AN ALTERNATIVE ECONOMIC
STRATEGY: SOME PROBLEMS
MARKSHADUR
INTRODUCTION
Previous article in JAPE have dealt with the important issue of
developing an alternative economic strategy for Australia. l This
article discusses the problems and prospects of an ALP government
developing such a strategy by focussing on the Hopkins/Curtain proposal
that was set out in JAPE No.12-13. 2 This is perhaps the most detailed
exposition of an alternative economic strategy yet presented in Australia.
In addition, there is an increasing number of commentators who support
similar strategies,3 so a discussion of issues raised by Hopkins/Curtain
has wider implications for labour strategy. Moreover, the election of
the Hawke Government, the National Economic Summit, the Prices and Incomes
Accord, and subsequent Government policies have made critical examination
of developing an alternative economic strategy all the more important.
Advocates such as Burford suggest that despite the Hawke Government's
'cautious' approach to reform and some unpalatable decisions (e.g. allowing
uranium mining to proceed) "socialists" should support the ACTU-l'>LP accord
and endeavour to shift the balance of forces to extend reforms and develop
socialism as "an issue in contention".4 Hopkins/Curtain suggest that the
labour movement outside Parliament may be able to pressure the parliamentarywing into adopting an "effective socialist strategy".5 Such an approach,
however, is fraught with immense underlying difficulties that render the
possibility for success distinctly remote. The obstacles to achieving
the goals these writers seek through labour reformism are of a deep-seated
nature.
THE HOPKINS/CURTAIN ALTERNATIVE ECONOMIC STRATEGY
To deal with the decline in Australia's manufacturing industry
Hopkins/Curtain argue for government sponsored restructuring of industry.
Proposals for government initiated restructuring have been previously
advocated,6 but they generally rely upon 'consultative machinery', and
they fail to take adequate account of the opposition to restructuring
and the severe dislocations such as unemployment during the transition.
To overcome these problems, Hopkins/Curtain propose a more thoroughgoing alternative economic strategy similar to that put forward by Stuart
Holland. This strategy involves nationalising large, profitable enterprises
in key industries (Holland says "20 or 25 of the top hundr.ed companies") 7
which could then be used to re-establish 'effective competition', and
directly implement government policies to stimulate investment rather
than relying on more indirect Keynesian methods such as taxation incentives,
and interest and exchange rate changes. Compulsory tripartite planning
agreements would be used to determine investment and pricing for the
remaining private sector. To militate a~ainst multinational companies
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sabotaging government policy by, for example, practising transfer
pricing, import controls would be used and strengthened by requ~r~ng
greater information relating to trade within transnational corporations.
The major problem with this strategy, Hopkins/Curtain suggest, is
that a social democratic government may not have "the willpower to carry
through what amounts to a major transformation of the economy".8 The
failure of the British Labour Government 1974-79 to implement this
strategy (the National Enterprise Board was used for "salvage operations";
the planning agreements were voluntary and no major companies volunteered) ,
led Holland to propose that the labour movement outside parliament should
"pressure" the parliamentary-wing by making wage agreements conditional
upon the implementation of this strategy. This, according to Hopkins/
Curtain, provides "the starting point for a truly effective socialist
strategy".9 They suggest that this approach has the potential for
overcoming two major problems - firstly, the lack of 'willpower' of
social democratic parties for implementing a socialist programme, and
secondly, it may assist in gaining the support of unions and workers
who have been wary of restructuring proposals that do not adequately
provide for workers' interests. To support this proposal, Hopkins/
Curtain suggest that Sweden is an example where this strategy has been
used successfully. From the mid-1950's the Swedish Confederation of
Trade Unions (La), the peak organisation for blue collar workers, "took
the initiative away from the Social Democratic Party ••• and devised a
strategy for maintaining stable growth based on full employment without
a high level of inflation".lO They go on to argue that there are grounds
for believing a similar strategy could be followed in Australia.
Hopkins/Curtain are not alone in
advocating a trade union and ALP
government reformist strategy for
Australia along Swedish lines. They
directly draw on the work of Winton
Higgins (and Nixon Apple) who has been
hailing Sweden's reformism (he calls
it "political unionism") as the way
forward for the labour movement to
"narrow the bourgeois lead in power
resources, generate higher ambitions
and challenge bourgeois power on a
broader front ••• "ll As mentioned above,
12a growing number of commentators are
supporting this type of strategy.
It is therefore important that a
critical examination of the Swedish experience be presented.
