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Context 
 

It is impossible to deny the impact and import of a two term Labor Government for the Victorian people 

and Victorian workers.  

 

From nation-leading social policy reforms to the jobs created by an ambitious infrastructure agenda, let 

alone the handling of the COVID-19 pandemic – the Andrews Labor Government has proven time and 

again that they have the capacity and will to tackle the big issues and change our state for the better. 

 

That’s why ASU members feel so left behind. They see a government willing to think big most of the 

time, but with a reticence to act on the problems that make their own lives harder. 

 

The Australian Services Union Victorian and Tasmanian Authorities and Services Branch (ASU) represents 

close to 23,000 members across Victoria’s local government, social and community services, water, 

energy, and public sectors. 

 

In the next Budget, and over the next twelve months, these members and their families will be looking 

for a show of faith from this government. They need to see a new commitment to these essential 

workers and their jobs, jobs which support all Victorians, from Mildura to Maryborough and Thornbury 

to Traralgon. 

 

Victoria’s 50,000 plus local government workers, for instance, know exactly why they don’t get the same 

wage increases they used to – they have suffered due to the rate capping policy that has driven down 

wages while driving up outsourcing and insecurity state-wide. These workers will be looking for 

recognition of this injustice, and new commitments to halting the white anting of secure jobs and 

quality services. This submission proposes several solutions to these issues, along with opportunities to 

further progress the government’s agenda on gender equality. 

 



 

 

3 

 

Similarly, the 50,000 workers in Victoria’s social and community services sector are keenly and 

constantly aware that decisions made by this government determine not only whether they will have a 

job next year, but whether they will ever have the job security they need to get a mortgage, or even just 

to plan a holiday. They are frustrated by the expectation that they should continue in overworked and 

underpaid roles without this security, and increasingly concerned for the people who miss out on 

support daily because employers can’t attract experienced workers with such limited funding. We have 

proposed here a range of measures that would start to address these issues and allow the workforce to 

grow to levels able to meet community need. 

 

The direct correlation that exists between the choices of our government and the security of members’ 

jobs is understood across the entire ASU membership – from librarians to social workers to VicRoads 

staff to water maintenance teams to family violence workers. Over the next twelve months, the ASU will 

reinforce this connection with both members and with the wider community. We hope to have a good 

story to tell them.  
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Recommendations 
 

Local Government 
 

Recommendation 1 - Rate Capping 

 
a. Remove the rate capping mechanism which undermines local council jobs, services, and 

communities; or 

b. As an interim measure:  

i. Replace the use of the Consumer Price Index in the Rate Capping Mechanism with a 

measure reflective of local government expenditure, with input from local government 

experts and stakeholders, including the ASU. 

ii. Simplify the process for councils applying for a variation of the cap, with variations 

granted automatically unless there are compelling grounds to the contrary. 

iii. Ensure that any improvement to wages and conditions agreed to in bargaining is 

automatically exempt from the rate cap mechanism, and that this is communicated 

clearly to all councils. 

iv. Set out future rate caps a minimum of three years in advance, to facilitate budget 

certainty. 

 

Since the introduction of the Andrews Government’s rate capping mechanism in 2016-17, local council 

workers have seen it used as the justification for every wage frozen, service cut, and job outsourced. The 

Essential Services Commission itself has reported this year that since the introduction of the rate cap, 

wage average salary increases for local government workers have decreased, and in fact dropped below 
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the broader public sector wage price index1. The ESC may view driving down the wages of workers as a 

positive, but the body of research and the experiences of ASU members proves that it is not. 

 

The rate cap mechanism has caused: 

- A reduction in local government service provision 

- Lower staffing levels and lower wage increases 

- Increases in precarious employment 

- A negative impact on infrastructure maintenance 

- Cost shifting via an increase in fines and user pays fees 

- Restraint on the ability of local government to plan, employ and deliver 

- Suppression of private sector demand and jobs, due to reduction in inputs and consumer 

expenditure from local government budgets and staff 

 

It has failed to meet any of its stated objectives and has instead led to a reduction in transparency 

regarding staffing expenditure as budget pressures have led to an increased use of labour hire and 

contract staff.  

 

This policy also undermines the government’s commitment to gender equality. Over 61% of the local 

government workforce are women, resulting in women being disproportionately harmed by the squeeze 

on wages and jobs caused by this policy. Women are also the users of many of the essential services 

provided by councils which are severely diminished by the cap. Women are more likely, for example, to 

take on a greater burden of caring and domestic responsibilities, and thus to rely on maternal and child 

health services, toy libraries, childcare, library programs, children’s and youth services, and even just the 

use of public spaces like playgrounds. The cap prevents Councils from determining and providing the 

 

1 Essential Services Commission (2021a) The Outcomes of Rate Capping, second biennial report, 

https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/lg-outcomes2021-theoutcomesofratecapping-

20210520.pdf. 
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services needed and replaces a wealth-based measure with fines and fees that impacts mostly those 

who can least afford it.  

