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COMPERE:
At the National Press Club today, the Secretary of the ACTU, Greg Combet.  Defending workers' rights or a Union scare campaign?  The peak Union body hasn't waited to see the details of the Federal Government's planned Industrial Relations legislation before launching its campaign of national protest marches backed by print and electronic media advertising.  With more on that and his views on the economy, Greg Combet with today's National Press Club Address.

CHAIR:
…Since he was here a year ago, quite a lot has happened in the field of industrial relations which is obviously the main field of interest of the Australian Council of Trade Unions and its various constituents, not least of which is the Industrial Relations legislation changes which have been flagged by the Government but yet to be announced in any detail but judging from the polls published this week, they're going to have a big influence on people's views about the management of Industrial Relations and indeed their attitude towards politics.  To talk more about those, please welcome Greg Combet.


[Applause]

GREG COMBET:
Thank you Ken and welcome to my Union colleagues and everyone else in the audience. 


On the 26th of May John Howard announced the Government's plans to rewrite Australia's Industrial Relations laws arguing that this was one of the great pieces of unfinished business in the structural transformation of the Australian economy.


The Prime Minister would have us believe that Industrial Relations is the most pressing economic issue facing the country.  He argues that the changes will create more jobs, lift productivity and boost wages.  


I say this is an exceptionally feeble argument.  It lacks substance.  It lacks credibility.  It is nothing more than mere assertion.  Little more than media spin.  


I think the Prime Minister gave a far more honest assessment of the Industrial Relations' plans when he said to the Coalition Party room that they are an article of faith for the Coalition Parties.  


The fact is that Australia is in its fourteenth consecutive year of economic growth.  A historically significant period of economic expansion, low inflation, productivity growth and low unemployment.  Industrial disputes are at record lows.  


Since its inception in 1994, decentralised collective workplace bargaining underpinned by the Award Safety Net, has unleashed enormous productive potential.  


The Industrial Relations' system is not holding the Australian economy back.  In fact, it is part of our success.  

 
There are far more important economic priorities facing Australia.


The Government's workplace agenda is not a plan to address the real economic priorities.  It is a radical plan to deliver workplace power to business and diminish the rights of every Australian employee.


It's a reckless plan that will increase the pressure on working families and it's an irresponsible plan, undermining democratic values and fairness in the workplace.  It's a biased plan reflecting long standing prejudice on the Coalition side of politics and it is a plan the ACTU and the Unions will fight.

 
We will fight it with determination, with discipline and endurance for as long as it takes.  We have stood up for the rights and living standards of working people for over one hundred and fifty years in Australia.  We believe workers' rights to be worth fighting for and fight we will.  And in this fight, our commitment to democratic values and our belief in fairness will guide us.


Now recently I read an engrossing biography of US President Franklin Delano Roosevelt.  Roosevelt believed like us that respect for workers' rights to be a foundation of a successful and sustainable democracy.  


During the early 1930s Roosevelt recognised that people in Europe and the US were turning to organisations at the extreme right and left of politics in the search for solutions to the despair of the Great Depression.  


He realised that democracy was threatened by these trends.  His principal response of course was targetted cagean style government expenditure to create jobs and lift economic activity in the US.  The new deal.


But the introduction of labour laws was also a pillar of the new deal and the defence of democracy.  The minimum wage and other important workers' rights were legislated in the US at that time.  


Roosevelt aimed to engender confidence in liberal democratic values by ensuring that workers had rights which would act as a check on the power of business and help ensure a fairer distribution of wealth.


Now this philosophy found its way into the post-War settlement, through the International Labour Organisation, which in 1948 and 1949 promulgated international conventions recognising the right of workers to freely associate in Unions and to collectively bargain. 


The Labor movement in Australia had achieved rights such as these well before Roosevelt and the inception of the ILO but we were of course contributors to that post-War settlement.  


Throughout the twentieth century the award system of minimum wages and employment conditions, collective bargaining, rights of Union representation and access to an independent Tribunal to ensure a fair balance between the employee and employer interests - these things have been underpinnings of the Australian values of fairness.  Of the fair go.  


These labour rights and these values have served Australia very well.  We have a strong economy and a solid record of respect for workers' rights, both of which have contributed to the success and international recognition of our democracy.  But these rights, these democratic traditions and our ethos of fairness are threatened by the Industrial Relations changes announced by the Howard Government.  

 
The changes will massively benefit business at the expense of workers and their families.  They open the door to exploitation of working people and the abuse of power by business.  They will deepen inequality in the society.  They are in breach of the ILO conventions.  They will undermine the role of Unions in the democracy.  

 
Now that the Senate is in the Government's hands of course, the Government has a legislative blank cheque.  It is free to legislate as it pleases and we expect the new Industrial Relations' laws to be presented to Parliament in September or October, but we know much about them already on the basis of the announcement of the Prime Minister on the 26th of May and from other statements Government representatives have made.


So what are these changes and how will they effect people?


