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“Bosses do not really expect employees to believe what they say – they wish only that both sides pretend to believe that the game is for real, and behave accordingly.  From the bosses’ point of view, inducing the employees to treat the pretence of a vocational pattern to their employment seriously means storing trouble...”

Zygmunt Bauman

Summary

The Department of Education, Science and Training employs a small number of staff under the New Apprenticeship scheme.  The wages of the apprentices have been docked for training which they have not been getting.  The wages of many fall below the Henderson Poverty Line and all would earn more working full-time at McDonald’s.  The scheme functions as a form of extended work experience at minimal cost to the employer.

Introduction

Following a presentation that I made in May 2002 to Community and Public Sector Union (CPSU) delegates in the National Office of the Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST) comparing the wages of non-executive staff with the Henderson Poverty Line, a colleague employed under the New Apprenticeship (NA) programme approached me with concerns about pay and conditions.  Since then I have consulted several apprentices who have joined the CPSU.  This submission concerns their situation.  It does not deal with the NA programme in general, only with it’s operation within the APS.

A member and officeholder in the CPSU (Professional Division delegate to the ACT Regional Council of the Community and Public Service Union and workplace delegate in the Quality, Information and Equity Branch of DEST), I have made a personal submission, rather than contribute to the union’s submission.  I have consulted with a number of fellow members and officeholders, including several who are currently apprentices, while preparing it.

New Apprenticeships

When I first spoke with some of the apprentices in May they were concerned that:

a) DEST was docking their wages for time that they were supposed to have spent training, despite the fact that they had never had any (that is they worked five days a week, but were only paid for four);

b) other entry-level recruits were paid while they trained;

c) their wages were so low that several had had to take second jobs in the private sector on the weekends and after hours, leaving them exhausted;

d) many were performing identical work to colleagues who were being paid far more;

e) as temporary or non-ongoing employees they were vulnerable to retaliation by management should they seek any redress; and

f) they would only get an opportunity to compete for a permanent position after 12 months, so that they were effectively on probation for an unreasonably long period of time (the initial twelve months of being an apprentice, plus six months of formal probation after appointment).

Since then the apprentices have received six hours of training.  This was only provided after several had complained to management about the lack of training.  A number of the apprentices have advised me that they are disappointed with the poor quality of this.

Pay

Apprentices are paid a fraction of all other entry level staff: roughly eighty per cent of wages for colleagues at the same APS1 level.  This deduction of twenty per cent is made for training.  Junior rates apply for those under twenty one years of age.  Since apprentices are all new starters, the base from which their wage is calculated is the lowest increment of the APS1 (currently $28,500 per annum in DEST).  Table 1 illustrates the current pay rates for apprentices in DEST.

Table 1: current gross wages for New Apprenticeship participants in DEST

Age

(years)
Proportion of APS1

(%)
Gross wage at full junior rates

($)
Gross wage less deduction for training 

($)

21
100
28,500
22,800

20
91
25,935
20,784

19
81
23,085
18,468

18
70
19,950
15,960

<18
60
17,100
13,680

Source: DETYA Certified Agreement 2000.

Poverty

The NA programme is a pathway to poverty.  This is clear from a comparison between the wages of apprentices in DEST and the Henderson Poverty Line (HPL), which is prepared by the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research at the University of Melbourne using Australian Bureau of Statistics figures for seasonally adjusted household disposable income.  The HPL identifies income levels required for a particular family unit.  These vary from family units of one person upwards.  Though not without shortcomings, it is an uncontroversial measure of poverty suitable analyzing training wages in the APS.

In DEST the net fortnightly wage for an apprentice under eighteen is well below the current HPL for a single adult who rents and just below a social security allowance recipient who also receives rent assistance.  All apprentices aged under twenty earn less than the HPL for a single adult.  Those over twenty are just above the poverty line.  This situation is illustrated in figure 1.

The thinking behind junior wages assumes that the workers who earn them can rely upon family members for assistance and that they do not form independent family groups of one.  I believe, however, that it is necessary to compare all NA wages to single adult incomes.  Given the breakdown of the traditional family structure, it is not realistic to assume that young workers do not need to support themselves, that they are simply working for pin money.  At least one of the younger apprentices is independent, with all of the financial needs this entails: food, shelter, electricity etc.  Junior rates are not available for the purchase of any of these.