 

Fundamentally, the mechanism is an ill designed policy that is not equipped to meet any of its stated 

objectives. It should be scrapped entirely, and as soon as possible to prevent further lasting harm. The 

ASU is seriously concerned that should it continue, many Victorian councils will be insolvent within the 

decade2. 

 

However, at bare minimum, our interim recommendations would: 

- Set the cap using measures that are reflective of actual local government expenditure (which have 

very little relation to the price of consumer goods). A prominent example of this is the bespoke 

Local Government Cost Index used in New South Wales. This should be set and overseen by a panel 

with local government expertise. 

- Allow for longer term planning and more certainty in council budgets with the cap set a minimum of 

three years in advance. The current uncertainty impacts directly on workers ability to bargain, both 

as councils have no control over future budgets and as many wage offers are directly linked to the 

unknown future cap.   

- Remove some of the cost and administrative burden of applying for a variation. The time and 

expenditure required for councils to apply for a variation under the current system does not 

support either community needs or council priorities. If this process is to exist, it should be eased to 

automatically grant these applications unless there are compelling grounds to the contrary.  

- Directly benefit over 50,000 local government employees across Victoria by excluding wage rises 

from the cap. The flow on effects of this are important both for workers and their families, and for 

the wider economy. 

 

2 Moonee Valley City Council Financial Plan 2022-31, 

https://yoursay.mvcc.vic.gov.au/66297/widgets/349034/documents/213420 
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- Ensure that Victorian local government can continue to be a provider of good quality, reasonably 

paid, secure jobs. This is critical for our regional and rural councils where local government is a key 

provider of professional employment and secure work. 

 

Further, the jobs that could be created if councils had the ability to restore services to pre-cap levels 

would benefit both unemployed Victorians and the small businesses who supply local government. All 

residents will benefit both from increased service provision and infrastructure maintenance, and 

decreased reliance on fines and user pays fees, which are merely a regressive tax on low paid women 

workers and vulnerable community members.  

 

The value of council services to the community is far greater than their price tag indicates. They and the 

workers who provide them deserve better.  

  

Recommendation 2 - Fair Jobs for Local Government  

 
a. Establish a Local Government Fair Jobs Code, with requirements placed on councils to: 

i. Promote fair labour standards 

ii. Ensure councils and any contractors comply with employment, industrial and 

workplace health and safety obligations 

iii. Promote secure employment and job security 

iv. Promote and foster workplace equity and diversity. 

b. Place formal requirements on councils regarding the use of labour hire or agency contract 

staff, requiring them to: 

i. Provide data on numbers (headcount and EFT) of workers employed through labour 

hire or contract agencies, the spend per agency, length of engagement of workers, and 

the areas in which they are employed to the annual Know Your Council survey 

ii. Publish cost-benefit analyses to support any new or increased use of labour hire 

iii. Disclose the details of any labour hire contracts 

iv. Properly monitor and publicly report on contractor performance 

v. Maintain a register of beneficial ownership. 
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The COVID-19 pandemic has laid bare an avoidable fact that ASU members have known for a long time – 

local government jobs are no longer secure jobs. 

 

This is evident not only in the mass stand downs of casuals during the pandemic, but also in the 

increasing use of labour hire and agency employment across the sector. This was an issue that the 

Andrews Government promised to address in point 1.4.1 of the 2018 State Platform, pledging to 

“ensure that the public sector, its agencies and Local Government do not engage labour hire or 

contractors to undercut wages and conditions”, and to “place the in-house service delivery model as the 

default service delivery model for local government”, per 6.2.8. Yet noteworthy progress has not been 

made, and cannot be made, until a Local Government Fair Jobs Code is established. 

 

With local government excluded from the Andrews Government’s Fair Jobs Code and the significant 

benefits that will provide, and significant pressure on wages and staffing levels increasing consequent to 

the rate capping mechanism detailed above, there is an urgent need to halt the ongoing race to the 

bottom regarding the quality and wages of local government jobs.  

 

From in-home care for the elderly, to waste collection, to childcare, more and more essential services 

have been subject to outsourcing as councils seek to balance their budgets and cut costs – at the 

expense of both workers and Victorians in need.  

 

Far greater transparency and accountability is required to halt and reverse the exploitation of labour 

hire workers in the local government sector, and to protect the rights of all local government workers.  

 

Our recommendations would improve protections not only in local government but set a standard for all 

employers that exploitation of labour hire workers will not be tolerated in Victoria.  