THE 'SUCCESS" OF THE SWEDISH MODEL
According to Higgins, the wage share of Sweden's national income
increased from 54 to 65 percent during the 1950 to 1970 period. A major
reason for the maintenance of low levels of unemployment and inflation
while Swedish exports have expanded, Higgins suggests, is the role of the
La. Very briefly, the strategy has involved centralising wage agreements
and pursuing the 'solidarity wage' policy regardless' of employers'
capacity to pay. Inefficient firms were forced to close and retraining,
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relocation and welfare provisions were provided to the retrenched
workers. In conjunction, Swedish social democracy has established
extensive social welfare provisions - probably the most comprehensive
social welfare system within any western nation. This has resulted in
definite important benefits being made available to workers and other
groups (e.g. women, the aged, the unemployed). These gains are not to
be neglected or simply dismissed. But, by the same token, before the
Swedish example is embraced as a model for emulation at least three
issues need to be addressed: (i) the extent to which exploitative
relations have been curtailed in Sweden; (ii) what effects the recession
is having on Swedish social democracy; and (iii) the longer term prospects
for extending social democracy.
(i)

The extent. to which production has been socialised

Proponents of the Swedish model argue that significant progress
has been achieved in this direction. Higgins, for example, states that
the Swedish labour movement has "arguably developed the most advanced
forms of mobilization in the western world and made the most serious
inroads into capitalist relations".13 Just how deep these inroads are
requires greater specification, because in 1979 15 families and 2 banks
controlled about 60 of Sweden's top 100 companies accounting for over
50 percent of industrial production. 14 This is certainly not to suggest
that control over capitalist relations can only be effected by nationalisation
(far from it!). The point here is that concentration of ownership to this
extent has major implications for the state's ability to control the
economy generally and, specifically, the level and direction of investment.
Secondly, until the mid-1970s labour relations at the point of production
has been a largely neglected issue. wildcat strikes occurred in the late
1960s, however, by metal workers in particular, and this led or forced
the LO and the Social Democratic
Party (SAP) to address problems
such as the lack of employee
influence on the shopfloor, and
the lack of employee contact with
the wider bureaucratic and
centralised decision-making
processes. 1S In an effort to
cope simultaneously with worker
dissatisfaction and the lack of
control over investment and
industrial policy, the LOinitiated Meidner Plan of wage
earner funds was adopted by the
SAP. In response to these two
problems the plan entailed the
promotion of democracy in the
workplace and the requirement
that a percentage of companies' profits be contributed to employees' funds
in the form of collective share ownership to eventually establish public
control over investment. This plan has potentially far-reaching consequences
according to John Stephens, a proponent of the plan: "taken as a whole,
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it is nothing less than a program for the transition to socialism".16
The prospects of wage earner funds will be addressed presently, but
on the question of implementing "economic democracy", it needs to be
appreciated that any moves in this direction are still at a rudimentary
stage and employers have been able to avoid the intentions of the 1970s
industrial democracy legislation. By and large, orthodox managerial
structures remain largely intact, and public ownership or even regulation
of industry has remained comparatively low. 17
(ii)

The effects of the recession on Swedish social democracy

There is another factor behind the adoption of the Meidner Plan,
namely, the emergence of what has been viewed as the 'the public sector
crisis'. The post-war expansion enabled government expenditure to offset
job shedding in the private sector, but the recession has made this
increasingly difficult. Registered unemployment increased from 2% in
1980 to about 3% in 1982, but on top of this is another 3% of the workforce
in relief work, retraining and sheltered employment, which puts the
total figure at around 6%. Moreover, the trend appears to have worsened
since registered unemployment rose to 3.8% in 1983. Real GDP has grown
by less than 2.0% p.a. in the 1980s and actually fell by 1% in 1981.
Partly as a consequence, the forecast budget deficit for 1984 is 12%
of GDP and the major political parties view this with considerable
alarm. Since the
SAP fall from office
in 1976, market
forces have been
allowed to erode
aspects of welfare
provisions, and
after 1980 cutbacks
to welfare were
made. 18

(iii) The prospects for extending social democracy
It remains to be seen what direction the social democrats will take
with respect to welfare programmes and government subsidies to industry
following their return to government in the September 1982 elections.