For a start, the Government is proposing to remove from more than 3.6 million workers any protection from unfair dismissal.  They can be sacked unfairly without an effective remedy.  The Government's unfair dismissal exemptions will apply to all businesses with one hundred or less staff.  That is 99% of Australian companies.  

 
To the extent that there are legitimate problems with the current unfair dismissal system, they could and should be addressed.  But to abolish that protection for employees altogether is completely unwarranted.  It will worsen job security and not surprisingly it is overwhelmingly unpopular.  


The Government is also proposing to fundamentally change the rules for agreement making and bargaining in every Australian workplace.   


The current Industrial Relations laws prohibit an employer reducing pay or employment conditions below the level of the Award Safety Net.  The awards contain minimum pay structures based on skill levels and a simple but comprehensive set of minimum employment conditions.  In the Federal Industrial Relations' jurisdiction there are twenty specific minimum standards.  


No employee can presently be lawfully put on an individual or collective agreement that disadvantages them compared to the award.  That is the current Award No Disadvantage Test.


Now the Government proposes to abolish that test and replace it with just five minimum conditions.  


Minimum wages starting at twelve dollars seventy- five per hour.  Annual leave - two weeks of which we now understand may be cashed out.  Sick leave, hours of work and unpaid parental leave.  And that is it.  Five minimum standards will underpin workplace bargaining in the country instead of a comprehensive Award Safety Net.  Those are the only minimum standards.  

 
It means that a host of employment rights will be at risk.  Up for grabs in the law of the jungle.  Redundancy pay, overtime, shiftwork penalty rates, weekend and public holiday pay rates, work rosters, work and family rights, annual leave loading, casual loading, allowances, skill based pay increases and a host of other award standards will be able to be removed from employees without compensation.  


The dramatic reduction in the Safety Net will impact most harshly on the most vulnerable people in the labour force.  Employees in a weak bargaining position will lose take home pay.  


Now, Kevin Andrews, the Workplace Relations' Minister tried to fudge that issue on the Seven Thirty Report last night, suggesting that take home pay will be protected.  It will not.  All of those conditions that I have outlined will no longer form part of the test against which agreements must be examined.


Peter Costello says that he wants individual contracts - I should say - the greatest threat to take home pay will be individual contracts.  What the Government innocently describes as Australian Workplace Agreements or AWAs.  


Now Peter Costello says that he wants these individual contracts to become the predominant form of workplace bargaining and that is what the legislation will clearly aim to achieve.


The inherent problem with AWAs or individual contracts is that individual employees do not have equal bargaining power with their employer.  Individual contracts can and are used by employers to dictate the terms of employment and to exercise unilateral decision making.  It's generally a take it or leave it offer.


That is why collective bargaining is an internationally recognised right.  It provides a balance of power in the workplace and it ensures fair treatment.  It facilitates a fairer share of profits and productivity gains for employees, thereby improving living standards.  It enables employees - collective bargaining enables employees to have a genuine democratic say at work and to be treated with respect and with dignity.  It is a feature of any mature democracy to respect the right of employees to collectively bargain.


Now in recent years, individual contracts have often been used to destroy collective bargaining, undermine Union representation and cut pay and employment conditions and all of this will get worse under the new laws.  


Under the new arrangements, laws cutting pay and employment conditions - I should say, under the new laws, cutting pay and employment conditions will be simple.  The employer need only offer employment on the basis of an AWA containing the five minimum standards.  And if an employee doesn't like it, they can walk.  


Where existing employees refuse an AWA and hold out for a collectively bargained agreement, the laws make it very easy to punish those people.  The employer simply need refuse or deliberately frustrate collective bargaining processes and insist on employees signing the individual contract.  


There will be no obligation on the employer to collectively bargain with anyone.  It will be lawful to victimise those seeking to collectively bargain by only providing benefits to those prepared to sign the AWA, even though the work performed by employees may be identical.  


This aspect of these laws amounts to systematic legalised discrimination against employees wishing to associate in a Union and collectively bargain.  And we're not making it up.  

 
Right now, today, employees from Minister Andrews own Department are rallying and protesting against these very tactics being used against them.


The only way that you can get a job in the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations today is to sign an AWA.  And the only way at the moment you can get a pay increase in the Department of Workplace Relations at the moment is to sign an AWA.  For eighteen months, the Minister's Department has frustrated collective bargaining negotiations and as a consequence systematically victimised those wishing to collectively bargain by only paying those prepared to sign an AWA, a pay increase.


This is the Government's version of no ticket no start which is being outlawed.  This is no AWA, no start.  That's their proposition.  That's what they're pursuing.  It is discrimination.


The suggestion that individual contracts are sought by employees and negotiated individually is absurd.  


AWAs are almost always in identical terms for every employee in a workplace.  The terms are established unilaterally by the employer. 


Now to further help employers there are to be even more severe sanctions against industrial action by those seeking collective bargaining.  


These sanctions will be enforced by third party agencies set up by the Government, such as the ludicrous Office of Employment Advocate.  Just in case the employer lacks the necessary conviction to have a go.  