These stricter requirements around the use of labour hire should work to both discourage its use solely 

as a cost cutting measure and ensure that where it is used, it does not create a low paid underclass of 

insecure workers. 
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Recommendation 3 - Gender Equality in Local Government Package 

 
a. Expand the requirements of both the Gender Equality Act 2020 and Local Government Act 

2020 to ensure that they apply to regional library corporations, and to labour hire or contract 

staff employed by local government or any public entity. Further strengthen the Act by making 

the dispute resolution provisions in the Act mandatory rather than voluntary. 

b. Establish a sexual harassment and gendered violence outreach and education campaign for 

local government, as a joint program run by the ASU and the Municipal Association of Victoria. 

c. Address entrenched gender discrimination in enterprise agreements. Audit all local 

government and water authority enterprise agreements for Gender Equality provisions. 

d. Provide transition funding to address historic gender-based underpayment issues in local 

government Enterprise Agreements stemming from 1990 and 2001 Local Government Award 

that impact female dominated areas of employment. 

e. Expand the popular Women Building Surveyors Program. 

f. Fund Community COVID Recovery positions statewide through local councils – co-location of 

social workers and welfare/community support officers in libraries along with extra cleaning 

support. 

g. Fund the reintegration of library corporations in line with legislated wrap-up in Local 

Government Act 2020 – fund early planning of transition process for bringing library service 

delivery back into in house operations, including planning to ensure no loss of jobs, wages, or 

conditions during this process. 

 

As the first union in Australia to achieve a family domestic leave clause in a legally enforceable 

enterprise agreement, the ASU has a proud history of taking real action to address toxic workplace 

cultures and the systemic undervaluing of the work performed by women. In 2010 at the Surf Coast 

Shire Council in Victoria, the Victorian & Tasmanian Branch placed a clause which grants survivors of 

domestic violence 20 days paid leave and a comprehensive set of conditions, including individual 

support and counselling. 
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The local government sector, though female dominated, continues to contain structures and 

arrangements that increase the Gender Pay Gap and the risk of sexual or other gender-based 

harassment in the workplace.  

 

It is well established that a significant factor in the Gender Pay Gap is the significant discrepancies in pay 

and conditions across industries, with female dominated jobs such as aged care, childcare, libraries and 

community services being highly casualised, lower paid and broadly undervalued.  

 

Further, it is a highly gender segregated workplace, a risk factor for gender inequality and harassment. 

The 2020 Victorian Auditor-General’s report into Sexual Harassment in Local Government found that 

28% of 9939 local government employees surveyed had experienced workplace sexual harassment in 

the last twelve months. The report also found that councils were not doing enough to fulfil their duty to 

prevent sexual harassment, with insufficient policies and training, poor handling of complaints and no 

setting of cultural expectations.  

 

Each of the measures in this package would be a step in the right direction for greater gender equality 

and safety in Victorian local government. Combined, they would be substantial, and would directly 

benefit 30,000 Victorian women. An explanation of each measure follows. 

 

a. Gender Equality Act 2020 reforms 

 

The ASU are strong supporters of the Gender Equality Act 2020 and believe that it will result in 

significant positive changes for our members and all Victorian women. However, the exclusion of labour 

hire and employment agencies that work in local government or the public sector, and regional library 

corporations managed by councils, from the instruments of the Act will significantly stymy its impact. 

Scoping these groups in ensures employers cannot actively avoid these obligations, and these groups 

are assured equitable benefit of these initiatives. The provision of library services in Victoria occurs 

directly by some local authorities, and through library corporations which deliver services to regionally 

based authorities on a combined basis. This creates an inconsistency, where library services directly 
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delivered by councils are captured as a defined entity, while library corporations are not. Further, many 

councils have a significant use of third-party arrangements that often see these staff working alongside 

the directly employed workforce. There is also a high use of casual and insecure employment at some 

Victorian libraries.  

The ASU has also experienced significant pushback from public sector employers regarding the inclusion 

of the voluntary dispute resolution clause made available by the Act. We believe all workers covered by 

the Act should have access to the dispute resolution procedure to address systemic gender inequality 

issues provided by the Gender Equality Commissioner. This clause is best made mandatory to fully 

deliver the intent of the Act, and any voluntary provisions of the Act reviewed to determine whether 

this status is appropriate.  

These changes would see a significant benefit for all women working in local government and continue 

to advance the Andrews Government’s gender equality agenda.  

 

b. Sexual Harassment Outreach and Education Campaign 

 

With the Ministerial Taskforce on Workplace Sexual Harassment due to hand down its findings prior to 

the 2021-22 budget, the ASU has identified through experience that action on sexual harassment in local 

government is fundamentally blocked by a lack of broad organisational and cultural understanding of 

what it entails, the culture shifts required to embed lasting positive change, and what protections and 

remedies are available for victim-survivors. This project seeks to work in partnership with the Municipal 

Association of Victoria to empower the sector with the resources and skills necessary to identify and 

address risk factors for harassment in their workplaces, and to develop an alternative to top-down 

approaches to workplace cultural change. 

Through a combination of workplace outreach and training, this project will engage with workers and 

employers in Victorian Local Government to develop a model workplace cultural change and training 

program to prevent and address work-related psychosocial harm. It is a practical step that the 

government can take to address the issues raised in the Victorian Auditor General’s report and create 

meaningful change in the culture of local government.  
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c. Addressing historical inequities in local government 

 

The ASU has long heard from our female members of the significant structural barriers facing women in 

advancing their careers, maintaining pay equity with male co-workers, and obtaining access to flexible 

working arrangements. Many enterprise agreements across the sector contain provisions that 

perpetuate gender inequity or do not support women’s participation in the workforce. 