However there are indications that the expanded deficit has revealed
divisions within the SAP. A significant number of social democrats now
argue for a re-examination of continuing public sector expansion and
assistance to ailing industries (e.g. shipbuilding and steel) as the
means for overcoming the economic recession. Instead they suggest that
recovery predominantly depends upon industry itself becoming more
competitive on the international market with the state playing a
subsidiary role in creating conditions to allow this. The tone of
debate in Sweden is not, as walters notes, one of adopting Friedmanstyle monetarism, but support for market solutions is gaining political
ground, including within the SAP.19
The emphasis in recent years has been on wage restraint (leading
to a decline in real wages since 1976) to allow industry to recover
from the recession. Attention is now being directed to the 'wage earner
funds as a reward for wage restraint, and as a means, for regulating
investment. Much seems to depend on the success of the wage earner
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funds, and again it is not clear how events will unfold. The original
proposal, which required 20% of annual corporate profits to be paid into
a fund administered by trade unions, met with vehement opposition from
capital and has been considerably modified to reduce trade union
control and replace the 20% contribution from profits with a tax on
the company wage bill. The programme still has far-reaching potential,
but this can at best be realised only over the longer term (the next
30 years or so). Moreover, capital remains bitterly opposed to the
plan, as witnessed by the demonstration organised by business in
which 75,000 people took part in October 1983. 20
Proponents such as Higgins and Apple argue that the labour
movement has gathered sufficient strength to overcome opposition
from capital. For example, the white collar union organisation now
supports the wage earner funds, and the nascent industrial democracy
schemes have provided incentives for labour to push for greater
influence. However, this does not seem to take into account the
possibly contradictory nature of the plan: the intention is to generate
funds for investment, yet the plan itself arg~ably gives rise to a crisis
of business confidence which retards private investment. The difficulty
involved is indicated by the present situation where current government
strategy to cope with the budget deficit without cutting into welfare
provisions requires an estimated 8 to 12% p.a. growth in private fixed
capital investment, yet real investment has been declining in Sweden
through most of the 1970s and now into the 1980s. 21
It could conceivably be that the strategy indicated by Erik
Wright could circumvent opposition from capital by proposing reforms
that serve the immediate interests of individual employers (e.g.
increasing their profitability) while simultaneously eroding their
power as a class by increasing the space for organised labour to
control production. The "trick" is to make the proposals too attractive
for individual employers to refuse yet still obtain more than symbolic
control over production in return. 22
I
Still, it remains difficult to see
~
how implementing the wage earner
funds can be achieved in a manner
'too attractive' for employers to
refuse. The proposal places an
extra cost on already declining
profits, and in these
circumstances it is unlikely
that declining investment levels
will be reversed - unless the
stimulus comes from outside the
Swedish economy. The wage
earner funds proposal - and
social democracy in general is based on the ability to
maintain economic expansion.

21

If business confidence recedes and investment declines markedly then
support for the wage earner funds and the SAP itself may come under
threat.
Major difficulties therefore remain in Sweden and to a
considerable extent the outcome will depend on the state of the world
economy (as exports account for nearly 30% of Sweden's GOP).
Proponents of the Swedish strategy tend to understate the importance
of economic growth after the second world war for establishing the
welfare system and the strength of labour's bargaining position.
Employer resistance to labour demands through the 1950s and 1960s
would have been far greater if this had not been a period of marked
economic expansion, and this is reflected in employer intransigence
in its major confrontation with labour in 1980 following the decline
in profits from the mid-1970s. 23
PROBLEMS OF BUILDING SUPPORT FOR AN ALTERNATIVE
ECONOMIC STRATEGY: BRITISH AND AUSTRALIAN EXPERIENCE
A similar strategy to the Hopkins/Curtain proposal was attempted
by the Wilson/Callaghan Government beginning in 1974. In the first six
months there was an attempt to implement its programme (which included
public owership, planning agreements, industrial democracy, and a
redistribution of income and power towards the working class) but then
the government retreated in face of opposition from the press, the civil
service, and capital, and the rapidly deteriorating economic conditions.
Speculation against the pound, inflation, and severe balance of payments
deficits saw the government approach the International Monetary Fund,
which demanded tight monetary and deflationary policies. 24
Catley and MCFarlane have examined in some detail how the world
recession had disastrous effects for the reform programme of the Whitlam
Government. The growing budget deficit and decline in the economy led
to the abandonment of expansionary policies and, as in Britain, monetary
restraint and deflationary policies were adopted. Elements of the Hopkins/
curtain proposal may well lead to severe budgetary pressures particularly
during an economic downturn - one example here is the policy to retrain
workers who are displaced by industry restructuring. Catley and
McFarlane state that to carry out a retraining scheme similar to that
in Sweden would cost Australia "up to $2 billion per annum".25.Hopkins
and Curtain suggest that social democratic governments retreat from their
expansionary and strongly reformist policies when economic conditions
deteriorate, due to a lack of 'willpower' that a more assertive trade
union movement could overcome. But this fails to portray the extent of
the difficulties that an ALP government would have in implementing their
strategy.
