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MINIMUM WAGE INCREASE - WESTERN AUSTRALIAN INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS 
COMMISSION 

Statement 
HON SHEILA MILLS (South Metropolitan) [9.58 pm]:  I commend the Western Australian Industrial 
Relations Commission on its decision to grant a $20 a week minimum wage increase.  However, the downside is 
that more than 30 000 low-paid workers will miss out on the pay increase because they have been absorbed into 
the federal system.  These workers will have to wait for a ruling from the commonwealth’s new Fair Pay 
Commission.  If, as seems likely, the FPC will not hand down its decision until November at the earliest, it is 
estimated that these families will be missing out on approximately $800 to $1 000 while they wait for the 
decision.  Then, of course, there is no guarantee that the determination of the commission will reflect the 
decision of not only the Western Australian Industrial Relations Commission, but also the New South Wales 
Industrial Relations Commission, which made the same finding for an increase of $20 a week.   

The increases that have been announced will affect mainly women and part-time workers - traditionally some of 
the most vulnerable in the job market and those with little or no bargaining power.  It is now well documented 
that the federal government’s workplace legislation is being used to put workers on Australian workplace 
agreements that cut take-home pay and reduce minimum standards of employment.  The head of the federal 
government’s Office of the Employment Advocate told a Senate estimates committee on 29 May 2006 that 
annual leave loading had been erased in 64 per cent of AWAs lodged under the new laws; that penalty rates had 
disappeared in 63 per cent; that shift allowances had been removed in 52 per cent; and that 16 per cent had 
dropped all award conditions, and replaced them with just the government’s five minimum conditions.  Forty per 
cent of agreements have dropped gazetted public holidays and 31 per cent of agreements have modified overtime 
loading, with 29 per cent changing rest breaks and 27 per cent altering public holiday arrangements.  More than 
one in five new agreements contains no pay increases for the life of the agreement.   

Not content with WorkChoices, the independent contractors legislation has followed, which will deny thousands 
of workers the right to be protected under state law when it comes to minimum rates of pay, entitlements and 
access to unfair contract remedies.  This legislation will transfer this group from employment laws to 
commercial regimes.  This group of workers will be forced into a situation in which they will be left footing the 
bills for their own holidays, workers’ compensation and superannuation.  

John Howard said previously that his government would be modest, even humble, in the way that it would use 
the Senate majority it gained at the last election.  However, that has not been the case.  Rather, Mr Howard has 
changed the very nature of Australian federalism not only through IR changes, but also with the proposal to 
almost halve the number of Senate committees and replace all committee chairs with government members, 
moves which are widely condemned.  As a chamber of oversight, the Senate plays a crucial role in the 
accountability function of Parliament.  Checks and balances are a vital part of the function of a healthy 
democracy.  This is another example of the abuse of the Senate majority.  John Howard has also used this 
majority to soften the laws around political donations, while making it harder for young people to vote via the 
Electoral and Referendum Amendment (Electoral Integrity and Other Measures) Act.  The test of a vibrant 
democracy is its capacity to critique the government.  Through legislative and fiscal means the current federal 
government is making this increasingly difficult.  The original Greek meaning of “hubris”, which is well known 
to the Prime Minister, denoted presumption or defiance of the gods leading to a nemesis, an inescapable agent of 
retribution.  Howard’s nemesis will be the Australian people, who will exercise retribution at the next election.  I 
am sure tomorrow’s national day of protest will be another step towards this end.   

I commend the union movement and other groups for standing up to the Howard government’s assault on the 
living standards and political rights of Australian workers.  
 