 

Currently, many Enterprise Agreements contain discretionary provisions for flexible working 

arrangements, lower pay increases for female dominated areas, and an absence of weekend & evening 

penalty rates for some Community Service, Recreation, Leisure, Arts & Culture staff, which are female 

dominated areas. Where good provisions do apply, women often have difficulty accessing them without 

recourse to the Fair Work Commission or VEOHRC. 

 

Any request to resolve the historical inequities around access to penalty rates is rejected by councils due 

to lack of funds. We believe that state government support for an audit of all council EAs would ensure 

that appropriate provisions exist regarding paid domestic and family violence leave, flexible working 

arrangements and other best practice measures, and help obtain a full picture of the entrenched 

underpayment of women’s jobs that exists in the sector, and the measures that perpetuate gender 

inequality and the gender pay gap.  

 

Following this audit, which would also be beneficial in and should include Victoria’s water authorities, 

transitional funding should be made available to councils to assist in rectifying these issues and ensuring 

a baseline standard across the sector. 
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d. Women Building Surveyor's Program 

 

Our concerns regarding the sustainability of Municipal Building Surveyor services are canvassed in detail 

below. The first tranche of forty positions made available through this program were extremely popular 

and attracted widespread interest from councils and applicants. The expansion and continuation of this 

program would create training and career opportunities for women, in an industry with a dire need for 

both trained staff and a vastly improved gender balance. 

 

e. COVID recovery positions 

 

Library workers across the state stepped up and met many COVID challenges with massive community 

support. To maintain this capacity funding for social work/community support worker and cleaning 

positions in Victorian libraries is sought to create jobs state-wide in this female dominated area of 

employment. This measure will take pressure off library and council staff who as it stands, are doing 

three jobs at once. This is a simple proposal that would improve the service and support available to 

vulnerable library patrons.  

 

Libraries, council information and community centres, and potentially high traffic social and community 

services facilities need additional cleaning services as they are open again while the virus is present in the 

community, to ensure they do not become sources of community transmission. Physical books, surfaces, 

and particularly computers hired by the hour are high touch services and the level of cleaning required 

across these services cannot be guaranteed by already strained staff. Further, some libraries have engaged 

COVID Marshalls to ensure safe re-opening, however employers now state they are unfunded roles and 

this additional fiscal pressure in a bargaining context is adding a downward pressure on library worker 

wages. This funding will assist this and other impacts of pandemic-created shortfall. 

 

Further, libraries often act as a key point of contact and connection for community members 

experiencing homelessness, or who do not have the income to access the internet at home. Following 
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the turmoil of the past two years, creating outreach social worker positions stationed in libraries would 

help to connect at-risk patrons with needed other services and resources. 

 

f. Library Corporation changes 

 

Under the requirements of the Local Government Act 2020 all library corporations must wrap up under 

the current model within the next decade. This has the potential to cause significant disruption and 

uncertainty for these staff, as the next step is not specified or obvious under the Act. Work must be 

done immediately to begin consultation on this process, and to establish a model for returning these 

services to an in-house delivery model. It is integral that all jobs, wages, and entitlements of staff are 

protected in this process. A process should be established and funded now, with work conducted jointly 

by Local Government Victoria, the MAV, and the ASU. Acting early on this issue will address the 

concerns of a female dominated workforce spread across the state, one that adapted and innovated like 

never before during the pandemic to continue to provide services to their communities. They deserve 

security and certainty. 

 

 

Recommendation 4 – Municipal Building Surveyors 

 
a) Grant funding for initial development of Municipal Building Control Plans. 

b) Establish a dedicated revenue model for sustainable operation of municipal building services. 

c) Provide greater investment into qualifications for surveyors. 

 

Municipal building services departments play an essential role in the building and construction sector, 

ensuring that buildings are safe for all Victorians to use, inhabit and enjoy; yet these functions have 

been starved of resources, lack adequate planning, and are threatened by an ageing workforce without 

sufficient replacement. 
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A lack of adequate funding and resourcing, a confused regulatory environment, increasing workloads, a 

shortage of qualified practitioners, and an ageing male-dominated workforce have combined to create a 

crisis in municipal building services which represent a serious risk to the health and safety of Victorians. 

 

a. Grant funding for initial development of Municipal Building Control Plans 

 

There is currently no requirement for Councils to develop and evaluate a Municipal Building Control 

Plan, which leads to significant strain on the system. We note that Councils have legislated requirements 

to develop numerous plans, including but not limited to a Road Management Plan, Environmental 

Health Plan, Emergency Management Plan, and a Workforce Plan. 