The Hopkins/Curtain proposal entails a seriou~ attack on
Australian capital. The nationalisation of the top 20 or 25 companies,
compelling the remaining private firms to participate in planning
agreements in which investment and pricing policy are set, and impos~ng
restrictive controls~ would be bitterly resisted by capital, conservative
politicians and interest groups, and the media. The consequent outrage
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would make the
hostility that
met the bank
nationalisation
attempt and the
loans affair pale
into insignificance.
The 'flight of
capital' and the
'capital strike'
that took place
after the Whitlam
Government's
election would also
seem paltry.
Australia has relied
on private capital
inflow and
international
borrowing to finance
Between the devil and the deep blue sea
the balance of
payments deficits,
but private investment would sharply decline in responseto·these policies,
and the nationalisation of companies would adversely affect the terms of
Australia's international borrowing agreements. 26 It is to be expected
that many top public servants and members of the nationalised companies
would be strongly opposed to the programme, and if left in their positions,
they would actively seek to undermine it. It is also to be expected that
the signs of disunity within capital in Australia (especially between
manufacturing and resource-based industry) would be over-shadowed by a
united opposition to the threat to private enterprise.
This combined opposition would be translated to the electorate
by the privately-owned media (Hopkins/Curtain do not mention nationalising
the media) which would presumably be intent on the dismissal of the
government. Catley and McFarlane summarise the operation of media
hostility to the 'mildly reformist' Whitlam government; "the media •.• put
the government under sharp strutiny and elevated the merest administrative
error to the status of a national tragedy".27 The severity of this
opposition to the alternative economic strategy has not been discussed
by Hopkins/Curtain. Instead they seem to imply that if enough popular
support for the strategy were generated, then the opposition would not
be so important. This begs the question of how support is to be achieved.
This issue has been discussed in the British debates on alternative
economic strategy, and Bob Rowthorn argued that for the strategy to be
accepted without "the bourgeoisie •.. pursu[ing] a systematic policy of
disruption and sabotage" an "overwhelming majority of the population,'
say seventy to eighty per cent" may be required, but he makes it clear
that this is extremely unlikely to be obtained. 28 It is indeed difficult
to see how support anywhere near this magnitude could be generated in
Australia in the near future, and Hopkins/Curtain do not explain how
this is to be achieved. Crough and Wheelwright refer to the possibility
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of popular movements, such as environmentalists and urban community
groups working together to increase their support, but there is little
in this that has not been stated and pursued in the past.
If
anything, there has been a decline in the impetus of movements such
as 'the Green Bans'. More importantly there remains the pressing
problem of how these social movements can transcend their particular
interests to mobilise on a combined and stronger basis encompassing
a multiplicity of goals.
.
Suffice it to say that the
Labor left has paid insufficient
attention to generating the level of
popular support necessary to counter
opposition to an alternative economic
strategy. The Hawke Government on the
other hand has shown that it is well
aware that it does not rely on a
mobilisation of progressive groups to
counter bourgeois opposition, precisely
because it has no intention of arousing
such opposition. The policies and
performance of the present ALP Federal
Government indicate the improbability
that an alternative economic strategy
will be successfully pursued in
Australia in the near future. Implicit
in almost every economic policy of the
Labor Government is the recognition
that its major claim to electoral
support is based on its ability to
promote economic expansion which in
turn is premised on increased private capital activity.29 A basic aim
for this government must therefore be the well-being of capital in
Australia, and demands for labour and social reforms need to be seen
in this context. This is something of a truism for many observers,
yet those advocating a left strategy for Labor seem to underestimate
or downplay the implications it has for an ALP government. The final
section of this paper briefly examines the Hawke Government from this
perspective to consider the prospects for an alternative economic
strategy.
THE HAWKE GOVERNMENT AND THE ACCORD:
ALTERNATIVE ECONOMIC STRATEGY?

