millions of dollars of public money goes into the task of placement of so-called ‘volunteers’ into organisations, both not-for-profit and for-profit.  Many areas of work that, until recently, were considered valid employment (such as work in the environment, community services, some aspects of child care, etc.) are now the target areas for Governments to place volunteers and conscripts to unpaid work programs such as work-for-the-dole.  In Australia, this is done under the general umbrella of “mutual obligation”.  Most recently, it has come within the Coalition Government’s first major response to the Welfare Reform Reference Group Final Report, “Australians Working Together”.

It is now absolutely vital that these arrangements be re-evaluated to return this type of work (and many others) to the status of paid employment and to ensure they are revalued in the eyes of the general community.  The more realistic status must then be linked to payment at levels appropriate to that status.  Attempts to redefine work simply by increasing the status of unpaid work but without transforming it into paid work guarantees the advancement of a two-tier society.  We cannot reward some people with money and some with a pat on the back and claim that we value their work equally.

The ANOU focus on access to paid employment does not deny the importance of genuine voluntary work that is done unpaid.  Of course any person may choose to commit themselves exclusively to unpaid work rather than take up paid employment.  What is essential is that the choice of decent, paid work is available and offered to them in the first place.

A fair share of the paid work in society also demands a fair sharing of the unpaid work.  As in any civil society, the work of rearing children and a vast array of other unpaid household work is regarded as a natural part of life, often making it difficult for them to take up paid employment.  The issue of childcare is therefore central.  Childcare must be seen as a responsibility to be shared by society, if that same society is going to demand that the usual carer be employed in regular paid work.  Furthermore, childcare and household work in general must be seen as responsibilities to be fully shared by men and women alike.

Rights of unemployed people

People who are denied the right to adequate paid employment must still have the right to an adequate income while in that situation – sufficient not just to provide basic economic welfare and security (which, in Australia is not currently the case anyway), but also to live with dignity and to participate fully in society.  Emphasising the centrality of everyone’s right to a decent paying job in no way diminishes the importance we attach to the many other human rights of unemployed people.  Further, the typical Australian position of claiming that responsibilities are just as important as rights conveniently obscures the fact that the prevailing Australian system is almost entirely responsibilities with no actual ‘rights’ at all.  It is sad fact of life for many hard-working Australians that they found out that unemployed people have huge responsibilities with few meagre rights far too late for them.

For unemployed people to get back to work, they need – as an absolute minimum – access to affordable high quality, recognised training and decent transport options.  Currently, neither of these is readily available to unemployed people in Australia.  Further, many unemployed people are excluded from any form of government assistance on the basis of highly questionable and quite unreasonable qualification rules.

Access to all training should be voluntary and based solely on the informed assessment of unemployed people about the potential benefits of taking part.  Much alleged ‘training’ is redundant and produces no tangible benefit to the unemployed participant.

Attendance at Centrelink, Job Network Members, employment interviews, work programs and the myriad other “obligations” imposed on job seekers all cost large amounts of money – often money they simply do not have.  Provision must be made for unemployed people to actually carry out these obligations placed on them by people who have no commensurate obligation-costs.

Beyond that, it clearly needs to be reiterated that unemployed people do not lose their rights as Australian citizens when they lose their job.

Most particularly, while ever unemployment remains, unemployed people have a right to be represented at every level where decisions are being made about their lives.  A society committed to eliminating mass unemployment must not only allow such representation to happen, it must actively support the democratic structures needed to develop it.

Full Employment and decent jobs.

The ANOU’s commitment to the goal of full employment – which is rooted in a commitment to social justice – cannot be equated to the attitude of ‘jobs at any price’.  Society may well be better off without particular jobs because, for example, they are exploitative or dangerous or pose significant environmental risks.

The nature of jobs that are ‘unacceptable’ is constantly changing.  In Australia currently, one can make a career and/or a good living out of working as a cardsharp at a Casino or in the business of selling one’s body for money.  The changing nature of employment must be matched with a changing standard of environmental and employment protection, both through legislation and collective bargaining.

A path towards Full Employment

The ANOU and its member organisations have consistently argued that to achieve a full employment society, we need action on three fronts:

· to make jobs.  This means making sure that our national resources are exploited in a way that generates the maximum number of jobs, not just the highest level of profit;

· to keep jobs.  This means having a policy of protecting viable industries, the industrial relations structures to fairly settle disputes without disruption and to overturn the culture in which managers are applauded and rewarded for shedding jobs;

· to share jobs.  This means not only conventional job-sharing, but also a shorter working week, retiring earlier and a life with less work and more leisure for everyone.

As well as increasing the total number of jobs that are available, it is essential to ensure that people who have waited the longest and suffered the worst have a better than equal chance of getting those jobs.  At the very least, a system of guaranteed interview following a specified period of unemployment should be actively considered.

The ANOU has developed constructive and, to some, radical policies on each of these principles.  They are available to any who wish to participate in the long-overdue discussion of reinstating a full employment society.

For over ten years, unemployed workers’ groups and, since 2000, the ANOU, have made detailed submissions in many public inquiries and at many meetings as well as lodged many media statements.  Many of the statements and submissions are in the public arena.  The work we do is not definitive, as we are the first to admit that we do not have all the answers.  Not having all the answers is not the same as giving up on the hunt.  We have some of the answers and together as a nation, we possess the solution to the problem.

Progress on all the necessary fronts is difficult.  It requires us to challenge the inertia of those who would be more comfortable if things stayed as they are.  For this we need a goal.  An evolving vision of full employment provides that goal.  It also provides a powerful driving force to carry out a whole range of other changes that will make this a better and more just society.  Without that commitment, any level of unemployment will be acceptable.  With it, we are at least on our way.
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