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1. This submission by the Australian Catholic Council for Employment Relations (ACCER) 

is made in response to a Statement by the Fair Work Commission (FWC) on 25 August 2017, 

[2017] FWC 4403, concerning research published by the Social Policy Research Centre 

(SPRC) of the University of New South Wales on 23 August 2017 regarding the needs and 

the living standards of low income individuals and families.  The SPRC's research reviews 

and updates Budget Standards research by the SPRC in the mid-1990s.   

2. The SPRC research identifies the incomes needed by individuals and various families to 

purchase the goods and services required to achieve a healthy living standard.  The living 

standard for each group is the Minimum Income for Healthy Living (MIHL).  The research 

calculates the MIHL for (a) wage-dependent individuals and families and (b) unemployed 

individuals and families in which no person is employed.  In each of the categories the needs 

of five kinds of households are considered: individuals, a couple without children, a couple 

with one child (a 6 year-old girl), a couple with two children (a 6 year-old girl and a 10 year-

old boy) and a sole parent with one child (a 6 year-old girl). 

3. The FWC has invited interested parties to make submissions as to how the research may 

be considered in the current annual wage review; in particular the utility of a preliminary 

hearing on the research and the issues to be considered in such a hearing. 

4. ACCER and the Australian Council of Social Services (ACOSS) have argued in past 

annual wage reviews that the earlier SPRC research, with the original costs being updated by 

changes in the Consumer Price Index (CPI), provides an appropriate basis for the setting of a 



fair safety net wage, as required by section 284(1) of the Fair Work Act.  The FWC has 

rejected these submissions on the basis that the research lacks "contemporary relevance": the 

updating of the earlier data by CPI increases is insufficient and that the appropriate goods and 

services should be estimated by contemporary circumstances and not by the standards of the 

mid-1990s.  The updated research meets those basic concerns. 

5. Section 284(1) of the Fair Work Act requires that the FWC sets a safety net of fair 

minimum wages, taking into account, among other matters, the "needs of the low paid". This 

requires the FWC to consider the costs of food, clothing, housing, transport, social 

participation, etc. required to meet the statutory objective of providing a fair safety net of 

minimum wages.  A fair safety net of minimum wages should enable the worker to purchase 

the essentials for a decent standard of living and engage in community life. 

6. ACCER submits that the minimum income for healthy living for low income wage-

dependent families identified by the SPRC is the best evidence in Australia on the needs of 

low paid workers and their families and, further, is appropriate evidence on which the safety 

net objective in the Fair Work Act can be achieved. 

7. ACCER recognises, however, that some parties will take issue with aspects of the 

research.  In particular, some parties may take issue with the basis upon which housing costs 

have been calculated.  A preliminary hearing would enable parties to ventilate these 

issues.  This might result in some of the matters being resolved by the FWC or in the FWC 

providing a view about how it would be assisted by further evidence or submissions.  It 

would provide the parties, whether supportive of the research or opposed to it, the 

opportunity to seek out further evidence to support their respective positions. 

8. ACCER believes that the most expeditious means of ventilating these issues would be by 

way of a hearing in which Professor Saunders would elaborate on aspects of the research and 

respond to questions from participating parties.  This could be followed by written 

submissions from the parties on the utility of the research, any relevant matters raised in the 

hearing and any questions from members of the FWC.  If all members of the Panel are able to 

participate in this process it may be appropriate for a decision to be issued on particular 

matters raised in the preliminary hearing.  Having regard to the date fixed for the filing of 

initial submissions in the substantive hearing, it would be appropriate for this process be 

completed by mid-November 2017. 

 