 

We believe that the absence of a Municipal Building Control Plan is a significant gap for local 

governments, leading to unnecessary risks, inadequate resourcing and insufficient funding. Therefore, a 

Municipal Building Control Plan would: 

- Identify risks and service delivery requirements 

- Dedicate adequate resources to deliver on building control requirements and obligations; and 

- Secure necessary funding. 

 

The ASU and our members in building services are seeking reform of this sector to institute a 

requirement for Councils to develop Municipal Building Control Plans as the foundation of a safe, 

functional and sustainable building services sector. 

 

b. Dedicated revenue model for sustainable operation of municipal building services 

 

Building services does not have a dedicated revenue stream/funding model to support a sustainable 

system, as, for instance, the planning system does. 

 

The ASU joins with the MAV and the Victorian Municipal Building Surveyors’ Group (VMBSG) in 

advocating for a dedicated funding model for building services. 
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The building control and permit system acknowledges the need for a funding model/revenue stream 

through the building permit levy, however, these monies go directly to the Victorian Building Authority, 

even though much of the work carried out is completed by municipal building services departments. 

There is also no current revenue stream from the private sector into councils. 

 

Without a dedicated funding/revenue stream building services and control is subject to the normal flux 

of council operational budgets, and, as rate capping has starved councils of funding so too have building 

services departments been squeezed. We are aware of numerous councils that are currently not 

meeting their legislative requirements and statutory timeframes because they simply don’t have the 

resources to meet their obligations. The critical task of building control must be recognised with a 

dedicated funding/revenue stream for municipal building services. 

 

c. Investment into qualifications for building surveyors 

 

A major threat to the viability of the building control and regulation sector is an ageing workforce which 

is not sufficiently by new entrants to the building surveyor profession.  

 

We believe that the higher education system cannot – and will not – adequately address the situation 

without government intervention and investment.  

 

Our members in building services have told us that potential students have encountered numerous 

problems with the Advanced Diploma of Building Surveying such as course cancellations, lack of trainers 

and lecturers, limitations on student intakes, lack of online delivery, lack of part-time study 

opportunities and unclear commencement and scheduling timeframes. As this diploma is captured 

under the Victorian Government’s Free TAFE initiative, we urge further investigation and assessment to 

ensure these opportunities continue to be viable. Given the importance of this work and the crisis in 

building services, we are also seeking further intervention and investment from the Victorian 

Government to secure a viable training/education pathway into the building surveyor profession. 
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The ASU notes that there is significant potential to recruit graduates from allied professions – such as 

architecture, engineering and building and construction – to become building surveyors. A significant 

percentage of these graduates do not pursue employment in these fields; but have cognate and 

transferrable skills, training and interests which would allow them to successfully enter the building 

surveyor profession. 

 

We are seeking Victorian Government intervention and investment – alongside a partner such as RMIT 

or Victoria University – to pilot a bridging qualification for graduates of allied professions. 

 

We believe that this would enable fully qualified and skilled building surveyors to enter the profession in 

12 to 24 months, as opposed to 10 to 15 years under current framework. 

 

Recommendation 5 – Recycling Victoria Reforms 
 

a. Funding for local councils sufficient to properly roll out the four-bin system and to meet the 

requirements of the Circular Economy (Waste Reduction and Recycling) Bill 2021. 

b. Funding for councils to run recycling and waste education programs 

c. Funding for Recycling Victoria sufficient to allow proper oversight of service standards, 

reporting and compliance 

 

The ASU welcomes the substantial investment and reform currently being undertaken through the 

Circular Economy (Waste Reduction and Recycling) Bill 2021. 

 

Waste management has long required additional funding and oversight, and the proper implementation 

of these reforms is vital to improving service quality.  
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Councils will however have costs associated with implementing the package, such as those associated 

with providing additional bins, and the need to make necessary changes to rosters and depot facilities. 

Given the impact of the rate capping system as detailed above, council resources are already stretched 

thin. The ASU believes that without sufficient financial assistance for this transition, services will further 

suffer, and councils will continue to struggle to deliver to ratepayers. 

 

We note that ratepayers must be informed of the rollout of changes to collections and the 

sorting of waste, including possible changes to collection days. The ASU suggests that local 

councils are best placed to deliver these communications wholly or partly due to their entrenchment in 

the community. 

 

If these reforms are to be properly implemented, sufficient resourcing will also be required for the new 

Recycling Victoria unit to ensure it has the capacity to provide adequate oversight and undertake its 

regulatory and oversight functions. Implementation of these functions is a priority for the ASU. 

 

Recommendation 6 – Local Government Apprenticeships Pilot Program 
 

The loss of traditional avenues for skill development and vocational training in local government is a bad 

outcome for both councils, workers and residents. Historically a source of secure blue-collar jobs, 

increased use of contractors and labour hire has diminished this important avenue of local government 

employment.  

 

Following on from the popularity of the Women Building Surveyor’s program, the ASU proposes a 

second pilot program offering the opportunity to 40 young workers or jobseekers to undertake an 

apprenticeship or traineeship as relevant through a participating council.  