Currently the Office of Employment Advocate is pursuing a group of employees of [indistinct] who attended at rally last year to protest against James Hardie taking its assets overseas and denying people lawful compensation.  The Office of Employment Advocate, not supported as I understand by the employer, but is pursuing those employees for fines exceeding six thousand dollars each for attending a rally.  That's the role of the third party enforcers that Government has set up.


If the employer hasn't got the fortitude, the Government'll look after it.


In a competitive commercial environment, employers will take advantage of the dramatic reduction in safety net protection to drive down costs wherever they can.  It will only take one company in a particular marketplace and the others will follow in order to stay in business.  


Just consider the circumstances of labour hire firms, contract security, contract cleaning, contract catering.  These are labour cost businesses.  Very low capital costs.  Labour cost businesses.  When the safety net is here and it's reduced to here, it only takes one company to move to the new lower level.  It will tender on those terms.  It will get the business.  The others must follow.  It is the employees who will lose.  That's what the laws are designed to achieve.  That's flexibility for you.


The ability of employees to resist the downward pressure on their pay and conditions will depend upon their relative bargaining power.  The weak will be more vulnerable than ever.  That's why we can expect to see over time the growth of a US style working poor.


Over all, Australian workers will have worse collective bargaining rights than in any other advanced economy I can think of.  But there are many more changes which will drive home the advantage for business.  It is inevitable that minimum wages will fall in value.  This is the obvious reason the Government is emasculating the independent industrial tribunals and setting up the deceitfully titled Fair Pay Commission.  Talk about misleading.  The living standards of millions of people will be adversely effected by this measure over time.  


The Government has already announced that its new Pay Commission will not even consider any increase for the low paid at least until September or October next year.  That amounts to an instantaneous wage freeze and real pay cut for 1.6 million award workers who under the existing system would have received a pay increase next April or May.


Had the Government had its way in the National Wage Case in recent years, minimum wages would be fifty dollars a week less than they are.


Kevin Andrews reported in the Sydney Morning Herald earlier this year, saying that minimum wages were seventy dollars a week too high.  


The new system will make sure the Government gets its way.  That's why these measures are being implemented.  


There will also be new laws to make it even more difficult for Unions to represent and help people including new restrictions on accessing work places and in the construction industry as some of my colleagues here know, employees will be treated like suspected terrorists.  A 22 Million dollar watchdog will carry out surveillance of Union activity.  Investigators will have the power in secret interrogations to demand that employees answer any questions and produce any documents with no right to silence.  There will be no protection against self incrimination, an important foundation of our human rights and justice system.  Failure to comply and answer and produce documents will lead to criminal offences including potential imprisonment.  


In the construction industry the way the laws are being cast, many ordinary day to day and legitimate aspects of Union representation will potentially be unlawful.


Now to round things off the Government aims to rely upon the corporations head of power in the Constitution to establish centralised control over industrial relations and knock out the State industrial relations systems.  That's for one reason really, and for one reason only and it's not economic efficiency, it's to make sure there is no safe haven for workers' rights.  


In a nutshell the industrial relations' changes are profoundly biased toward business.  


The Government says of course that business can be trusted to do the right thing with that power, that people will be okay.  Just trust us.  Well you tell that to the victims of James Hardie and you tell that to the people who lost in HIH and in Ansett and the many other people who've experienced exploitation when businesses abuse power.  

 
Workers' rights are not charity to be granted by business.  They must be enforceable legal rights.  

 
The Government's industrial relations' package in my opinion is a tawdry, distasteful affair.  It lacks humanity.  It lacks decency and it will set Australia on a path of widening inequality and exploitation.  It is in truth a package designed by big business for big business.  A strategy first pioneered by mining companies and their lawyers in the 1980s principally in the West Australian mining industry.  A strategy first legislated at the State level by the Kennett Government in Victoria and the Court Government in Western Australia.  Neither of those Governments lasted.  


Our opposition to the laws is not about Unions.  And it's wrong for anybody to portray it as such.  


Our opposition is about all working people, their democratic rights, living standards and the future direction of our country.  

 
But what about the Government's economic argument?


The assertion that the changes will deliver more jobs and better pay, unleashing hitherto unforeseen productive potential.


No case has been made to support this argument.  And I defy anyone to find it.


There is no economic evidence.  Seventeen labour market academics recently confirmed they couldn't find it.  It's hidden under a bushel somewhere but we haven't seen it.  


It cannot credibly be argued that industrial relations rigidities are holding the economy back.  


There've been fourteen consecutive years of growth as I've said.  With GDP growth averaging 3.7 a year for fourteen years.  Low inflation and average annual productivity and employment growth, both of 2%.  This is a record economic performance.  


Our growth has outperformed the US and the OECD average.  Profits have soared, increasing by a 135% in nominal terms, seventy percent in real terms.  I mean what do these people want?


Average adult full-time earnings have increased by 4.1% a year.  A good thing.  And Australia's risen to eleventh in the OECD for GDP per capita.


These are some of the positive features of the engagement of the Australian economy with the world.  