One apprentice advised me that he would be better off working full-time in McDonalds.  In order to verify this, I contacted the pay-roll team at the National Office of McDonald’s Family Restaurants in Thornleigh, NSW.  They advised me that McDonalds pays state/territory awards.  They did not have any data on ACT junior wages at hand, but they gave me details of their pay rates in NSW.  Figure 2 compares the current annual gross wages of apprentices in DEST and full-time entry level McDonald’s counter staff in NSW who are assumed to work 36 hours and 45 minutes per week, the same amount that DEST apprentices have been working.

As figure 2 shows, apprentices of all ages earn less in DEST than they would if they were working full-time in McDonald’s.  Were the apprentices’ wages not docked for training, however, they would earn more than counterparts of equivalent age in McDonald’s.

The poverty of the apprentices is in the first instance a matter of distributive justice.  Anyone who works full-time should earn well in excess of the minimum needed for their subsistence.  That all DEST apprentices under twenty earn less than the HPL is a disgrace.  That those over twenty at best earn $122 more per fortnight in return for ten full day’s worth of work is equally disgraceful.

Sub-standard wages are not just a problem of ethics, but of economics, not only for the apprentices, but for the APS.  As Adam Smith noted:

“The liberal reward of labour...increases the industry of the common people.  The wages of labour are the encouragement of industry, which, like every other human quality, improves in proportion to the encouragement it receives...Where wages are high, accordingly, we shall always find the workman more active, diligent, and expeditious, than when they are low...”.

The wages of the apprentices reveal the inability of APS managers to conceive of vocational education ever making much of a contribution to the skills base of the industry, as well as their indifference to the welfare of the apprentices.  If vocational education were taken seriously, that would be expressed through the apprentices’ wages and the care taken over their training.

Inequitable access

Another economic problem that low wages pose is that they must act as a barrier to the participation of older workers seeking retraining or a new career.  The apprenticeships offered in DEST would not provide a viable income for any older worker, unless they belonged to a family structure upon which they could depend.  Thus, participation would be effectively restricted by the family structure of potential apprentices.  This makes a mockery of equity in access.

Skills/Productivity

One rationale for the low pay of NAs relies on the assumption that apprentices have much lower levels of skills and productivity than other staff.  Yet several of the apprentices have either formal trade qualifications or even university degrees.  All other things being equal, their skills would be equivalent to that of other APS staff with the same qualifications.  Even those apprentices who were school leavers are nowhere close to being marginal participants in the labor force.  At a time of extremely high youth unemployment, particularly in the ACT where DEST’s National Office is located, the apprentices were able to successfully compete for scarce full-time jobs.  Several of the apprentices gave up previous jobs and formal study in order to take up their current positions.  They made these decisions on the misapprehension that they would be participating in a genuine vocational education programme.

Much depends on the composition of the annual intake of apprentices.  If all apprentices were school leavers, one could assume that their level of skills were lower than that of graduate recruits.  The inclusion of graduates within the intake makes the situation more complex.  It is possible that the APS may be using the NA programme to establish a cheaper form of graduate recruitment than the Graduate Administrative Assistant programme.

DEST has never audited the skills or productivity of its employees, so it is difficult to describe the relationship between the skills and productivity of the apprentices to that of other entry level recruits or more senior staff.  Without such audits to draw upon, I am unwilling to elaborate on this topic any further.

Permanency

Unlike other entry-level recruits apprentices are non-ongoing or temporary workers.  There is no principled reason for this distinction, which amounts to discrimination.

At the end of the NA programme apprentices compete for permanent jobs.  This imposes a disadvantage on those apprentices who have not been given meaningful work during their apprenticeship or whose supervisors have not supported their training or career development. Unlike other DEST employees, apprentices are not required to have a Career Development agreement with their supervisor.

Apprenticeships?

Traditionally apprenticeships lasted many years and involved the patient accumulation of skills through experience and formal training and the equally patient investment of resources by employers in the human capital of their employees.  The skills apprentices acquired were generally applicable in more than one industry.  The relationship between employer and apprentice was a long-lasting one.  In the most advanced parts of Europe today, apprenticeships still last three years.
  Most importantly, trade qualifications were not easily acquired and were widely recognised as meaningful indicators of skill.

The apprenticeships in DEST are quite different.  The apprentices work in an industry which is distinct from all private sector industries.  They have received next to no formal training.  The relationship between employer and apprentice is of short duration.  The qualifications that they will receive are unlikely to have much currency in the wider workforce.  It is difficult to imagine that many employers in the private sector would know about, or care much for, a certificate in public administration.

