ACT Decides 2019
Federal Election Community Conversation

Action on Employment
This note provides ACT-specific commentary and information on this action
area from ACOSS 2019 Federal election commitment priorities.

Question: More Canberrans are experiencing casualised, precarious

employment and a lack of job security. The federal government has key
responsibilities as an employer, a driver of economic settings, a funder of
Job Network providers and steward of the income support safety net. How
will you ensure more ACT people have secure, well-paid jobs and a safety
net when they can’t find them?

The facts
•

While the ACT has historically had stable employment opportunities and a
strong economy, some old assumptions about the labour market and
income patterns in the Territory no longer hold true.

•

Our economy is changing and with it we are developing a different
employment mix. An increased share of jobs in the service industry means
more precarious and casualised employment than in the public sector
labour market. As some agencies move out of Canberra, the overall mix of
jobs is also changing.

•

While the image of Canberra is of a public service town where people
work a standard 9.00am to 5.00pm day, this no longer corresponds with
reality, if it ever did. The public sector now only accounts for one third of
our workforce 1.
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•

Alongside this, public sector jobs are also increasingly casualised, parttime or in contract work connected to short-term projects. 2

•

Health care and social assistance is the second largest employer in the
ACT (12% of the workforce) and is projected to have the largest growth
over the next five years – accounting for almost a quarter of total projected
employment growth in the ACT over the period. 3

•

On the averages, the ACT’s employment position seems favourable.
Compared to other jurisdictions, the ACT currently has: the lowest
unemployment rate in Australia (3.6% vs 5% nationally), the lowest longterm unemployment rate (0.6% vs 1.3% nationally), the second lowest
youth unemployment rate (11.0% vs 11.7% nationally) and the second
lowest underemployment rate (5.9% vs 8.2% nationally). 4

•

However, some groups are persistently locked out of the labour market or
overrepresented in casualised, precarious or poorly paid jobs:
•

Young people of working age in the ACT tend to have relatively high
rates of casual employment, unemployment and underemployment.
A high proportion of young people in the ACT work in “industries
known to have a casualised workforce (such as retail/sales and
hospitality/tourism) and to be impacted by economic fluctuations
[which] suggests that job security is not a feature of young people’s
employment experience”. 5

•

Statistics show that women are more likely to be employed in lower
paying and insecure jobs. 6 In insecure work, women are generally
not entitled to some of the protective measures including access to
paid parental leave and flexible working arrangements that enable
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women to re-enter the workforce. This “serves to increase the gender
gap in pay equity, superannuation equity and in workplace equity”. 7
•

People with disability are especially vulnerable in the broader
economic shifts we are seeing to a casualised, precarious and
insecure workforce reliant on a narrower base in the service industry.
The most recent OECD ranking placed Australia 21st out of 29
OECD countries for employment participation by people with
disability. 8

Community & lived experience voices
“A lot of the work I could find was contract work, which means you do the work
and then 30 days later they’d pay you, but Centrelink would say no, you have to
pay it when you earn it, so I would then get a decrease in my Newstart, when I
wouldn’t have any money. So it was really difficult to budget.”
— ACT woman speaking to her experience of trying to
locate work while on Newstart. 9
“I’m currently unemployed, and have been for the past two years… I haven’t
been able to land in a job in [my field], but I know having a job, having a full-time
job, will lift me out of the circumstances I’m in. I’ve got about $17 a fortnight left.
I’ve never owned a car, I’ve got my Ls, and a friend is driving me around in his
car, but I’d like to get a car for myself… to [get a job in my field], you need a car,
especially for early starts… if you’re starting at 4 or 5am, it’s hard to get around.
“If I get an electricity bill or such, I need to go to places like St Johns and get a
food hamper… I don’t like to be in debt, so I like to pay things straight up.
“For me, the best form of welfare is a job. Because I can get down, you know,
you get down on yourself. Because I’m unemployed, when I’m idle, my mind is
idle… I applied for nine jobs last fortnight, and some people don’t even get back
to you.”
— ACT man speaking about life on Newstart. 10
The State of the Community Service Sector in the ACT report commissioned by
ACTCOSS in 2016 identified insecure work as a key barrier to the recruitment
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and retention of staff in the ACT community service organisations. Insecure
work within the sector was seen to be impacted on by government funding
arrangements. Organisations identified the need for greater funding and funding
security due to difficulties associated with the cost of employing staff under
good working conditions.
“We need to have the best workers on the ground if we are going effect change
and close the gap. To do this, I require the best skilled staff - we cannot match
the money for this to happen. We continue to get what we pay for, which is not
good enough – this places extra burden on the Management of the
Organisation and it affects outcomes on community. We simply need more
funding!”
— Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander service. 11

Further reading
•

Submission: Inquiry into the extent, nature and consequence of insecure
work in the ACT, July 2017
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