 
They've been achieved with our present set of workplace rights.  Our present set of workplace rights.


We've even done very well in the construction industry.  A 70 Million dollar Royal Commission couldn't find a real problem.


Industrial relations is undeniably important to the economy, but it is not the pressing economic issue we face.  

 
The fact is that this Government is using industrial relations to draw attention away from its failure to develop and modernise the Australian economy.  For this Government, industrial relations is the dog that ate their homework.  


[Laughter] [Applause]


The work it should have been doing preparing Australia for the twenty-first century.  Skills shortages have been neglected.  This is now not just a headache for business but one of the most serious capacity constraints on GDP growth.  It will have long term economic consequences - the failure to deal with this issue.  


A recent study of two and a half thousand US firms reported that for firms experiencing skills shortages, 63% said it reduced productivity and output.  56% said it reduced quality.  36% said it stopped investment in expansion.  

 
And it's the same here.  A survey last year identified the availability of skilled employees as the number one constraint on business investment.  That was a business survey.  


We've also got significant deficits of course in traditional trades and in science and engineering disciplines.  But instead of a considered policy response, the Government's priorities in education and training have been an attack on student unionism and on collective bargaining in TAFES and Universities.  Funding to TAFES and Unis is to be withheld unless every employee is given an individual contract.  Tens of thousands of people.  


How is that going to help overcome the skills shortage I ask?


Like skills and education, investment in research and development and our national infrastructure are down payments on our future productivity.  


Since 1996, business investment in research and development has been growing at only 2.6%.  Not a good record for the Howard Government.


In the previous decade it grew at 11.4%.


In manufacturing, the fall has been even sharper.  10.5% growth to 1996, down to just 0.8% a year since then.  


To achieve a more sustainable competitive advantage internationally, Australia needs to lift that growth in research and development investment back up to pre '96 levels to around 10% a year in real terms and without that, without that public policy initiative and support in the business community, the consequences will be clear.  


Slow growth in high value exports, under performance in the generation of highly skilled jobs and sluggish productivity in the tradeable goods sector but there is no cogent Government policy to deal with this issue.


Under investment in social and economic infrastructure is also a monumental looming capacity constraint on the economy.  


Now the only recent study to model our under investment in economic infrastructure was undertaken by the Australian Council of Infrastructure Development and Econtech.  The study found that to clear the backlog of under investment in electricity, gas, road, rail, water infrastructure would require 25 Billion dollars of capital expenditure.  It also found and this is important in terms of any economic argument, that an investment of that nature, a commitment of that nature, would result in a long term increase of GDP of nearly 1% and of exports by nearly 2%.  

 
Now that's even without considering the urgent need for investment in social infrastructure such as hospitals, schools, childcare centres, or the environment.


The Government has found Billions of dollars for election handouts and regional pork barrelling but continues to deny that infrastructure investment is a critical issue.  Yet it is a key driver of growth and productivity and it builds capacity for economic expansion and it is not good enough to blame the States.


Australia's trade performance is also worrying.  Exports have flat lined for the last four years.  The trade deficit in the last year's been 26 Billions dollars and we've just had our forty-third successive monthly trade deficit.  


Despite significant improvement in our terms of trade on the back of commodity price increases, Australia's current account deficit is stuck at 5 to 7% of GDP and it should be much lower than this given the economic experience we've had.  


Faltering manufacturing and services exports are partly to blame.  In both areas, Australia's export share has fallen sharply across a wide range of overseas' markets but especially in East Asia.  


Australia's lousy current account and trading performance has seen foreign debt rise to a record 425 Billion dollars or nearly 21 Thousand dollars of foreign debt for every Australian.  That's nearly a 200% increase over the period of the economic boom and do you remember John Howard's debt truck?  Well it's 200% worse.  It's now a convoy - but it doesn't get mentioned too much.


The seeds of long term economic problems are evident in these trends and yet there's no apparent policy discussion in Government.  In fact if there was someone at home at the economic headquarters, they'd be alarmed that our record period of expansion is unsustainable because there has been an over reliance on household debt and consumption to drive economic growth.  


The ratio of household debt to disposable income doubled from 70 to 150% between 1997 and 2003.  The household savings ratio has also gone negative from 7% to minus 0.5% over the same period.


People are not saving.  They are borrowing and spending and this has been the engine of growth that has been relied upon and it cannot be satisfied and I think as the Election proved, if anything, even a modest rise in rates is of concern to people for those reasons but even more importantly, even a modest rise in rates will bite and bite very hard in terms of the economic situation.


Finding more sustainable drivers of growth is the most important economic challenge for Australia in the medium term and for this purpose building savings and planning for an ageing population is also vital.


Over the next forty years the proportion of Australians over aged sixty-five will double to 25% and without appropriate action the workforce participation rate could fall from 64 to 56% over the same period.


Health and aged care expenditure is going to multiply.  

 
How are we preparing for this?


Where is the investment for the future?


Where is the strategy to build retirement savings to meet these demands?


