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SUBMISSION IN REPLY OF UNITED VOICE 

Introduction 

1. This submission is in response to the Fair Work Commission’s Expert Panel’s (‘the Panel’)  

Decision
1
 ‘the Preliminary Decision’) on 7 April 2017 to reject United Voice’s proposal to set a 

medium-term target for the National Minimum Wage (NMW) at 60 per cent of median wages.  

 

2. The current safety net of minimum wages is failing to provide award-reliant workers a decent 

standard of living.
2
  These workers live week-to-week and experience insecurity and economic 

anxiety.  Comparatively, they have been left behind over the past thirty years as other incomes 

have risen.  The case studies provided in our initial submission at Annexure A are representative 

of the common experience that the safety net is not adequate for many of our award-reliant 

members. 

 

3. Over the medium and long term, inequality has risen because low paid award-reliant workers’ 

incomes have steadily declined in comparison to average wages.  A significant increase in the 

NMW is necessary to arrest the long term decline in the relative living standards of the low paid. 

Response to the Preliminary Decision  

4. The Expert Panel recognised this trend in the Preliminary Decision, publishing a table illustrating 

the fall in the C14 rate relative to the median weekly earnings of full-time employees.
3
  The 

previous Expert Panel (the Panel) in the Annual Wage Review 2015-16 decision also concluded 

that: 

 

‘There is no doubt that the low paid and award reliant have fallen behind wage earners and 

employee households generally over the past two decades, whether on the basis of wage 

income or household incomes.’
4
 

 

5. In the Preliminary Decision, the Panel acknowledged that the ‘minimum wage bite is an important 

indicator of relative living standards and wage inequality’
5
 and that ‘information about low-paid 

and award-reliant employees at risk of poverty is also relevant in assessing relative living 

standards’.
6
   

 

6. The Panel also recognised that ‘a series of independent review decisions might have a cumulative 

impact that was not explicitly intended’
7
 and then later acknowledged that successive Review 
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decisions have ‘both an immediate and cumulative impact’
8
 which goes towards the need to 

‘periodically assess the medium and long term consequences of Review decisions’.
9
 

 

United Voice’s Proposal 

 

7. United Voice asks the Expert Panel to increase the NMW by 13.5 per cent to $20 per hour from 1 

July 2017 (an increase of $2.30 per hour or $87.30 per week) with follow-on percentage increases 

to all award minimum wages.
10

   

 

8. We rely on our earlier submissions relating to the long-term trajectory of the NMW and the case 

for an increase.
11

  We also continue to rely on the submission of the Australian Council of Trade 

Unions, including their economic analysis, in support of our proposed increase.  

 

9. Our proposed increase is a significant and necessary step to remedy the cumulative impact 

successive Review decisions have had on low paid workers and to arrest the long term decline in 

their relative living standards.   

 

10. The downwards trend of relative living standards would be less problematic if current minimum 

wages actually met the needs of low-paid workers.  We agree with the Panel that: 

 

‘The assessment of the needs of the low paid requires an examination of the extent to 

which low-paid workers are able to purchase the essentials for a 'decent standard of 

living' and to engage in community life, assessed in the context of contemporary 

norms.’
12

 [Endnotes omitted]. 

 

11. Award-reliant workers cannot purchase the essentials for a ‘decent standard of living’.  The case 

studies included in our initial submissions at Appendix A illustrate the precariousness of these 

workers’ lives.  Award-reliant workers live from pay cheque to pay cheque, with little margin for 

unexpected costs.  Many go without basic necessities when bills fall due or work extremely long 

hours.
13

  This is reflects of the Fair Work Commission’s Statistical Report which showed that 31 

per cent of low-paid employee households experienced some form of financial stress from 2011 to 

2015.
14

 

 

12. The Panel has a unique capacity to fix the growth of inequality in Australia.  While there are other 

measures of inequality available, the minimum wage bite is the indicator that Panel has direct 

power to influence. 
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