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Introduction


Employment, unemployment and under-employment are very high on the public concern list. With levels of publicly funded income support insufficient for most people to live on reasonably, paid employment is the main way most people see as the means of improving their situation. 





For many people this is not a realistic expectation.  Firstly, there simply are not enough jobs (there is a major labour market surplus) and secondly, the jobs that are available are often very casualised and pay insufficient to materially change their circumstances.





The consequences of  living on a low income for long periods are generally not widely appreciated. The effects are cumulative and progressive. They affect the individual, the immediate family and out into the wider community.





Both the numbers directly affected and the impact on the community are significant. The Council needs to be fully aware of the issues involved so it can develop appropriate policies and practices.





Background


There is a significant and generally rising level of unemployment in the city. There is, in addition, a significant level of under-employment. As both a cause and effect, this is closely related to the level of economic activity and development in the city.


One agency in the city noted that in the six months to June this year, 23 firms / organisations were putting off staff. They were retrenching, repositioning, closing down or leaving town. This is a large enough number on its own, but this figure is likely to be only a fraction of the total.


This is not a one-off situation, it is normal and is happening all the time.


A comment heard recently from one enterprise, was to the effect that ‘6 staff members had already gone, 8 are in process of going, and another 12 are due to go shortly’.


Those who can, leave the area to get work elsewhere. For those who remain in Palmerston North, wage rates are low for many workers and trades in the area. The whole, is a situation meriting real concern.


How do we know what is happening to jobs in the area?


In assessing growth in the city, company name changes can be misleading. New jobs can be attributed to new companies, but in a number of cases, jobs have been lost as companies get taken over or re-organise, ending up with a new name which can suggest that they are new when in reality, jobs have been lost. Generally also, the quality of the jobs drops with each change. Examples of significant name changes with consequent changes to jobs and conditions are: Crothals become P & O which became Spotless, and part of Telecom became Cytel. At each stage jobs were lost and their quality downgraded. It is easy to fall into the trap of thinking a new firm means new jobs.


Unrealistic expectations


Young people live under the pressure of learning skills that will be valued in the market place. But inadequate or no attention is paid to the fact that there are not enough jobs to meet the growing demand. New entrants to the labour force, young people, try to get into the workforce at one end but others cannot afford to get off at the other.


Funders of training programmes such as the Department of  Work and Income reinforce these false expectations by imposing on training providers the requirement that they place 80%  of their trainees in jobs following the course. An impossible expectation especially for those teaching remedial skills such as literacy and numeracy.


The idea that if a person doesn’t have a job it is because they lack training is particularly cruel. Many highly skilled people are unable to gain paid employment or are in low paid or low skilled jobs.


This idea follows through into the offering by major institutions of courses that appear glamorous but have few if any realistic job prospects as a direct consequence.


We are apparently “in the information age”. We live in the “Knowledge City”. Understanding and knowledge of information technology (IT) is a considered a must. IT  is promoted as creating the plethora of new jobs needed. This is another cruel con. Latest data from the United States, one of the origins of IT, is that even with the boom in e-commerce and IT, only 7.5% of all new jobs created in that country in the 1990’s were in the IT sector. A mere 2.0% of workers in the US work in this sector, even though this increased from 1.3% in 1989.


It is unlikely that Palmerston North will better this.


Work experience can be another con with some of the larger retailers in the city using workers on this basis to a significant extent, not just for young people at or leaving school, but also mature, experienced people. There are few or no job prospects at the end of the 16 weeks of unpaid labour.


Call-centres are often proffered as one of the solutions to unemployment. In many circles they are considered the sweat / slave shops of our time, offering working conditions equivalent to the sweat shops of the 19th century. While there are notable exceptions, some of the largest are the ultimate in the use of casual labour; a person is expected to be available each morning in-case they are wanted, being notified at 8am if they are required that day. The pressures under which staff are expected to work leave a lot to be desired. Other major employers are adopting similar approaches, notifying “on call” workers as late as 9.30 in the morning whether they are required for work that day.


Such casual work means that the employee is not in a position to get supplementary or complementary work. Such a person is in a desperate limbo, ever hoping things will improve and a more-hours alternative turn up. But regular jobs, part-time or full-time, are in short supply.


The consequences


One of the most obvious consequence of the promulgation of false expectations is that parents can use their life savings, including mortgage their home, to give their children a good education. Because their income remains low, they are unable to repay the loan, recover their investment. They end what used to be called ‘their productive years’ with a debt they cannot deal with or with no retirement savings. Not only the young are saddled with debt they cannot service or repay.


A hope that things will improve keeps many people going. Over the years as circumstances haven’t improved, the quality of teeth, eyes and hearing cannot be maintained. Physical and mental health and well-being as a whole deteriorates significantly and consequently the ability to cope generally, let alone learn new skills. Employers recognise this deterioration and now prospective staff questionnaires ask about defects such as these. People thus affected become unemployable. The impacts of these deteriorations seeps into the rest of the community - and start to generate  costs the rest of the community must meet such as greater health care costs, lower educational achievements, violence, crime and a sluggish or recessive local economy.


Discussion


Downsizing, re-organisation and outward migration of firms has been going on apace over the last 15 years or more. These activities show little sign of abating. 


Despite this, there appears to be little hard data on the nature and dynamics of the local or regional economy. Particularly, why are businesses downsizing and moving away. What are the factors that influence such decisions and how might these be influenced?


One example known is that a firm was given, at best, misleading, at worst, false financial information as to its operations - by an accountant from out of town. A competent business adviser could have discovered this and dealt to it, to the benefit of the firm, its staff, its customers, suppliers and the wider community. 


This was one of the key issues that programmes such as “Business Grow” and “Company Rebuilders” were designed to address.