I've stated here on previous occasions that the level of contributions to superannuation must increase to 15% from the current level of 9%.  And the sooner we start on a strategy by co-operation between Government, the business community and Unions to achieve that outcome, the better for the country.  These savings would provide a substantial pool of capital for investment as well as providing for health and living costs in retirement.


Simply put, Australia needs an investment led reform agenda focused on the supply side of the economy.  That is what will produce the next productivity revolution.  That is what will produce employment growth on a sustainable basis.  That is what will produce improved disposable income and higher pay.  That is what will improve savings.  That is what will diminish our reliance on debt.


Instead, John Howard is offering the realisation of long held industrial relations prejudice.  We all know how long he has harboured these goals.


His is a backward looking agenda to cut labour costs, to find our economic way in the world by praying on the weak and vulnerable.  By attacking fairness and democratic principles.  


The lack of vision, the scarcity of decency in it all and the absence of confidence in a better way forward is both astonishing and I find it depressing.  But I can assure you this will not dent the optimism and commitment of the Union movement.


While opposing the Government's industrial relations changes, the ACTU is also looking to the future.  

 
Like Franklin Roosevelt, our belief is that fair labour rights are a core element of a successful democracy and in the future it is our view that labour rights must be more firmly and democratically routed in the workplace giving people genuine choices.


Currently we are considering the collective bargaining rights in other advanced economies as potential models for future ACTU and possibly labour policy.  

 
In each of the UK, Canada and the US, employees have an enforceable democratic right to collectively bargain.  This right arises if a majority of employees vote in favour of collective bargaining in which event the employer has no choice and must negotiate in good faith on a collective basis.  They cannot offer AWAs, individual contracts, in competition with that decision by employees.


In Europe, employees have not only got collective bargaining rights, but also the ability to elect workplace consultation committees with a legally mandated role which must be recognised by employers.


These democratic rights, they are not part of John Howard's plans, but they are part of our thinking about the future.


Our campaign overall is designed to make the Government think again about these important issues and if it doesn't, we intend to keep campaigning for workers' rights as long as it takes.  We will take our argument to the High Court to test the validity of the laws if needs be.  We will campaign in the workplace to protect people's pay, their employment conditions and their collective bargaining rights and we will campaign in the wider community to build political support for workers' rights all the way up to the next Election and beyond.


The Labor Party's performance is obviously important in this context.  Unions will do whatever we conceivably do which is in our power to help ensure that Labor is a strong and credible alternative Government and on this point I think it's sufficient for me to say two simple things.  

 
I have tremendous confidence in Kim Beazley and I also want all Labor politicians to focus on the main game and to stop the internal bickering.  Australian people deserve better.


[Applause]


As yesterday's polls confirm, the Government's industrial relations plans offer Labor the opportunity to stand up for fairness and to gain support for doing so.


Unions will not only stand for fairness and fight for workers rights, we will also argue an alternative and a positive economic agenda for the country, an agenda that we believe will address the real economic issues.  That is what we will do and I am confident in our ultimate capacity to win.  


We number two million people.  Something that's under-estimated in a lot of the commentary.  We have widespread community support beyond our membership and widespread respect for our role, for the values that we have, the things that we fight for, the commitment that we have to look after working people in this country - whether they are Union members or not.


In recent years I think we've demonstrated our values and capacity in large campaigns including the Waterfront dispute, the Ansett collapse and in making James Hardie face its responsibility to victims of its products, and we are proven stayers.  With over a hundred and fifty years of history, we are older than the nation itself and we have a great record of achievement.  We've seen off bad laws and arrogant governments before and we'll be around a long time after this one has gone.


This period is, I think, in a sense, a new phase in the history of the labour movement.  Times like this bring out the best in us.  The unity, the determination, the character, the commitment to fight for a better future, for the dignity and respect of Australian working people and that is our commitment, on behalf of Unions to the Australian people, a commitment from which we will not resile.


Thank you.


[Applause]

CHAIR:
Thank you very much Greg Combet.  After that we do have our usual period of questions.  The first one today is from Mark Metherall.

GREG COMBET:
I noticed who didn't stand up by the way.


[Laughter]


Some of these characters.

QUESTION:
We are observers Mr Combet, not participants.

 
Now that the standing ovation's over, can you tell me has there been any significant rise in Union memberships since you began your campaign?  And what do you say to the criticism that Union leaders are pushing this very hard because they have as much concern about their own futures as about the future of Australian working people?

GREG COMBET:
Well the last observation which I don't attribute to you, is a thoroughly disreputable one.  We believe in what we do.  Our Unions are full of very good people with strong values, a tremendous sense of commitment to fairness.  People work very hard on behalf of the people they represent and it is not self-interest of Union officials that motivates their activity in this campaign.


[Applause]


Having said that I just forget the first part of the question.

QUESTION CONT'D:
Has Union membership…?

