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BEING BOLD AGAIN 
We have the resources to build a society where all our needs are met. 

 
After weathering unprecedented firestorms and navigating a global pandemic, Australia                   
must rebuild – and we are at a crossroads. 
 
We have everything we need in the way of resources, technology, and skills to build a                               
society where no-one is forced to subsist in poverty. Where a secure, well-paid job is                             
available to all who want one. Where all our energy comes from clean, affordable sources                             
like the sun and wind. A society in which everyone has a place to call home, and the skills to                                       
build the life they want to lead. 
 
This is an unapologetically bold vision – but it is built on the hope of past generations who                                   
were equally bold. 
 
Australians were among the first to secure the eight-hour working day and guarantee                         
workers both a living and a life. Previous generations stood up to demand free education,                             
and won. And as a nation, we built a world-class healthcare system where a doctor will see                                 
you regardless of your bank balance. 

 
The construction workers who downed tools to             
march on Parliament House in Melbourne in             
1856. The brave people who were beaten on               
Oxford Street more than 40 years ago, at the                 
start of a long fight for equality. The ten year                   
struggle for Native Title by a determined Meriam               
man named Mabo.  
 
What holds us back today is not scarcity, of                 
resources or of courage. It’s the stranglehold of               
powerful corporations who for too long have             
taken far more than their fair share.             
Corporations who have exploited a corrupt           
political finance system to seize control of our               
politics, and shout down the voices and needs of                 

everyday people. Corporations who promised us that deregulation, privatisation, and balanced                     
budgets were a prescription for prosperity – that putting our faith in an unregulated market would                               
bring stable jobs, falling prices, and more wealth for us all to share. 
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After 30 long years of neoliberalism, we can judge the results for ourselves: 

 
⬅ The ​top 1% now control as much wealth as the bottom 70% of                         

Australians combined – income inequality is worse now than at any time                       1

in the past 67 years.  2

⬅ 3.2 million Australians are living in poverty – more than 700,000 of them                       
children.  3

⬅ 24.7% of Australians – almost one in four – currently don’t have a job or                           
don’t have enough hours at their job.  4

⬅ 2.6 million ​Australians are trapped in casual jobs without the right to a                         
paid sick day.  5

⬅ First Nations communities continue to suffer the consequences of                 
dispossession, failed policy and racist policing: over-represented in our                 
hospitals and prisons. 
 

But we don’t need statistics to know the economy is rigged against us. We see it every day. 
 
It’s the car window repaired with duct tape, or the overcrowded bus that gets us to work                                 
late. It’s the forgone family holiday, and the postponed trip to the dentist. It’s the                             
oppressive feeling that there is never enough – enough work, enough money, enough time                           
with those we love.  
 
These problems pre-date the coronavirus, and they’ll last long after the pandemic                       
has passed.​ But it doesn’t make them normal – or something that we must accept.  
 
We need a new vision for our society – a 21st century charter of economic rights that                                 
replaces the narrow interests of wealthy elites with our collective interest as citizens. ​We                           
need to recognise the simple truth that we don’t exist to serve the economy, the                             
economy exists to serve us. 

 

 

1 Oxfam, Growing Gulf Between Work and Wealth: Australian 
Fact Sheet, 2018. 
2 Andrew Leigh, Battlers and Billionaires: The Story of Income 
Inequality in Australia, 2013; Roy Morgan Wealth Report, 2018. 
3 ACOSS, Poverty in Australia, 2020. 
4 Roy Morgan Unemployment & Under-employment Estimates, 
(2005-2020), April 2020. 
5 Geoff Gilfillan, COVID-19: Impacts on casual workers in 
Australia—a statistical snapshot, Australian Parliamentary 
Library, 8 May 2020. 
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RETHINKING WHAT’S POSSIBLE. 
 
Up until the age of 18, everyone is guaranteed a seat at a school desk at a government-                                   
funded school. ​It’s a powerful idea that deeply resonates with our strongly held belief                           
in a fair go. 
 
No matter who you are, where you come from, or what’s in your wallet – you’re entitled to a                                     
decent education that will help you reach your potential. 
 