Along with providing valuable & lifelong skills for participants, this program would reward councils that 

keep these vital skills in house by funding the apprentice, allowing them to address potential future skill 

shortages in their workforce. 
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Apprenticeships & traineeships on offer should be determined in coordination with council need, and 

could include mechanic, plumbing and carpentry apprenticeships and arborist traineeships, which is 

particularly important given the increase in destructive storm activity. 

  

Social and Community Services 

 
Recommendation 7 – Department of Families, Fairness and Housing Jobs Code for the Community 
Sector 

 
a. Set as a condition of funding that community sector agencies engage their staff as on-going 

staff rather than fixed term, other than for genuine fixed term staff leave replacements, and 

that casual employment is only to be used for genuine casual vacancies.  

b. Set as a condition of funding that community sector agencies:   

i. Be bound by a codified Department of Families, Fairness and Housing (DFFH) dispute 

process like the established COVID-19 dispute process  

ii. Have a paid family violence leave policy based on the public sector standard approved 

between the DFFH, ASU and the community sector 

iii. Agree to allow unions to access staff as part of the agencies’ induction process.  

c. Establish and resource a community sector sustainability and reform committee chaired by the 

DFFH Coordinating Minister and with members including, ASU and DFFH community sector 

peaks. This committee will have oversight of sector wide workforce and training issues and 

requirements. 

d. Fund agencies for at least 5-year terms as part of each program, other than genuine pilot 

programs. 

e. Provide funding and support for the undertaking of workplace bargaining in the community 

sector, to allow more of the workforce to move off the Award and onto fairer employment 

agreements. 

 

Insecure employment, including fixed term and casual employment, is now rife across the community 

services sector. This is especially true for new starters or those moving between employers and has 
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made it harder to attract and retain workers in the sector. This is a majority female (87% women in 

2018), already low paid workforce, a group that has already born the economic brunt of the past year 

and a half. This workforce has born the economic brunt of the past 18 months, is low paid, and is 

majority female, being comprised of 87% women in 2018. 

 

How do you ask for a wage increase, or raise workplace safety issues, when you know your employment 

contract is up in a couple of months? This insecurity is a direct cause of the low wages available, and the 

widespread lack of workplace protections— such as family violence leave, or fair disputes processes— 

which are commonplace across the sector. Employers in the sector have told the ASU that they would 

prefer not to employ staff in this manner but are hamstrung by the short-term funding contracts offered 

by the government for many programs.  

 

ASU Members have reported programs which have run for 15 years, yet are renewed annually by the 

State Government, meaning over 70% of workers are on yearly contracts and thus constantly concerned 

about the longevity of their employment. They have told us they can’t get mortgages, plan holidays, or 

develop in their jobs because of this insecurity. 

 

The pressure of constantly recruiting and training workers who can’t stay, the struggle to find jobs that 

aren’t short term roles or employed through labour hire agencies, and the long probationary periods on 

short contracts keep workers in a state of uncertainty.  

 

Members have also described how this structure has shifted the balance of their work away from a 

client focus and has meant a lack of opportunity to build skills or develop long term relationships with 

clients. In the social and community services sector there is an inextricable connection between secure, 

well-paid jobs and the quality of support that users receive. 

 

Underfunding within these services makes it difficult to attract and retain experienced staff, leading to 

the loss of experience and institutional knowledge and a lack of continuity for the clients of these 

services. With women also more likely to be users of many of the services they provide— for instance, 
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61% of those accessing homelessness services are women— the impact on gender inequity is multiplied 

because of these issues. 

 

These services need equity of funding delivered via a long term, guaranteed and block funded 

mechanism that provides stability for clients and sufficient pay and professional opportunities for the 

workforce. 

 

These services also require systemic and demonstrable support for the industry to access bargaining and 

industrial representation to reduce the number of workers relying solely on the Award, and a concerted 

effort by the Government to ensure that all workers can raise and have their workplace issues 

addressed. Currently, between 80-90% of workers in the sector do not have access to binding arbitration 

in the Fair Work Commission due to the consent arbitration provision of the SCHADS Award. 

 

These reforms would provide benefit to all participants in the community sector: workers would benefit 

from secure employment and the ability to plan for the future, clients would benefit from long-term 

relationships with staff and shorter wait times, and community sector agencies would benefit from the 

ability to attract and retain staff.  

 

Recommendation 8 - Community Services Indexation Project Taskforce 
 

Established following the most recent indexation of community sector funding on 1 July 2021, this 

taskforce is comprised of sector experts and has been established to ensure that a similar level of 

confusion does not impact the sector on a yearly basis.  