GREG COMBET:
Yes, I'm sorry.  It has.  Yes.  I was just reading a report from one of the Queensland Unions yesterday evening when I got back to the office.  They've had a record monthly rise in their membership over the last two months and we at the ACTU have a call centre and we're getting a lot of people ringing in, indicating that they'd like to join a Union.  And there's other anecdotal commentary that's been provided to me by my colleagues and I think it is an opportunity for us to reach out and to encourage people.  That really, in this environment assuming these laws find their passage through Parliament, that Union membership is about the best insurance that they're going to be able to take out.

CHAIR:
Next question's from Andrew Fraser.

QUESTION:
Andrew Fraser Canberra Times, Mr Combet.  You mentioned in your speech that you'll fight for as long it takes.  I'm wondering if you'll also do whatever it takes, specifically if you can foresee the need for general stoppages in the labour movement and indeed if any of your colleagues have been urging that course upon you.

GREG COMBET:
Well there's always plenty of debate in the Union movement about strategy and tactics but there's been tremendous, as well as debate, tremendous unity and we've been embarked in a process of discussion about our strategy earlier in the year.  We settled on a position.  One thing that all of us recognised is that it's very important, given that the Government controls both Houses of Parliament, that we reach out to the community generally and endeavour to win and maintain community support for our case and that is paramount in our minds and any tactics that we use along the way will be conditioned and considered within that context.  I've not ruled out industrial action or ruled it in.  But what I do maintain is that we will act in the interest of the Australian community in the way in which we conduct ourselves in the campaign.


[Applause]

CHAIR:
Jim Middleton.

QUESTION:
Jim Middleton from ABC Television News.  The early stages of this battle between yourselves and the Government is being marked by one common feature, you're each accusing the other of lying, dishonesty - you did it again today, and in that regard for example, Sharon Burrow this morning was suggesting that the new industrial relations agenda would open the way for payment below the minimum wage for slower workers.  The Prime Minister has already responded to that saying it's not true, that it would be illegal that any employer in those circumstances, or trying to do that, would be in heaps of bother.  What's your reaction to what he's saying?

GREG COMBET:
Well if the Prime Minister's given that commitment and he lives up to it, that's good.  Because we have been concerned that these five minimum standards maybe won't be so minimum at all.  That perhaps, similar to the annual leave situation, there might be ways of finding a, you know, a new minimum underneath it if you like and the reason that we've raised those issues is to try to solicit a response from Government and I haven't heard that remark from the Prime Minister, but if that's the case well that is good.  We want to have as much security about whatever minimum standards there are and part of the reason that we're campaigning is to get the Government to think about these details.  They made announcements of a significant nature and yet we haven't been able to fill in a lot of detail and we're gradually, if you like, trying to explore each of the issues and identify precisely where the Government will end up standing.  For example, we've been able to achieve no commitment from the Government in relation to the maintenance of the real value of minimum wages.  All that can say to us is that they're likely to fall, which is what I expect the purpose of the changes is.  So we'll continue to probe.  I must say that I don't - it's a pity that there's these claims of misleading information and the like coming from Government in particular.  It seems to be all that Kevin Andrews can say about the issue.  It doesn't contribute much.  I don't think it even serves the Government very much.  We, for our part, are endeavouring to concentrate on the issues and argue our case about the issues and will continue to do so.

CHAIR:
Michael Brissenden.

QUESTION:
Michael Brissenden from 7.30 Report Mr Combet.  Clearly, the ad campaign that you've been running, if the polls are anything to go by, seems to have been fairly successful at this point and the figure that's been bandied about is about 8 Million dollars that you've spent so far, or you're - on this campaign.  You're also going to face a campaign from the Government at some time.  Do you have plans to spend more?  How deep are your pockets?  This could go on for a long term.

GREG COMBET:
We can't give all our secrets away.  


[Laughter]


But look, we've, we've taken an unusual step for the Unions and it was the subject of a lot of discussion as you'd expect it to be.  We're very serious in how we go about spending workers' money and what we ask them to fund and a lot of many, many Unions have gone into workplaces asking you know, for democratic support to contribute that money.  Workers have voted in favour of levies to finance the advertising campaign and so look, we'll just see how things unfold.  We've got access to a substantial level of resources to prosecute our campaign.  We haven't committed all of that.  We'll have a look at what the Government advertising effort is and will consider our tactics accordingly, but there's a long way to run in this and we'll be pacing ourselves right up to the next election.

CHAIR:
The next question's from Glen Milne.

QUESTION:
Glen Milne, Mr Combet, from News Limited Sunday Publications and The Australian.  Professional ethics wouldn't allow me to join in the standing ovation but I think it would allow me to go this far.  Congratulations on your role Sir in the James Hardie case.

GREG COMBET:
Thank you.


[Applause]


As I said before mate, that's a very nice shirt too.


[Laughter]

QUESTION CONT'D:
Yes, well I wondered when we'd get to that.  It's my small contribution to the current account deficit.


