Poor Women the Unsung Victims of WorkChoices 
Bradon Ellem 

AMID the statistical deluge and political argument, it is easy to lose sight of the human side of the debate about WorkChoices. What are the real stories of the more vulnerable of working women, the workers that many people were concerned about when the new laws were introduced?

As part of a nationwide survey, researchers have conducted in-depth interviews with women in the sorts of jobs which previous research had identified as being" at risk" under legislation of this type. The report, which focuses on the experience of 14 low-paid women working in the ACT, in sectors like cleaning, child care, aged care and retail, was issued in Canberra on Friday.

We spoke only to women who had experienced changes at work, for better or for worse, in the first 12 months of WorkChoices and that those changes could be attributed to changes in industrial relations law. This is not a set of stories about disgruntled workers or bad bosses. It is a study of the impact of the new laws on women's lives. And it is not a happy story.

No one reported any improvements in work-life balance. There was no genuine negotiation at work. There was no improvement in work itself. A striking finding was that many of the women in what many of us would see as low-status jobs made it plain that they took real pride in their work and that, for various reasons, these jobs were not being done as well under WorkChoices as they had been in the past.

A cleaner, Janis (all names have been changed in line with university ethics requirements), had to apply for her own job after more than 30 years with the firm when a new contractor took over. She refused to sign an Australian Workplace Agreement despite suffering considerable stress from the pressure to do so. She was concerned not just about her own earnings, but also the effect that competition and contracting was having on the quality of cleaning work.

A casual kitchen-hand, Jo, was also pressured to sign an AWA. For three months thereafter, she was simply offered no work and finally went to another job back on an award. For her, the story of WorkChoices had been a simple one: in hospitality, some employers were cost-cutting and taking advantage, especially when women lacked language skills and confidence. 

In other cases, women spoke about lost independence and a growing reliance on men, parents or welfare to make ends meet. For them, the clock was turning backwards not just as workers but as citizens. In these women's own words, there was a massive disjuncture between the stated aims of WorkChoices and its real impact. 

Nowhere was the effect of change clearer than with the new dismissal laws. Child-care worker and single mother Mel was sacked the day WorkChoices came into effect. After some personality clashes but with no warning, she was fired. Questioned as to whether she could do this the boss replied, "Watch me." When Mel found a new job, home life was harder because of greater travel time.

For an older woman, Debbie, in aged care, things could hardly have been worse. Diagnosed with lung cancer on the Thursday before Easter, she rang in sick on the Tuesday. She told us that when she arrived at work on Wednesday the manager "sat me down and said that they no longer required me as I was too sick to work". Although devastated and unsure about her future, she hadn't lost her sense of humour: asked if there were things she had not liked about her job she replied "getting sacked".

For all the women, a new sense of managerial prerogative meant that "choice" was illusory. There was no evidence that "flexibility" had worked in favour of the women. They were working harder for their money and reporting no improvements in balancing work and family lives. Most did not even think this a matter worth talking about at any length, so remote was it from daily reality.

The recurring theme is a perception of enhanced managerial prerogative under, and because of, WorkChoices. This is an important change in itself, but it goes further, weaving its way through statements about two other impacts that women are reporting: a lack of voice in the workplace, and increased job stress and outright fear at work. It also leads into, and explains, the more measurable outcomes that the women were telling us about: reductions in penalty rates, changes in hours of work and shift arrangements, and work intensification.

The story of an experienced care worker, Donna, encapsulates much of this interplay. She told us that "as soon as these laws came in" management became more heavy-handed. Work was not only harder with multi-tasking and staff cuts, but managers played "favourites" in dealing with their workers. At least as worrying for Donna was that quality of care was now "below average" as cost-cutting became more pronounced. Why would no one speak out? Fear and insecurity at work. These are not "horror stories" about bosses, although they are plainly not good stories. They are, at base, stories about what can happen, and is happening, under and because of new laws.

Similar reports by researchers in the Australian states have been issued in the last few weeks and have been attacked by government spokespeople for their partiality. People should be very clear about what this research seeks to do. The experiences and the immediacy in this report come not from the researchers, not from numbers, but from the women we interviewed women about whose overall earnings we know a great deal from other, quantitative research. The least these women deserve is to have their voices heard in the public debate about WorkChoices. That is what this research seeks to do. 

