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1. INTRODUCTION

The Australian systenm @f wage fixing has long bssn the
subject of debate extending far beyond academe. Whilst
this attests to the fact that it is one of the most
studied soccial institutions in Australias, it also
explaing the existence of a host of stylized facts about
the results it has generated: these, like most stylized
facts, often represent a combination of myth and reality.
As always, the pauvcity of empirical data provides a
natural shelter for mythical stylized facts.

It is often suggested that wage relativities in Australia
have been constant, allegedly reflecting the commitment
of the various wage tribunals fo preserving the structure
of r@lativi%iag,i It hes also been suggested that the
Australian wage étxu&%ux% iz excepilonally compressed as
wagse Ffixing: and in

by

a result of its atypical procedure o
general, it is believed that both th
wages and the weage structurs are excepticnally sheltered

{

average level of

from the impact of unemployment in comparison to the

gitustion in other industrialized countriss,

itions have not gone unchallenged. A number
of studies (e.gy Hughes, 1973, Norris, 1980) compared the
dispersion of wage rates in Australias with that in the US
and the UK, conciuding that no significant differences

1. As is attested by the following passage from Phelps-
Brown's well-known monograph (1977, p. 77):"...[the
Australian] arbitrators were especisallyv concerned with
and generally accepted the claim that it [the
skilled/unskilled wage differential]l should be maintained
percentagewise.”.
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the incrsase in the

paid job classifications amounted to only fouxr pex cent
1

in real terms over the period 1953~1267, only marginally
@

two per cent in the real

in effect, the two-tiered system represented an insurance
arrangement, but iits implicit terms prograssively fell

inte dissonance with the labour market reality of the
60s. The persistent widening of relativities du
period 1953-87 was not a development char of an

upgwing of thes trade cvcle.

Thug, this paper argues that the slackening in the pace
of widening of relativities which occurred during the
iater part of the period under study is, at lgast in
part, linked to the exceptional fortunes of the

macroeconomy during the 60s.

Thers are lessons to be learned from this exparience.

Y

Attempts to §mZ§m@4ﬁfv?r§bwime

1 goals simply by setting
prices by decree may not advance the underlying cause

very far. Understandably, societies which find cutocomes

g%m%xaﬁ&ﬁ by unfeitters forces incompatible with

o interfere with the
market. The issue taken here is not with market

intervention as such, but with the particular form it

bound to s

the bhrunit of

tributional

4

people out of the over-

]

ormation, with the aim

26



crowded low-pald dobs and eguipping them with skills
which genuinely open up new Job oppo nities.

This may entall large, indeed wvery large, increases in
certein budgstary outlavs. The sducational system would
need radical change, siming both at entrusting the
training of tradespersons to wvocationsal high schools and
at achieving a steep rise In tertiary enrollment. At ths
present Austrslis (together with the UK asnd New Zealand,
admittedly) has secondary and tertisry enrollment rates

falling far behind most other QECD countries.

s seriously concerned about the
digtributional patterns gensy Mw@ by unfettered market
ar major changes to supgly and demand

b
0
H
G
&
o
g
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o
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9
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7
b
G

conditions themselves., Dictation of wage levels alons,
either by arbitration or by conciiiastion, can only

i
produce limited distributional resulis.

27
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