[Laughter]


One of the difficulties in the debate in which you're engaged in at the moment of course is that both sides of politics agree … high productivity [indistinct] in the face of globalisation.  The difference of course is the path down which you'd go to achieve that.  You mentioned new drivers of economic growth in your speech.  You spoke about 24.8 Million dollars of capital expenditure on infrastructure.  At the weekend, in the face of the cheap shirts, Lindsay Tanner, the Shadow Finance Minister suggested that the priority had to be a cut in the top marginal rate of taxation and Paul Keating has said that we have to aim for a three in front of that figure.  Is Labor on the wrong track here?

GREG COMBET:
Look, I think there's a long way to go in the development of an alternative tax position.  The ACTU is going to do some work independently about tax, looking towards the next few years and contributing to the debate and so the tax issue is extremely important.  Equity is extremely important.  I believe Kim Beazley and Labor took the right stance in terms of equity.  It's outrageously unfair set of changes from an equity point of view for a lot of working people, the tax changes announced in the budget, but that being the case, we've now got to look at where the tax system is.  What base broadening issues or opportunities there may be.  What should happen to marginal rates and I think that policy work and discussion's just got to take place over the next twelve months or so in the Labor movement to arrive at a position but I think it's far too early to speculate about where that, you know, debate will end up.

CHAIR:
Tim Lester.

QUESTION:
Greg Combet, Tim Lester from National Nine News.  Your campaign's obviously been very fast out of gates, but the Prime Minister made a point this morning which I think you've just echoed and that is that there is a long way to run in this campaign.  Isn't there a danger that your campaign might have run its race before we even get to see the detail of the legislation and have the real argument you know, or rather a basis of knowledge of knowing how all of your concerns will be addressed?

GREG COMBET:
The short answer's no.


[Applause]


There is a long way to go but do not underestimate the determination we have.  Our campaign won't be fizzling out.  These are the most fundamental issues about working people's rights, that feed their way through into people's living standards and Australian culture and you know people's capacity to have a satisfactory quality of life both at work and at home with their family.  They're very important issues.  These are extremely politically sensitive issues and we feel very passionately about them and there'll be no fizzling out of our campaign.  That was important I think that we started as soon as we possibly could after the Prime Minister made the announcement on the 26th of May of the direction of the changes and that's what we did.  We got ourselves in a position readily to respond.  But we know that there'll be ups and downs and roundabouts in this debate.  But I tell you what it is very important that the community has that debate and is exposed to the issues and that decisions are made and political views are formed about the safety net that we do want to have in the economy as we go forward.  You know, if you're in a trading environment and there's discussion of free trade agreements with China and the like, it is very important the community considers the implications of these issues.  In part, the Government's proposals suggest that the way we're to find our competitive position in the world is to drive down living standards in this country and compete at the lowest common denominator.  That's not a sustainable position I think, politically or economically and there needs to be a much more informed discussion about the real economic issues and the strategies that Government needs to support, the way in which it needs to work with business and other legitimate interests in the societies including Unions and have a discussion about what are the standards that should underpin our economic strategy.  What should we ensure working people cannot be pushed below?  How can we find our competitive position in the Asia Pacific region?  What are the policy issues that will set us up to be able to effectively compete there?  And I was in China last year.  I tell you what.  I can't see us competing with 30 dollars Australian a month.  You know that is what's paid in manufacturing workplaces, in a lot of places I visited in China.  We've got to think more carefully and have a more cogent argument in the public forum about that and partly the reason why I wanted to focus on the economic issues today is to get it out in the open.  You know, the commentary really is not at a sufficiently mature level yet about these important changes and we hope to stimulate some greater debate about them.

CHAIR:
The next question's from Misha Shubert.

QUESTION:
Misha Shubert from The Age newspaper.  Mr Combet, you raised the issue in your address of the Labor Party's performance on these issues.  I've got two questions.  One is to ask you for your assessment about how Labor in the Federal Parliamentary Wing has handled this debate? And also to see whether your expression of tremendous confidence in Kim Beazley without going on to also a similar confidence in Stephen Smith was a deliberate slight or just an omission?

GREG COMBET:
Not at all.  Kim Beazley's the Leader of the Labor Party and I wanted to make clear that my comments were in no way to reflect on our confidence in him.  Look, I'm very happy with where Labor is at in relation to these issues.  Two or three weekends ago at the New South Wales and Queensland Labor Party Conferences, Kim Beazley outlined broadly Labor's stance and in particular six specific principles that would underpin Labor's approach to industrial relations and we're satisfied with those principles.  We're certainly satisfied with the quality of discussion that we have available to us not only with Kim Beazley but with Stephen Smith and other Labor Frontbenches and I think that, I mean, I think you can see already that the stance that Kim Beazley's taken in relation to these changes, is not only a solid one and a strong one, and a committed one, and one driven by values, one driven by a commitment to fairness, but it's also a stance that I think will put Labor in good stead politically.

CHAIR:
Laura Tingle.