It wouldn’t be acceptable for the government to run out of the money required to provide                               
enough seats for every child. Nor would it be acceptable for the government to cut funding                               
to students, because they didn’t meet a particular academic standard, or had differing                         
needs. Because we’ve decided that education is a right, our government guarantees it –                           
period. 
 
If we were able to make public education a right despite the challenges of funding, staffing,                               
and administering such a large and complex program – we can also expand our social                             
guarantee to meet the challenges of the modern world.  
 
We can guarantee people a decent job, a decent income, and give them lifelong access to                               
education, training, and childcare. We can ensure everyone has access to safe and secure                           
housing, basic utilities powered by clean energy, and banks that don’t exploit us. 
 
We have to step beyond the narrow vision of what we’re told is “politically possible” and                               
fight for the future we want. A new charter of rights, for a new age. A time to be bold again. 

The Failed Neoliberal Experiment 
 
For decades our collective wellbeing has been increasingly entrusted to the whims of                         
corporations and the market. But years into this experiment, the results are in: study after                             
study has found little to no evidence of increased efficiency in markets subjected to                           
privatisation.  6

 
One study showed that across 34 OECD countries, the average price for energy charged by                             
private companies is 23.1% higher than that charged by public utility firms. Over the last                             7

few decades, Australian people lost control over some of our most vital public                         
infrastructure – and saw their essential services deteriorate. 
 

6 Christopher Stone, False economies: unpacking public service 
efficiency, Centre for Policy Development, 2014. 
7 Transnational Institute, The winners and losers in EU’s great 
privatisation fire sale, 2016. 
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Allowing corporations to control essential services will always fail because corporations are                       
motivated by profit, rather than people. They serve their investors, at the expense of                           
everything, and everyone else – driving wages lower, corporate taxes lower, environmental                       
safeguards lower – in order to enrich a growing billionaire class. 

 
We can see this everywhere. 
 

⬅ Woolworths and Coles have engaged in unrealistic price wars over essential goods                       
like milk, while neglecting the impact of low prices on struggling farmers. 
 

⬅ Qantas call themselves the spirit of Australia, but went almost a decade without                         
paying a cent in corporate tax. 
 

⬅ Uber and Amazon provide insecure contractor work, while moving to automate the                       
jobs they create altogether. Their success is built upon the exploitation of insecure                         
workers. 

 
To build an economy that puts people first, we need to reduce the power of corporations,                               
and empower governments. We need to make the case for government – because a truly                           
democratic government is accountable to all of us, and can mobilise our common                         
resources toward our common good. 
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1. JOB GUARANTEE:  
WELL-PAID WORK FOR ALL WHO WANT IT 

 
It was the right to decent healthcare that got us through this health crisis – and it                                 
will be a right to a decent job that will rebuild our battered livelihoods and economy. 
 
A Job Guarantee is a federally funded, locally administered initiative to directly end                         
involuntary unemployment and underemployment. Anyone with the right to work in                     
Australia would be able to accept employment in a publicly funded position at a living wage.                               
Crucially, these jobs are not a workfare program. They come with all the workplace rights of                               
full-time employment: award wages, holiday leave, sick leave, and overtime. 
 
In the same way young people are entitled to a desk in school until age 18, every adult                                   
should be entitled to a job. Instead of wasting people’s potential and subjecting families                           
and communities to the massive social, psychological, and economic damage of                     
unemployment – we could empower people with dignified jobs and liveable wages. 
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Why do we need one? 
 
Until the 1970s, providing every person with full-time, meaningful work was central to the                           
Australian government’s economic management. High levels of public investment drove                   8

industrial expansion, and a thriving public service prioritised equipping people with                     
in-demand skills. In the 1980s, however, following the disastrous model of Thatcher and                         9

Reagan, the government abandoned its commitment to people in favour of deregulation                       
and privatisation – drastically cutting our public service. In 1997 Australia became the first                           
OECD nation to completely privatise our public employment services.   10

 
Successive governments have since deliberately reframed unemployment as a personal                   
failing, rather than the reality of being locked out of paid work – ​but the data tells a                                   11

different story. 
 