We have neither in this city and no alternative service.


In their absence, firms collapse, jobs are lost, bills are not paid.


At the Mature Employment Support Agency, the number of  people joining the agency has increased dramatically this year, membership is up 20% on the previous year. In July there were 35 new members. The ages ranged from 18 - 69, with most in the 50 - 60 year age group followed by the 40 - 50 year age group.


While the number of job opportunities taken up by members during the past year increased by 61%, to 525, that still represents a job for less than one person in five.


Of the 525 job opportunities taken up, 40% were part-time and 23% were casual and temporary. Thirty-one members created their own employment.


This is a major agency but it performs its very creditable role with massive voluntary support and minimal financial support (less than $50,000 last year). This is in marked contrast to Vision Manawatu which has spent of the order of $1 million during the year ($600,000 from ratepayers). The results are questionable and certainly not the order of magnitudes greater that those of the Mature Employment Support Agency that could be expected.


Experience has shown that $ profit is only one outcome measure of the effectiveness of an enterprise, and even that may be lost to the community. The triple bottom line approach is an acknowledgment of this and an improvement. From a community perspective, well-being for the individual, family and the community is an essential measure of the impact of an enterprise. This needs to be the objective for at least all publicly funded bodies and enterprises. Dollar profits are totally legitimate but they are not an end in themselves and certainly not for publicly funded enterprises.


Council statements, policies and programmes show there is little awareness of the importance and magnitude of unemployment and under-employment and its affects on the residents and ratepayers in the city or the community as a whole. 


In the past, the regular publication of the city’s Social Report was a clear, ‘in your face’ reminder that unemployment existed even though the figures may have been drawn from the “best” scenario (those registered with the Department of Work and Income). Now such figures are less obvious in Council reports and are often smothered in the discussion of  issues on an “integrated” basis. 


It is too easy to forget that in this city 48%  of over 15’s are below the unofficial poverty line. This is: the qualifying levels for the Community Services Card, $15,000 for individuals and $30,000 for families at the time the statistics were gathered.


The Council and its agencies appears to have little if any awareness of the nature and dynamics of the local or regional economy. It appears to have ignored ideas and approaches to dealing with weaknesses in the local economy being used elsewhere. 


It has contracted out a major function, economic development, to an agency which does not work well with others, appears unable to manage its own financial affairs at a level that would be called responsible or reasonable in a business sense and prudent in the case of public monies. There are major imbalances in the level of support the Council gives to what should be partners in this field.


The Council and its agencies appear to have little real understanding of the effects of unemployment and underemployment on the citizens of the city. They have little or no understanding of employment from the perspective of the average job seeker. People who are financially secure appear not to understand or appreciate what is happening to the other half of the working population. This is especially so for Council officers if they are not given, analysing and using appropriate information.


This situation will only change when the problems associated with unemployment and under-employment are realistically acknowledged and treated seriously. The situation will not change until policies and programmes are developed to retain the economic basis from which jobs are generated.


Such programmes could include the Council developing and committing to a High Road Development Charter for the city� and making contracts for supply conditional on compliance. Experience overseas has shown that this does not increase costs.





Another could be a regional investment fund to build the capacity to produce locally the things we want to buy. Such a scheme has been piloted in Wanganui, with beneficiaries the investors. How much more successful it would be if money from the big players, the Council and other major institutions, was similarly invested. Significant investment opportunities exist now that if they are allowed to go overseas to gain financial support, we will lose much of the potential benefits to be made.





In Southland, the Community Trust has decided that the fees for all students studying in their region should be paid for them.  It made this decision on investment grounds. They expect a good return, for the whole community. The Council and its agencies could facilitate such an initiative.





Hand in hand with such initiatives goes local currencies - such as SOCS in Scotland, the ROMA in parts of Ireland and Toronto Dollars in Canada. They are all designed to keep the spending power in the community and to help it grow. They have community wide endorsement and the blessing and active participation of  their city halls. 





These are not fringe projects. The establishment and business give them substantial support. The oldest, the Wirtschaftsring in Switzerland, was started in 1934 and has 60,000 members, all small and medium sized businesses. Smaller schemes are active in Australia and New Zealand.





The concept of community owned business, where profit is generated to be invested in the community, is starting to get established in New Zealand. Whale Watch, Kaikoura Tours is one of the best known. The concept is being taken a step or two further by some of the urban Maori initiatives such as the Waipareira Trust, where they are building a “new”, more self supporting socio-economic community supporting thousands.





If they can do it, so can we. If we choose to!





Who benefits? We do, we all do. 





There are a number of very specific things that we can do that will make a real difference. If we choose not to,  we can’t expect anyone else to. 





“What is needed is radical change - in thinking, in community, business and governance.....” That was said at a major local government conference recently that the Prime Minister considered important enough to attend, “Redesigning Resources”. That is the nub of the issue. We can if we want to. 





Recommendations


That it be acknowledged that there is a significant level of real unemployment and underemployment in the city and that together with the associated low and insecure incomes has real impacts on our community.


That the Social Report be re-introduced with the data collected and analysed being the basis for policy and programme development and that serious research be undertaken as to the nature of our local economy, and the factors that influence it.


That the Business Grow and Company Rebuilders programmes be introduced, creating a better understanding of the factors affecting individual firms and that a serious, pro-active approach be taken to assist firms in difficulties, or considering downsizing or re-locating to assist them to remain viable and able to capture growth opportunities while located here.























Ian Ritchie
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Gillian Absolon


Mature Employment Support Agency


� High road development is about full-time, permanent jobs that pay good wages and have good conditions as distinct from low road development which is about part-time and casual jobs paying little with few if and additional benefits eg holidays, sick pay etc.
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