QUESTION:
Laura Tingle from The Financial Review, Mr Combet.  I might ask you two questions if that's okay.  The first one is you mentioned the skills crisis.  And I wondered the extent to which that may  actually work against the Union movement's campaign on industrial relations reform.  Your anecdotal stories of mining truck drivers earning a hundred and eight thousand dollars in remote locations and possibly elsewhere and they're obviously some of those industries that have been most deregulated if you like, so I wondered what your view was of how you can sell this case to skilled workers as opposed to the people you've been focusing on?  And second, there's obviously been a lot of interest in the new makeup of the Senate and I was just wondering what sort of level of discussions or approaches you've made to the various collection of new faces we've seen in the Senate?

GREG COMBET:
Okay.  On the first issue, you shouldn't assume that highly paid skilled employees, for example in the mining industry or somewhere are self-interested, inwardly focused, selfish people.  You know, people have a commitment to ensure that young people get access to a fair dinkum apprenticeship, a traineeship, labour market opportunities.  Those people you're referring to have kids and they want the training and educational opportunities for their kids to get a job, a decent paying job with career options, give them the opportunity to raise a family and buy a home.  You know to have financial security.  I've never found personally a difficulty in going to groups of workers and saying look we need to expand the number of jobs at the [indistinct].  People, I mean, have a greater sense of community than perhaps are sometimes attributed to them.  Particularly Union members and I think broadly it's fair to say that the Unions and our active members and many of them are here from the Canberra region, including industries like construction where there are skills shortages.  I'm sure that they would endorse what I'm saying.  We want to create jobs, reduce unemployment, be responsible participants in the community from that point of view and we're not guided by you know self-interest in the policy stances we've taken.  I don't anticipate we would have an iota of opposition over the skills shortage questions in trying to create greater, you know, TAFE training places for apprentices for example.  As to the composition of the new Senate, we are of course doing all of the work that I guess you would expect Unions to be doing in this environment and that is we are lobbying our politicians.  We've put a great deal of emphasis for obvious reasons over the last nine years on lobbying not only Labor but also Democrats, Greens and Independent Senators in the old Senate.  That's now no longer not enough and consequently we are lobbying Liberal and National politicians.  We are lobbying Steven Fielding, Family First Senator.  We're lobbying all and sundry I can assure you - Greens and the remaining Democrats, to talk to them about these issues and we're also lobbying members of the House of Representatives on the Coalition side of politics as well.  Because there are, I think as you appreciate, significant concerns.  It hasn't received too much press coverage that I saw, but the fact that the Liberal Conference two weeks or so ago voted I understand by two-thirds majority against the Industrial Relations' proposals, I think's quite extraordinary.  The Prime Minister spoke against that and was defeated.  Was defeated.  Imagine if that happened to Kim Beazley?  There'd be screams everywhere.  You know.  But the Prime Minister was defeated in his own Party Conference on this very issue because there are great concerns about State's rights within the Coalition Parties.  Leaders of - Coalition Leaders at State level have spoken out against these changes.  So look I think there's a long way to go.  We will do all of the lobbying to try and build our case and build support for our case as you would expect us to do.

CHAIR:
Let's have a final question today from Syd Harris.

QUESTION:
Syd Harris from The Australian.

GREG COMBET:
You've got your chance Syd.

QUESTION CONT'D:
Well if you're looking for money I think Tim Gartrell from the ALP's here and he's just [indistinct].  But, could I ask you a more philosophical…

GREG COMBET:
…he's not laughing.

QUESTION CONT'D:
A more philosophical question.  In their essence the changes that the Prime Minister outlined are about putting into law certain standards rather than awards which are a hybrid that have grown for a century from a time when there wasn't a welfare system.  Do you have a problem fundamentally with that shift to a more straight forward protection of rights under law which could then be built on adding what you would regard as more safeguards?  Or is it awards are sacrosanct and that's it?

GREG COMBET:
No.  The answer is no.  You might recall that in the early '90s when the Keating Government put through the Reform Act in '93/'94, Laurie Brereton was the Minister at the time, a process of simplifying the awards was initiated at that time with the support of the ACTU for the very purpose you've outlined.  We have long supported processes that protect employees' interests, which simplify and make more straight forward the safety net awards.  Currently in the Federal system, there are twenty conditions in each Federal award that forms the safety net.  They've all been pretty much standardised with the Union movement's participation and you know and where there's been disputes with the employers about the process of standardisation and simplification, there's been an independent umpire to overseer it but it is actually a minimum set of twenty conditions in the Federal system at the moment that's pretty straight forward and not that difficult to comprehend.  I know some in the business community would obviously find that a contentious point of view, but at least it puts in context our approach to this.  This is not an argument that you know the status quo is immutable and immovable.  It is an argument that the measures the Government has announced go far to far and are extremely unfair and are not reasoned as a case on economic grounds or any other ground I can think of.  The Government has made no case for these changes.  


[Applause]

CHAIR:
Thank you very much.


[Applause]

CHAIR:
Greg Combet, thank you very much for that.  It's a year since you were here last.  I hope it's not so long next time.  Here's a membership card.  It won't guarantee you a speaker appearance every time but you'll be welcome every time you come back.

GREG COMBET:
Thank you.


[Applause]

*          *          End          *          *
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