Private corporations consistently fail       
to provide enough demand for         
people’s skills. Labour force       
statistics for the start of 2018 show             
that there were only 201,600 private           
sector jobs being advertised for the           
725,200 people looking for paid,         
full-time work. Coronavirus has       12

deepened this crisis – in April 2020,             
jobs ads averaged at 63,806; in the             13

same month, there were       
approximately 2.16 million people       
looking for work, and 1.33 million           
people needing more hours.  14

 

8 Ellen Carlson & William Mitchell, Unemployment: the Tip of the 
Iceberg, CAER/UNSW Press, Sydney, 2001. 
9 Herbert Cole Coombs, From Curtin to Keating: The 1945 and 
1994 White Papers on Employment, 1994. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Warwick Smith, Per Capita, Unemployment Policy in 
Australia: A Brief History, 2017. 
12 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Job Vacancies, Australia cat. 
no. 6354.0; Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2018, Labour Force, 
Australia, Time Series Spreadsheet, cat. no. 6202.0. 
13 ANZ Australian Job Advertisement Series: Media Release, 4 
May 2020. 
14 Roy Morgan Unemployment & Under-employment Estimates 
(2005-2020), April 2020. 
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The welcome doubling income support payments and wage subsidies were an admission                       
by the government that in a crisis, only the public sector has the capacity to intervene. ​The                                 
suspension of mutual obligations was an admission that you can’t humiliate people                       
into jobs that don’t exist. 
 
This isn’t reinventing the wheel. There’s so much good work to be done building stronger,                             
better communities. We’re arguing that the government – already the single largest                       
employer in the Australian economy – should do what private corporations can’t: ensure                         
that nobody is left out or left behind. 
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What would people do? 
 
As long as we need public services, we need people to provide those services. 
 
Imagine a transport network that didn’t run into constant delays. Or where you could call                             
Centrelink and not have to wait hours for someone to answer. Or where aged care and                               
childcare were offered as plentiful and affordable public services, and our parks and public                           
spaces were kept clean. Imagine if registered charities could offer government-funded jobs                       
for people to do the important work of feeding the hungry, restoring degraded land and                             
rivers, and giving shelter to survivors of family violence. Imagine if our crumbling roads                           
were maintained, and our kids went to school in proper buildings instead of stifling                           
demountables. 
 
Everywhere you look there are opportunities to connect the untapped potential of people                         
with the unmet needs of the community. 

 
The current boundaries of what is considered             
“productive” labour were set by capitalists,           
colonialists, and patriarchs. By separating the offer of               
employment from the profitability of employment, a             
Job Guarantee provides an opportunity to radically             
redefine those boundaries. We can compensate           
people properly for their unpaid labour, caring for               
homes, and families, and land. ​We can end               
exploitative work-for-the-dole schemes like the         
CDP, and provide permanent funding directly to             
Indigenous communities. ​It could mean properly           
funding an expansion of vital and successful projects               
of preserving culture and country. 
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HOW DOES A JOB GUARANTEE SUPPORT PEOPLE? 
 
 
The strength of a Job Guarantee is that it works to support people and communities                             
through periods of economic transition. During economic booms, people will more easily                       
find private-sector employment – equipped with better skills and more confidence from                       
their time in public employment and training. And when the private sector cuts jobs during                             
a recession, industry decline, or market failure, the government can enlist people’s skills to                           
meet community needs. By earning a liveable wage for meaningful work, people will not be                             
forced to live below the poverty line. Their increased disposable incomes will in turn                           
support and stabilise local shopkeepers, retail workers, and small businesses during                     
difficult economic times. 
 
Jobs could be flexibly designed to accommodate people with different physical, intellectual                       
or behavioural needs. ​We can measure the economic gain, but what’s immeasurable is                         
the feeling of dignity, certainty and empowerment this could bring to millions of                         
Australians and their families. ​A Job Guarantee is a powerful framework of social                         

inclusion that allows us to broaden our             
understanding of valuable work, and is one reason it                 
is preferable to a universal basic income. As our                 
society changes, workers and the government can             
adjust working conditions directly, by shortening the             
working week, adjusting the retirement age, or             
improving other entitlements. 
 
The bargaining hand of workers would also be               
strengthened by a Job Guarantee. Unemployment is             
used by employers to threaten workers into             
surrendering to unfair deals – a Job Guarantee               
would empower workers to negotiate better wages             
and more dignified conditions. Furthermore, private           
sector employers would have to at least match the                 
conditions of public service jobs or attract workers               
through other benefits. 
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