 

While this taskforce is yet to make its final recommendations, we note that the ASU would like to see 

the recommendations arising from this project implemented in full prior to the end of this financial year. 
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Recommendation 9 – Implementation of Royal Commission into Victoria’s Mental Health Services 

 
a. Continuation and expansion of Mental Health pop-up program funded through Early 

Intervention Psychosocial Response (EIPSR) providers, to continue the process of rebuilding 

the workforce. 

b. Ongoing funding or at minimum five-year fixed term funding for non-government providers, to 

provide stability to the sector and to the workforce. 

c. Funding for pre-vocational and vocational training for new lived experience workforce. 

d.  Requirement for commissioning of Local Mental Health and Wellbeing Services (LMHWS) and 

Area Mental Health and Wellbeing Services (AMHWS) that include direct experience delivering 

wellbeing services by the lead agency (in the case of LMHWS) or partner agency (in the case of 

AMHWS).  

 

The Australian Services Union (ASU) welcomes the findings and recommendations of the Royal 

Commission into Victoria’s Mental Health System (the Commission). It is now time to ensure these 

recommendations are implemented in a manner reflective of their intent.  

 

It is impossible to properly implement the recommendations of the Commission, or to address the 

’missing middle’ in our system, without a significant expansion of the Wellbeing workforce (previously 

known as psychosocial support services). The Wellbeing workforce provides supports which involve a 

range of social, vocational, educational, cognitive, and behavioural interventions, considering the full 

range of life domains. The sector, previously known as the psychosocial sector, plays a central role in a 

strong and prevention-focused mental health system, thus complementing tertiary and community 

based clinical mental health services. It also includes an ever-growing lived experience workforce, 

including peer support staff.  

 

Wellbeing workers are ideally placed to be the connector between the different levels of need of people 

seeking mental health care and support, from primary to tertiary care. As an ASU Member in the sector 

identified, the role of Wellbeing workers is important as it often leads to interventions that have the 

power to assist and support people before they reach the need for acute clinical supports which 
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overwhelm the system and are often deeply traumatising for individuals that need care. Along with 

saving lives and preventing significant harm, keeping patients out of the acute system saves the 

government money, as wellbeing support services are far less expensive to provide. 

 

The Wellbeing sector saw a significant decline in the number of staff due to the introduction of the NDIS 

and the loss of programs such as MHCSS and PHAMS. The redirection of funds from NGOs providing 

community mental health support to NDIS providers resulted in many organisations losing a substantial 

amount of funding and staff, and consumers losing access to important services. 

Considering the magnitude of the reform of the mental health service system in Victoria, Wellbeing 

Services need to be integral in all planning and design processes, including the development of new 

service systems, models, regional hubs, and services. 

 

The mental health system faces a range of challenges and opportunities in this transitional process. 

Wellbeing Services must be re-built, following the loss of staff due to the NDIS, which will take time. The 

State Government should focus its effort on how to attract and retain staff, including: 

- the creation of career pathways 

- the availability of secure, ongoing work 

- clarity on the capabilities needed to embrace changes and being ready for future developments  

- a clear strategy to re-build this workforce, and to earn back their trust after years of disruption. 

 

Work must be done to regain the trust of a workforce that has experienced significant disruption in the 

past decade, if the experience that was lost is to be restored.  

 

The temporary Mental Health pop-up clinics funded through EIPSR providers were a step in the right 

direction in terms of rebuilding this workforce, but these should be made permanent and expanded to 

allow for a steady growth in the workforce. This is work that requires a four-year tertiary qualification. 

No snap of the fingers will provide the staff to implement these reforms, and the work to recruit them 

must start now.  
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This is true also of the significant expansion proposed by the Commission of the lived experience 

workforce. These workers are equally deserving of access to proper training—both pre-vocational and 

vocational— and career pathways. The lived experience workforce must not form the low paid bottom 

rung of the mental health workforce ladder, and their experience and skills must be valued, fed and 

remunerated accordingly.  

 

It is important that these staff are employed by organisations that understand the work they do. Local 

Mental Health and Wellbeing Services, if established appropriately, will form the centrepiece of 

Victoria’s mental health system. If led by wellbeing service providers and staff; who are experts in 

recovery based, holistic care; they will provide the early intervention support that people need and 

which prevent many from ever requiring hospitalisation or acute care. Through the LMHWS, Wellbeing 

Services can be the glue of the mental health system, and support consumers on their journey, 

providing a constant even as they access clinical services or other community sector supports such as 

housing and homelessness services, family violence services or alcohol and other drugs supports. This 

experience and expertise must be prioritised in their commissioning.  

 

Recommendation 10 – Address the historical under classification of housing and homelessness 
workers 
 

Workers in specialist homelessness services are not only required to have a deep understanding of the 

practical issues to assist their clients receive housing services, but also an understanding about the 

reason their clients are homeless. This means that specialist homelessness service workers need an 

understanding of and the capacity to deal with issues as diverse as mental health challenges, family 

violence and alcohol and other drugs. Furthermore, most staff in specialist homelessness services are 

now recruited having at least an undergraduate qualification.  

 

It is of great concern to the ASU that the widely held view across the sector is that State Government 

funding for specialist homelessness services is much lower, if not the lowest, than it is for other 

comparable government funded services. Indeed, it seems that there is up to a 32% variation in the 

lowest and highest input price for labour for full time equivalent staff members (FTE) in a government 
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service contract for specialist homelessness services when compared with the other programs 

mentioned above.  