A BASIS FOR AN

The Hawke Government is not in the business of implementing an
alternative economic strategy. While Hopkins/Curtain recommended
nationalising the top 20 companies, the ALP and the ACTU are at best,
involved in defending workers' declining net incomes. The Prices and
Incomes Accord has as an aim "an equitable and clearly discernible
redistribution of income", but given the recent economic conditions
the emphasis has been on ensuring that "living standards ••• are
maintained and through time increased with movements ~n national
productivity".30 Until recently, then, the preoccupation has'been
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with wage restraint rather than redistribution, for as Mr. Hawke
explained in late 1982 "the economic downturn has seriously weakened
the capacity of employers to pay additional wages".3l Consequently,
the accord was designed not only as a defensive strategy for labour;
it aims to be a protective strategy for capital. As the joint statement
by Hayden and Dolan makes clear, prices are to be regulated, but such
regulation "will be designed to enable enterprises [to] earn
reasonable profits". 32
The initial period of the accord was characterised by cautious
stabilisation policies in which wage restraint was the key feature.
Moves were apparently in progress, however, to establish the conditions
and machinery for implementing some of the broader aims of the accord.
The tax avoidance industry which was specifically mentioned in the
accord received a significant setback despite the Senate (the balance
rested with Senator Harradine) insisting on the inclusion of an
'innocence clause' which reduced the amount Labor had hoped to recoup.
Medicare has been re-introduced in the face of continuing opposition
from the AMA. An assets test on pensions was p~oposed. A capital gains
tax has been placed on the back-burner for the present, but such a tax
could be introduced after an early federal election. For the six
months to June 1984 the CPI figure declined slightly and under the terms
of the accord no October hearing for national wage increases should take
place. Tax cuts were introduced in the 1984 Federal Budget, however, in
the order of $8 per week for most wage and salary earners, tapering off
for higher income earners. In short, it cannot be said that the 'social
wage' and redistribution components of the accord. have been forgotten.
Proponents of a left Labor strategy and 'political unionism'
might also be heartened by developments on the industrial front. The
accord has so far held - even the likes of Norm Gallagher's BLF have
been at least contained and only isolated disputes have persisted which
have demands outside the accord (e.g. the Plumbers and Gasfitters Union) •
The Economic Planning Advisory Council grew out of the National Economic
Summit to provide an on-going forum for the Government to hear what
important sections of the community recommend in relation to medium and
longer term economic policy. Further to this, the 1984 ALP National
Conference endorsed a resolution to revamp the Australian Manufacturing
Council (AMC) and its 10 industry councils to promote agreements
relating to investment, planning, pricing,
labour requirements, government assistance
levels, and other important decisions.
what is more, a number of conspicuous
left-wing trade unionists hold positions
on these counciis: Laurie Carmichael,
Bill Mansfield and John Halfpenny are
among the 26 members of the AMC, and
Halfpenny chairs the sectoral'council on
Machinery and Metal Engineering. Advocates
of political unionism can take special
satisfaction in this development, for an
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alliance of the Labor left spearheaded by the AMFSU was apparently
able to force Senator Button to accept their industry council
proposals. The former AMFSU research officer, Ted Wilshire, and
Nixon Apple played prominent parts in having Button accept the
strengthened industry policy.33 To those who might be sceptical of
the effectiveness of consultative industry councils, political
unionists could point to the recent Arbitration Commission decision
on dismissals and redundancy (which imposes substantial obligations
on employers in relation to employee job tenure) as the promise of
things to come. 34
Are these indications that the foundations have been laid for
an alternative economic strategy or political unionism to be
successfully developed? So it might be argued. On the other hand,
the achievements of the Hawke Government might also be seen as the
minimal level that a reform-oriented Australian government would be
expected to have attained. with each of the gains made there is the
component of concession: an innocence clause in tax avoidance
legislation, concessions to doctors with Medicare, modifications to
pension assets test, concessions to the private schools, and so on.
This is in the nature of incremental reform policies, it might be
retorted; compromises are required for reforms to be initiated so
they can be extended. Yet there is an air about this that leads one
to recall Rosa Luxemburg's declamation:
... people who pronounce themselves in favour of the method
of legislative reform in place of arrlin contradistinction
to the conquest of political power and social revolution,
do not really choose a more tranquil, calmer and slower
road to the same goal, but a different goal. Instead of
taking a stand for the establishment of a new society they
take a stand for surface modification of the old society.35
A number of points call into question the possibility of present
reform strategies succeeding in Australia. Firstly, it has been argued
that economic conditions have a major impact on the direction and extent
of reform programmes. Let us assume for the moment that there is
beginning to be a shift away from the consuming preoccupation with wage
restraint, and that attention is directed to maintaining the social
wage and the redistribution of wealth. Given the Government's
insistence that business profit levels and investor confidence need to
be revived, this could really only take place in an expanding economy.
This is so because tax deductions and increased welfare costs (e.g.
