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THE call by the Australian business sector for one national industrial relations system sounds great - until you stop and think about it. The business sector is awaiting the new dawn on July 1, when the Federal Government gains a majority in the Senate and hence control of the Parliament. The Government has no excuse for not delivering what business wants. There will be no blocking Senate for it to blame.

That's why the business sector is out of the blocks early calling for a single industrial relations system.

However, the boardrooms of Australia must think long and hard about advocating that the nation should have just one IR system run out of Canberra. The boardrooms should be thinking of the long-term consequences and how it could affect their business.

Let's project 10 years ahead - 2015 - Labor is in power and the Senate is controlled by the left-leaning parties.

Guess what IR system the business sector gets all over Australia? Labor's.

If you're not sure what that means, then get a copy of the South Australian Government Fair Work Bill, as it was before it was amended. The Prime Minister quite rightly described this Bill as a "shocker".

If the two-tier system is changed to a single national system as advocated by business, when adopted nationally there will be no state industrial relations system to offer a competitive alternative.

The business sector will have no one to blame but themselves because, after all, it is what they wanted the present Government to deliver. Any business operator thinking that, when a single national industrial relations system is governed by Labor, they will simply get the states to reintroduce a more business-friendly system misunderstands the political mindset of the collective states' Upper Houses.

The calls for a national system are loudest in the eastern states - particularly Victoria and New South Wales. This is not surprising as these are the two biggest state economies and by definition have the biggest business sector, more big business and bigger, more militant unions than other states.

As the two most populated states, they have more MPs in Canberra, which would mean the resulting national IR system is likely to adopt a very distinct NSW and Victorian flavour.

This will disadvantage small states like SA whose governments, both Liberal and Labor, have had great delight in telling businesses interested in investing in SA that the state system has delivered the lowest level of industrial disputes in Australia over the past 40 years. The existing South Australian IR regime, before the Fair Work Bill being passed by the Parliament, has served SA well and has given SA a competitive advantage over other states.

It is obvious that a national IR system, heavily influenced by NSW and Victorian regimes, is likely to lead to higher levels of disputes in SA and other smaller states. Why would SA, other smaller states, or indeed the Federal Government, want that?

The long-term interests of the business sector and the workforce will be best served with both a federal and a state IR system so that business has a competitive choice.

After all, I thought fair competition, choice and a strong system of federation, that recognises the autonomy of the states, is what the Liberal Party stands for.

* Iain Evans is the Opposition spokesman for industrial relations and for federal/state relations. He operated small businesses before entering politics.
