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The Government's position on parenting won't help employment, writes Peter McDonald.* Unemployment in Australia has fallen to its lowest level in almost 30 years. The pundits suggest that the rate is set to fall even further because, over the next 30 years, the number of new entrants to the labour force each year will be flat or even falling. 

Over the past 30 years, women have been entering the labour force in large numbers while the numbers of young people in the labour force have also been increasing as a result of Australia's long baby boom. Now the numbers at lower ages are not increasing and the participation of women in the labour force has flattened out at a level well below most other countries at an equivalent level of development. Labour market deregulation also means that structural unemployment (those temporarily unemployed as they move between jobs) is higher now than it was 30 years ago. The future ageing of the population will stimulate new demand for service workers. 

In this context, Australia needs to look to all possible sources of new labour if it wishes to avoid wage-push inflation. Employers also need to be concerned about where they will find the quality workers that they will need. The Australian Government is making policy changes to encourage older workers to remain in the labour force longer and, in 2004, it modified family and child-care payments to improve work incentives for mothers. 

Immigration levels seem to be rising, although continuing measurement problems make it difficult to be confident about the exact level of net migration to Australia. The shift of immigration policy to short and long-term temporary labour migration is very sensible policy in the present labour-supply context, as is the opening up of on-shore applications for permanent residence in Australia to workers resident in Australia temporarily and to foreign students. Finally, the long-term labour force problem has been addressed by the Government through its efforts to sustain the Australian birthrate around its present level. 

In the light of these very sensible policy approaches, it seems highly inconsistent for the same government to be completely opposed to all the measures under discussion in the Family Provisions case now before the Australian Industrial Relations Commission. 

The case deals with five measures that would make it easier for parents to combine work with their family responsibilities. If this combination is restricted, many parents will opt not to work or to work at much lower levels than they would otherwise.

 Now, I am not suggesting that mothers of babies should be working full-time with their babies in child care for 50 hours a week. Indeed, the measures that are included in the test case are all measures that seek to avoid this sort of all-or-nothing choice. 

Providing only stark choices leads to total non-participation of mothers in the labour force and to the loss of attachment to the labour force that makes their return more difficult when their children are older. Stark choice also leads to some women opting not to have children at all or delaying the first birth to a point where it becomes difficult to have a child when they wish to do so. The measures included in the AIRC test case are: to maintain attachment to the labour force, a right of return to work on a part-time basis following parental leave; to allow both parents to attach to the child in its early years of life, a right for both parents to use their existing 12-month unpaid parental leave entitlements simultaneously for up to eight weeks (simultaneous use is now restricted to one week); to cover school holidays, to enable parents to work for 42 weeks a year rather than the present 48 weeks with the additional weeks of leave being unpaid; the extension of unpaid parental leave to 24 months from the present 12 months; and a right for parents of young children to negotiate with their employer about hours of work and place of work. 

While it can be expected that some of these claims might be modified downwards, they are all very worthwhile directions that simultaneously take into account the parenting needs of young children and the need for parents and employers to maintain attachment of parents to the labour force.

 The value of these directions has been recognised by the more enlightened employer peak bodies and, on most of these issues, these bodies seem willingly to go part of the way. State Governments are also generally supportive. 

The Australian Government, on the other hand, absolutely opposes all these measures, taking the overriding ideological position that they would make the labour market less efficient through imposing restrictions upon employers. It seems particularly extraordinary that this family-friendly Government should be opposed to fathers using their existing parental leave entitlement to spend time with their child and the child's mother in the first weeks of life of the child. This seems to be counter to everything that the Government has said about fathering. Blanket opposition is also inconsistent with what the Government has done in relation to the improvement of work incentives for parents.

 This seems to be an example of different government departments being inconsistent with each other. It is also ironic that the department from which the opposition to these measures comes - the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations - is led by Kevin Andrews, the most family-friendly of the Government's ministers. 
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