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The wins are good, but the losses are worse - 

Comment on President's Report & General Secretary's Report on Arbitration

Janet Burstall

The President has a number of winning campaigns to report. The paid maternity leave case at the Australian Catholic University and the Pay Equity win for library workers both are likely to set highly significant precedents, which could eventually benefit an enormous number of women at work. Women's Conference and the Aboriginal delegates’ course show our union working to reach a diverse workforce.
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While the PSA put in a great effort on the workers' compensation campaign, the President's report neglects the vital question on this topic - why are the unions not continuing the campaign to defeat the government's changes which are aimed at reducing costs, ie reducing the benefits available to injured workers? 

The overwhelming problem affecting the entire public sector workforce is the demoralisation and stress of nearly 2 decades of constant downsizing, restructuring, redundancies and redeployments, "productivity" deals, cuts, casualisation, use of agency staff and outsourcing. The same issues of low pay, short staffing, restructuring and demoralisation are affecting public sector workers across the board - teachers, nurses, bus drivers, DOCS workers have all been in the news for going up against the Government. There is plenty of scope for strength through unity across the public sector.

 
Our other wins in the PSA, important as they are, do not address these core problems of public sector workers. And the General Secretary’s report on Arbitration shows how central these issues still are.

 
Once again we have a pay deal with a productivity component that is not funded by Treasury. Once again the PSA will be presented with a cost-cutting job by the government - this time in the form of Corporate Services Reform, Procurement and IT. Which one of these 3 affects staffing most? Which one of these 3 has been given highest priority by the Government? The answer is the same - Corporate Services Reform.

 
The PSA has not agreed to the 6% productivity savings, according to the Arbitration Report. But formal agreement by the PSA to the 6% productivity savings is hardly necessary, if the union doesn't actually take any action to prevent the government from implementing it.

 
The Teachers' Federation has shown more resolve. They did not sign up to the Memorandum of Understanding around finding productivities to fund pay rises. TAFE teachers are holding branch meetings before the June 4 budget to demand Treasury funding for their pay rises, and to oppose cuts in courses.


We are put in a position by this tying of our pay increases to productivity savings, of saying that one person's pay rise is literally another person's job. Or else we appear as opponents of efficiency if we try to oppose this review.

 
The PSA needs a much more active policy on both these issues, and we need to be serious about educating our membership on it, to get out of this sham position of saying that formally we do not accept the government's job cuts, but actually we do nothing to stop them.
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We need a policy that unequivocally opposes all productivity funded pay increases, that bans the PSA from signing any Memorandums of understanding with the Government that link pay rises to productivity savings. We do not participate in any productivity reviews without a total change in their purpose and our role in them. We need a comprehensive set of tactics that could be used to stop the Government from imposing productivity savings on us even when we have not formally agreed to them. These tactics include making close alliances with other unions in a similar position, and campaigning for other public sector unions to refuse to accept productivity deals. They might include going to the Industrial Commission and applying to remove the % pay rise funded by productivity, and relaunching an industrial campaign for the same pay rise to be Treasury funded. Proving we are serious will not be easy.

The PSA needs a policy for public sector efficiency. Public sector workers do care about the services we provide and the public we provide them for. If we had proper guarantees we could identify any number of efficiencies that could both improve working conditions, employment levels and services to the public. 

If our scope for identifying efficiencies included the State budget, Senior Management and overlaps with private sector services, and if efficiencies were not primarily aimed at cutting budgets, then we would have a lot to offer. We have no choice but to obstruct the type of efficiency and productivity programs of the Government, because it is ALWAYS our members who bear the costs of the stress of restructuring, redeployment, redundancies, increased workloads, insecurity and low morale, to name a few.

A small but possibly significant step to help us to turn around our poor working conditions is the proposal of the PSA and the TCFUA to add to draft Industrial Relation legislation, provision for union coverage of so called "contractors and self-employees", usually outworkers and others who are technically self-employed but in reality have no more independent means than any direct employee. But even achieving that will not give us the power to challenge the relentless drive of government's to make public sector workers pay, if we don't start mobilising our membership to stand up to the government.

When the Government sets its mind to a change that is not easily put before the Industrial Commission, the PSA seems almost powerless to challenge it. On the Public Sector Management Act, the government has opened up Grade 1-6 positions to public advertisement against the express policy of the PSA. Whether or not you agree with the policy, the union is left looking ineffective. 

The decline is not halting. We have hoped that each restructure will be the last. They go on and on. The PSA can no longer afford to go on and on with the same old approach to the problem. The public sector workforce of NSW needs a new determination and new policies of resistance to stop the decline and rebuild a public sector that can provide excellent services to the people of NSW, with decent working conditions and fulfillment for those of us delivering the services.
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