What DEST has done is use a low-cost programme of extended work experience, designed to keep the employer’s investment in the human capital of staff at a minimum, disguised as vocational education.  This cheats the apprentices, devalues the reputation of vocational education and demeans the public in whose name the Commonwealth acts.

Driving force

The driving force behind the use of apprenticeships in the APS is not hard to find.  For some time wages for the most junior grades have been deteriorating relative to average weekly earnings.  This is evident from figure 3 and table 2, which show the relationship between average full time adult ordinary time earnings for all persons (which does not include overtime) and the three most junior grades in DEST since 1988.

Table 2: change in full time adult average ordinary time earnings and DEST APS3-1, 1988-2002

Category
Rate of change (%)

Average earnings
83.09

APS3
54.24

APS2
58.53

APS1
59.90

Source: Commonwealth Gazette, DEETYA Certified Agreement 1998, DETYA Certified Agreement 2000 and Average Weekly Earnings, ABS catalogue no. 6302.0, table no. 2.

NB: the data for DEST wages in both this table and figure 3 was taken from the highest increment of these grades only.  The earnings of apprentices are based on the lowest increment of an APS1.

I suspect that the longer term trend might be worse.  Unfortunately, the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations does not publish time series data on APS wages and my own database only went back to 1988.  In the absence of publicly available time series data on APS wages at all levels, no public discussion of this issue can be truly informed.
Given that its wages for junior staff are becoming progressively less competitive with other employers, DEST would have difficulties recruiting adult workers for these positions.  It is hard to conceive that DEST wouldn’t.

Apprentices offer an attractive alternative to raising wages.  They work for much less than APS1s.  Their skills and productivity are high enough not to warrant the provision of more than token training.  They are temporary workers subject to all the anxieties and insecurities that foster labour docility.

Cui bono?

Who benefits?  The employer of apprentices (in this case DEST), but also the private company or companies involved in the delivery of the programme.  I have no information on this aspect of the situation, but would be interested to know how much of the taxpayers’ funds have been received by non-APS parties in relation to the DEST apprentices.

Conclusion

It is not possible to identify any advantage to the apprentices in the way in which the NA programme has been implemented in the APS.  A properly funded apprenticeship programme that paid a living wage and actually provided training (preferably good quality training at that) is urgently required.

Neither is it possible to identify any advantage to the public interest.  The savings involved in docking the wages of apprentices for non-existent training would not pay the commission for a new corporate logo or a business class trip overseas for a member of the Senior Executive Service.

Worse still, the savings from a minimal-cost vocational education programme form a false economy.  Properly educated through vocational education that focussed on the needs of participants for skills that can be traded both within and beyond the public sector, the apprentices would provide a substantial return to the Commonwealth through taxation on their future earnings, to say nothing of their contributions to the APS and the general community.

Recommendation

I recommend the following reforms:

1) all NAs in the APS receive a full APS 1 wage;

2) all NAs in the APS receive full pay while training;

3) all staff engaged in the APS under the NA scheme should be employed as permanent or on-going employees;

4) all APS agencies undergo a thorough audit of staffing practices (including audits of productivity, recruitment and skills) at five yearly intervals; these to be conducted jointly by the National Audit Office and the Public Service and Merit Protection Commission; the audits should be transparent and inclusive, with all reports made public;

5) all training for apprentices in the APS should be provided through universities or TAFE colleges; and

6) the Committee should publish time-series data on APS wages at all levels (going back at least to the early 1970s), so that a truly informed debate about the APS can begin.

Dr. P.A. Hilton

GPO Box 2057

Canberra  ACT  2601

� Zygmunt Bauman, Work, consumerism and the new poor, Open University Press, Buckingham and Philadelphia, 1998, p. 35.





� The limitations of poverty lines were analyzed by David Johnson of the Melbourne Institute who, however, noted that the plausibility of the Henderson Poverty Line “derives from the observation that they are a well-known and understood set of scales”.  See his “Poverty Lines and the Measurement of Poverty”, The Australian Economic Review, 1st Quarter 1996, pp. 110-126.





� Adam Smith, An Inquiry Into The Nature And Causes Of The Wealth Of Nations, edited with an introduction, notes, marginal summary and an enlarged index by Edwin Cannan and an introduction by Max Lerner, The Modern Library, New York, n.d., ch. 8, bk 1, p. 81.





� Will Hutton, The World We’re In, Little, Brown, London, 2002, pp. 260-261.





PAGE  