Medicare) need to come out of government funds, and the Government is
intent on containing the budget deficit due to the perceived effect
this has on interest rates and consequently investor confidence. The
Government, in short, is relying on increased revenue associated with
the economic recovery to finance its policy of maintaining the social
wage. The present resurgence in the economy, it might be added, is
substantially due to the end of the drought, and more importantly, the
recovery in the U.S. economy. If the recovery is not sustained, the
probability is that there will be renewed pressure to' cut wage earners'
real incomes and the social wage, and as in Britain, it is not clear
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that unions will remain in the accord
under these conditions. Secondly, the
Swedish experience cannot be directly
applied to Australia. For one thing,
trade union solidarity was built up
over the long period of Social
Democratic government. The accord,
on the other hand, may not be
sufficiently entrenched to survive an
upsurge in the economy which particular
unions might take advantage of to press
for sectional claims outside the accord.
There are, however, two overarching criticisms of the Hawke
Government and the prospects for
achieving socialist goals. The first
has been made by commentators such as
Peter Beilharz and Rob Watts, and Randal
Stewart and John Ballard.36 Their major
point is that by and large the accord has
been established by and for the Government,
big labour and big business. The unemployed,
those dependent on welfare and other non-wage
earners have been largely excluded from the tripartite decision-making
arrangements, and from the fruits of subsequent policies. Stewart points
out for instance that only 3 of the 18 members of EPAC are not drawn from
government, business or unions, and Beilharz argues that the basis of the
accord is that those excluded from it "will have their lot improved only
as the result of economic recovery".37 The president of ACOSS, Mr. Bruce
McKenzie, lent support to this view when he said that the ACOSS
representative on EPAC "was sitting there for six hours hardly getting
a word ~n, and when he did it was said to be irrelevant".38 The tax
cuts in the 1984 budget also underline this point. The Government
closely followed the ACTU's tax cut recommendations: in fact, it was
reported that the ACTU altered its draft package to include tax cuts
for high income earners after talks with the Treasurer. 39 The ACTU
proposed an $8 per week tax cut for wage and salary earners between
$12,000 and $25,000 p.a. Such tax cuts are fine for those with taxable
incomes, but there is no direct benefit for the 660,000 unemployed and
the thousands of others with paltry incomes. Little effective action
has been taken to reduce ~nemployment and benefits have been only
marginally increased. Improvements in welfare payments in the 1984
budget are slim - pensioners, for example, are to receive $2.80 to
$4.20 per week extra, which is roughly equal to the tax cut for those
on $100,000 p.a.!
The second point relating to the tax reductions raises the
other major criticism of the Hawke Government, namely, that workers with
low incomes are not favoured by this government, and indeed nor are they
favoured with the accord. The ACTU recommended that income earners below
$12,000 p.a. not receive the full $8 reduction. A person with an income
of $11,000 p.a. would be in line for a $6.82 per week reduction, which is
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12 cents more per week than those receiving $29,000 p.a. It is also
instructive to ask why the ACTU should have proposed that the full
$8 reduction should be extended to $25,000 p.a. incomes, particularly
when the majority of wage earners receive less than the average annual
earnings for males which was $19,235 in the March quarter 1984. 40
Part of the explanation is that the ACTU has had to accept the
Government's policy intentions but part of the reason is that ACTU
policy is being increasingly influenced by white-collar groups
following their affiliation in recent years. 41 This influence is
also reflected in the sharp ACTU opposition to taxation on lump-sum
superannuation payments.
Much also needs to be stated concerning the deteriorating
circumstances that lower wage earners are continuing to experience.
Even leaving aside the effects of the Fraser Government's wagefreeze, workers have had to cope with significant cuts in real wages
as the 1983 inflation rate was 8.6% and the only wage increase for
the year was the 4.3% granted in October. 42 The Medicare deflated
CPI figure for June means that the wage increase for 1984 will be
4.1% while the underlying inflation rate will probably be around 6%.
The heart of the matter, though, is that there is a distinct danger
that the interests of low income workers will be subsumed under the
weight of the often better organised and more articulate sections of
the workforce. Workers covered by the more powerful unions such as
the BLF and AMFSU may be better placed than those in more vulnerable
industries such as textiles, but even so there are many workers in
small businesses, including within the metal industry, who do not have
sufficient influence to improve their conditions of work. Present
experience indicates that the Hawke Government and the ACTU cannot
be relied upon to pursue policies designed to improve the situation
of all workers, let alone develop the accord in the direction of an
alternative economic strategy.
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