 

Underfunding within specialist homelessness services makes it very difficult to attract and retain 

experienced staff as they seek work in more highly remunerated sections of the community services 

sector. High turnover is costly and wasteful for all concerned, and disturbing when it arises from 

structural factors outside our members’ control. Addressing this under classification and providing 

sufficient supplementary funding to agencies will support the retention and recruitment of experienced 

staff in the sector, thus benefiting clients as they have access to increased continuity and greater 

support.  

 

Recommendation 11 – Addressing classification inequity in the family violence sector  
 

ASU Members are strongly supportive of the ongoing rollout of the recommendations of the Royal 

Commission into Family Violence, including the Orange Door network.  

 

These services have, however, highlighted significant inequities in pay across the family violence sector, 

with workers getting paid significantly more for the same role depending on whether they are employed 

at an Orange Door service or another community sector agency.  

 

The ASU calls on the government to close the funding gap between Orange Door staff and other workers 

in family violence and to ensure that there is uniformity of funding and classification levels across the 

family violence sector. This measure would increase the wages of a low-paid, female dominated cohort, 

and further help to address the issues with staff attraction and retention being experienced across the 

community sector.  

 

Recommendation 12 – Overnight stay allowances in the community sector 
 

Spending the night at work should mean you get paid for your time. When community sector workers 

stay overnight in refuges, they earn an allowance of around $75 for the whole night. Disturbingly, this 
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amounts to just over $9 an hour for an 8-hour shift. This practice needs to change. These workers get 

little sleep and work all night, giving up their evenings. This work requires an hourly rate, and we seek an 

immediate intervention and appropriate increase in resourcing to funded agencies to allow these 

workers to be properly recompensed for their time.  

 

 

Support for other proposals 

 
The ASU would like to indicate our support for the submission submitted by the Health and Community 

Services Union for a worker-led rehabilitation, outpatient, and outreach service, “The Crossing.” 

 

 

 

Public Sector 

 
Recommendation 13 – Conversion of VicRoads agency staff 
 

VicRoads staff working in what is still—for the time being— the public sector deserve better than 

insecure, casual, agency employment. These staff work alongside their directly employed colleagues, 

doing the same jobs and thus deserving the same security and recognition.  

 

Given the forthcoming partial privatization of the VicRoads service, this conversion should happen as a 

matter of urgency. This would be simple to implement, following the same process which recently 

converted 60 VicRoads agency staff, and would vastly improve the security and circumstances of over 

two hundred VicRoads agency staff, mostly women, whose futures are currently uncertain.  

  

Recommendation 14 – Full implementation of CFA Culture Review 
 

For many years ASU members have had serious concerns about a culture of bullying and harassment at 

the Country Fire Authority (CFA). With over one thousand staff, more than half of whom are women, 

and a recent period of significant upheaval, now is the time to take real steps to address these concerns. 
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The review into CFA culture currently being led by Dr Helen Szoke AO is a significant opportunity. We 

call on the government to implement the recommendations of the Szoke review in full and provide 

funding where required to implement any recommendation. 

 

Recommendation 15 – Implementation of the Roe Review into Water Procurement 

 
Could there possibly be a service that is more widely recognised as an essential public service that 

should be publicly provided than the provision of water? 

 

The assumption that either service quality or employment standards can be maintained under an 

outsourcing model is a furphy, reliant on old orthodoxies around efficiency or flexibility with no basis in 

fact. What the outsourcing model results in in practice is the feathering of some nests at the expense of 

both customers and workforce. The owners of contracted firms do well at the expense of worker wages, 

training or safety, and more and more middle management jobs are created in water corporations to 

manage contracts while vitals skills and knowledge are lost as maintenance jobs are outsourced. 

When water services were originally outsourced in the 90s, Victoria faced very different economic 

circumstances, particularly in the construction sector. While once contractors may have scrambled for 

the work they offer, with the sustained construction boom we are in this is no longer the case. What 

that results in is both a struggle to find qualified contractors, and pricing that is not competitive with in-

house service provision.  

 

The ASU is appreciative therefore of the initial steps that have been taken by the government in this 

regard, namely the review currently being conducted by Julius Roe into Victorian water procurement 

practices. This review provides a significant opportunity to address key issues affecting this workforce, 

and we call on the government to implement the recommendations of the review in full and provide 

further funding of at least $1 million to roll out the next stage of water procurement reform. 

 

This is a workforce that is acutely aware of the negative impact that outsourcing has on both their 

personal job security, and on the quality of service they provide. They, and all Victorians who would 

benefit from improved water services, will be appreciative of government action on this issue. 
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Support for other proposals 
 

The ASU would like to indicate our support for the recent submission from the John Curtin Research 

Centre and the Australian Workers Union entitled “Private Gain, Public Pain.” 

  

 

 

 

 

 


