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Asian Women at Work Inc
Submission to the NSW Upper House Inquiry into the Impact of WorkChoices

Impact of new Industrial Relations Laws on Asian Women Workers

Asian Women at Work is working with Asian migrant women Our primary target group
are women from Chinese and Vietnamese backgrounds, while we have contact with
smaller groups of working women from other migrant ethnic backgrounds including

Filipino, Lao, Khmer, Thai and Indonesian. We have a current membership of 1,100
working women. -

Generally the women we have contact with are working in low paid employment in
industries including clothing, furniture, cleaning, restaurants, food, metalwork, packaging
and plastics. The majority work in small to medium size businesses. A significant
proportion of the women we have contact with work for below award level wages and
conditions. This includes, but is not exclusive to outworkers in the clothing industry.

At this early stage of the implementation of WorkChoices we do not have dramatic
stories of the nature that have hit the headlines in recent months. The changes have
been more subtle.

The impact WorkChoices has on the industrial relations experiences of migrant women
workers we work with fit into three categories.

1. Women who have experienced a reduction in conditions, and an associated loss
of income.

2. Women who have experienced an increase in stress and abuse in the workplace.

3. Women who never experienced award wages and conditions, and see a job with
fair wages and conditions as even more out of reach.

1. Reduction in Conditions

Interestingly, all the cases that have been reported to us of a reduction in conditions we
believe are actually illegal.

A factory in Campsie stopped paying penality rates to its employees in January. This is
obviously before WorkChoices commenced, and the workers were not asked to sign an
AWA which allowed this.

A factory in Fairfield stopped paying overtime after the commencement of WorkChoices
but again without an AWA.

The closest we have seen to an AWA was an agreement, written in Chinese, which spelt
out some very basic wages and conditions. She was required to sign it at her interview
as a condition of commencing work. The agreement specifies a 40 hour week. The rate
of pay was $14 an hour with opportunities for increase every six months based on
productivity and following employer's instructions. Overtime pay was to be paid “at the
normal rate” without specifying what that normal rate is. Interestingly, the worker was to
receive fraining for the first 6 months of her employment and for that $125 a week would
be deducted from her wages. If she was a good learner and productive worker, after 3
years she would have this training money paid back to her. Not all 5 minimum
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Many migrant workers (recent arrivals and long term migrants) report working for only $8
to $10 an hour. They are freated as casuals in terms of job security and hours of work,
but never receive any casual loading. Some are provided with some payment in kind
like accommodation in lieu of wages. This accommodation is usually only rudimentary —
a room at the back of the house or in the garage.

Since WorkChoices this group have described a worsening environment in their
workplaces similar to that described above and a greater sense of hopelessness that
anything can improve for them.

Looking for Work -
Many women in our network have lost their employment due to the overall reduction of

jobs in the manufacturing sector where they have worked. They have had limited
opportunity to learn English or develop skills.

These women in our network looking for work report that they are mainly introduced to
jobs through their friends. They accept what is offered in terms of wages and conditions
without argument.

Under the new laws they are worried that if they ask for too much the boss won't give
them a job. They know they should ask more about their rates of pay but they are scared
and accept anything.

A lot of women are finding the only factory work they can get at the moment is casual
work, so they are doing short term casual jobs in a range of workplaces and are
constantly on the look out for work.

Migrant Women Describing their Fears about the New Laws

Asian women workers are expressing to us great fear and powerlessness in the face of
the changes to industrial relations laws. They describe the laws as ciearly intended to
assist employers not employees, and expect that the impact will go well beyond their
workplaces to family income, family time together and ultimately quality of family life.

In their submissions to the Senate inquiry into WorkChoices some of the women in our
networks raised the following issues, in their own words -

1. Disadvantaged by limited English — forced to sign Individual agreements
As migrants and with poor English we find it very difficult to argue with our bosses. If the
boss asks us to sign a contract we will be scared that we will lose our job if we don't sign
it, so we will sign even if we don't think the contract is fair. We expect to be forced to
sign agreements that take away some of our pay and conditions. 1n addition, we expect

agreements will be written in English and we will not fully understand what we are being
asked to sign.

2. Reduction in Family Income
The bosses are very interested in this new law. We expect our family income will go
down when bosses no longer have to pay overtime or penalty rates. The bosses always
take the cheapest option. These agreements will mean less money. With the low
incomes we receive we rely on overtime pay to have enough money to pay all the bills.
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