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Dr Simon Pelling
General Manager 
Digital Broadcasting and Spectrum Management
Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts
GPO Box 2154
CANBERRA ACT 2600 

Dear Dr Pelling,

ABA/ACA – proposed merger

On behalf of the Community and Public Sector Union, I would like to submit the following comments in response to the Discussion Paper released by the Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts in August 2003. 

If you have any questions with regard to this submission please contact Jane Mulligan on (02) 6220 9630.

Yours faithfully,

Margaret Gillespie

Assistant National Secretary
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INTRODUCTION 

The Community and Public Sector Union (CPSU) welcomes this opportunity to respond to the Discussion Paper on the Proposal for new institutional arrangements for the Australian Communications Authority and the Australian Broadcasting Authority.

The CPSU has strong membership in both the Australian Communications Authority and the Australian Broadcasting Authority and is making these comments on behalf of these members.

The CPSU notes that the principal aim of the merger of these two agencies as stated by the Minister for Communication in his press release of 30th June 2003, is driven by the convergence of communications technologies and markets. 

The CPSU makes the following comments on the basis that the stated motivation for the proposed merger is confined to the pursuit of regulatory efficiencies and not to any rationalisation of employee numbers or functions. 

The CPSU seeks to make comments chiefly in regard to the issue of Organisational structure and locations as described on page 15 of the Discussion Paper.

SUMMARY OF MAIN ISSUES

The main issues of concern to CPSU members are as follows:

· Relocation of workplaces subsequent to any merger;

· Changes to conditions of employment as a result of any merger;

· Future job losses

· Ongoing need for consultation

These issues are of equal concern to members, and are outlined in brief below.

Relocation of workplaces

The proposed merger will inevitably have a serious impact on the well being of staff in the ABA and ACA and in particular on levels of stress and anxiety about future job security. 

The Discussion Paper claims there will be no need for any rationalisation of the location of agencies. It also notes that if merged, the ACA and ABA will end up with central offices in Sydney, Melbourne and Canberra. 

There are reasonable logistical reasons why at present the main office of the ABA is located in Sydney and the main offices of the ACA in Melbourne and Canberra. However,  it is foreseeable that in the future arguments will be mounted in favour of the closure of at least one of these offices. Indeed, this is a possibility that is not ruled out in the Discussion Paper. 

The Discussion Paper anticipates the amalgamation of some office functions which means that some jobs are  likely to move from one capital city location to another. This will compel staff in the amalgamated sections to decide whether or not to move to another city if their job has been relocated and they want to keep working in that position. 

The proposed merger confronts CPSU members with the possibility of having to make a difficult choice between their careers and their home/family obligations. 

Staff at the ABA and the ACA have chosen to live in the respective capital city of their choice, based on important considerations such as historical attachment and/or proximity to their family and friends. They have also at the same time chosen to invest many years of their working lives with the ABA or the ACA. 

Staff will be involved in critical decisions concerning the purchase of real estate, about which school to enrol their children into, making plans to move parents into an aged care facility or a myriad of other significant and complex decisions that affect family members. Many of these decisions are urgent and cannot be delayed or put on hold while the merger process proceeds and their employment outcome is decided. 

These decisions will all be impacted by any office closure or job amalgamation subsequent to a merger, and could result in significant disruption to families and possible financial loss. The anticipation of the possible consequences of any future merger therefore places members in a difficult and highly uncertain situation, and that is likely to continue for some time.

Unless this issue is dealt with appropriately, both agencies risk losing large numbers of staff and creating a high turnover within each agency in the coming years as the merger progresses. 

The impact of a high staff turnover will be a significant loss of corporate memory and corporate skills. It may flow on to problems within each agency by affecting the capacity of each agency to deliver program outcomes. 

Conditions of employment

The ACA and the ABA staff currently operate under separate Enterprise Agreements. These agreements run over different timeframes, with differences in conditions and pay rates. 

Members of the ACA are currently involved in the negotiation of a new three-year certified agreement. The timing of these negotiations means that it is likely that a new  agreement could shortly be signed that would overlap with the implementation of the merger proposal. 

This will likely lead to a situation where staff could be working along side colleagues employed under different conditions and entitlements including pay levels. 

The CPSU believes the question of the timing of the different certified agreements should be addressed by both agencies. Full consultation with employees of each agency, with adequate time to discuss and negotiate on any proposal to alter the timeframe of each agreement is a minimum requirement. 

Under this heading, the CPSU also notes in the Discussion Paper a reference to the opportunity this merger will provide to “broaden staff expertise”. It should be noted that any additional tasks that may be proposed for assignment as the new merged agency develops must be preceded by full consultation about any internal restructure, the new work tasks, and any training requirements required for that work. 

Future job losses

The possibility of any job losses as a consequence of this merger is of great concern to CPSU members in both agencies. 

The CPSU notes the Discussion Paper states that there will be “no significant scope or need for rationalisation of the agencies in terms of size or location” following the proposed merger. 

The CPSU takes this statement as meaning that no job losses are anticipated to directly result from any merger of the agencies. 

The CPSU is concerned however that the Discussion Paper goes on to state that there “may be a rationale for combining some of the organisations’ corporate areas”. 

Following the merger, the combined agency will have central offices in three capital cities. One of these will likely be designated as the central or principal office, and this factor could have an effect on staffing levels in the other offices. 

CPSU members are represented in the various areas of legal services, human resources, finance, communications/public affairs, information management, information technology and facilities/property – which have all been identified in the Discussion Paper as likely areas for amalgamation. 

The CPSU reiterates its chief concern that any amalgamation of such internal sections does not result in any job losses in any of those areas. 

The CPSU also seeks assurances about full consultation prior to any section amalgamations. 

ONGOING NEED FOR CONSULTATION 

As a result of the concerns outlined by the CPSU above, on behalf of our members in the ACA and the ABA we assert our right to be involved in, and consulted about,  all aspects of  the proposed merger. 

Given the serious implications of any merger on the employment conditions, job security and impact on the morale of staff in each agency, it is vitally important that staff are fully consulted and informed of all steps undertaken towards the process of amalgamation. 

CONCLUSION

The CPSU thanks the Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts for the opportunity to draw the Department’s attention to these important matters and will be monitoring the concerns of CPSU members in both agencies as this merger is progressed. 

CPSU
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