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On Q+A (TVNZ) on 12 July, Michael Woodhouse, Minister for Workplace Relations and Safety discussed
'Zero-Hour'labour contracts as a subset of 'casual’ labour contracts (See Q+A: Woodhouse - proposed
changes to zero-hour contracts transcript on Scoop). The word 'casual' features widely in the interview.

I think Mr Woodhouse is right to note that the widerissue isthe regulation of casual labour contracts, and
we might note that zero-hour contracts are not particularly casual from an employers'viewpoint. Sowe
might wonderwhetherit'stime toforgetabout labour as we have come to understand it —fulltime tenured
employment—and shift properly to a self-employment model. (Employers of course would still be free to
offertenure; and many would wishto do so.) These cheap zero-hour employment contracts seem to deliver
— to powerless employees and would-be employees —the worst of both worlds; minimum wages and
minimum flexibility.

Before therise of Trade Unionsin the nineteenth century, labour was seen as a simple commodity, and
labour costs were understood (eg by classical economists) essentially as the price of food. ('Corn'in the
then English vernacular.) Workers would draw income in part from small plots of land and in part from the
labourmarket, or from cottage industry. Urban workers, still very much in the minority, would be hawking
theirbodies, providing whatever services of strength orfinesse might be in demand. Tinkers would repair
tinware, and offer trinkets forsale. Orthey would be artisans orjourneymen, often members of a craft
guild.

By the end of the nineteenth century, landlessness had become endemic, and guilds afaint echo of times
past. Security of tenure inemployment became a protection against the loss of alternativeincome streams.
But to gain a degree of security of tenure, workers were subject to monopsony control by employers. They
operated by sellinglabour servicestoasingle buyer. And, in accepting pre-contracted wages, workers gave
up therightsto a share of theiremployers' profits.

Workers have two possible sources of bargaining power, a countervailing collective in the form of a trade
union, and/or an alternative income stream (albeit meagre, often subsistence gardening and achickenrun).
From the 1980s, the mostimportantalternative income streamin countries like New Zealand has been
partners' (egspouses) incomes. Foryoung people this centuryit'sincreasingly parents'incomes.

If we move toa system where self-employmentisthe norm, neither of these sources of bargaining power
need be dispensed with. After-all, actors are self-employed, and their Union (Equity)is no simple pushover.
Further dairy farmersstill control the biggest unioninthe country;it's called Fonterra. In pre -industrial
times, unions were guilds, and it may be that is what unions must morph back into now that the heyday of
the industrial wage workerseemsto be well and truly over.

In the industrial wage-worker era of the twentieth century, we came to a number of other working-class
accommodations that would be quite unacceptabletoday. The working-class racist rhetoric of acentury
ago in Australiaand Canada and New Zealand was principally (but not only) about restricting labour supply
through tightimmigration controls. And gender pay differences were about using the power of the state to
enforce above-market wagesformen, who were presumed toneedtoearnenoughtofeed, house and
clothe five people, notjustone. Children werearesponsibility, notaluxury.

Today we liveinadifferentera; an era of individual e quity. Children are a consumption good that middle-
classwomen and/or men raise (mainly in pairs orin singles) in the context of a range of choices of
alternative consumption possibilities.

So, giventhe individualism of the present era(and individualism is not going away any time soon) we need
an alternate income stream that reflects this modernreality. Thatincome streamis publicequity. And
indeed we have had such an income stream (of sorts) in New Zealand ever since Mickey Savage's
government'sintroduction of 'cradle to grave' welfare in 1938.
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In principle it meantthatall New Zealanders would expect to make their way through life with a mix of
private and publicsupport. The publicside was then tailored to peopleon the basis of age and genderas
well ason the basis ofimmediate need. And much of it was funded through collective services such as
education and publichealth-care. The underlying principle, despite the varying modes of delivery, was
publicequity; itwas economicdemocracy to complement political democracy. The democratic state had
become the embodiment of publicness, not of kingly or elite corruption whichithad beenin the time of
the early classical economists.

The state nolongerhas the beneficence thatit hadin that middle part of the twentieth century. Its mission
now is mainly todeny supportinorderto cut costs. So the concept of 'state' has had itsday. In its place are
the concepts of publicness, and of governance.

The publicisan economicinterest, much as organised labouronce was. It has a substantial (though often
denied) claim onthe economicoutput of any nation — especially anation whose development has been
made possible by collectivecivil inputs such asinformation, infrastructure and institutions —and thus
embodiesthe equity of each and every resident, much as universal suffrage represents a nation's political
equity.

That publicequityis ourworkers'second income stream; whetherthe workers are self-employed or have
salaries, or whetherthey have obligations on theirtime which are unrewarded in the private marketplace.
Publicequity income is ninety percent here today, hidden away in ourtax scalesand in our medley of
welfare benefits. Once we remove the opaqueness and obfuscation around the 'optics' of these income
streams, Mickey Savage's inspiration still lives. We just need some part, no matter how small, of that
publicly-sourced income to be transparently unconditional. Good things often come from small beginnings.

With a combination of Equity guilds (such as Actors' Equity) providing some bargaining offset to corporate
labourmonopsony, and an acknowledged and unconditional publicly-sourced income stream, then the
market-system canyetachieve its potential, as a just, sustainable and equitable means of allocating and
conservingresources.

Under such conditions, we can combine private contracts (that provide flexibility to both parties) with
publicequity. Whilelabour servants may not be paid forevery hourthat they are available for work,
purchasers of labourservices will not be able to simply assume that peopleare sitting at home waiting for
the 'come to work'call. They might just be doing work for someone else.

Afterall, whenlcalla plumber, | cannot expect that plumberto be idly waiting for my call. He or she may
be unavailable, fixing someone else's taps or toilets. Or playing golf. 1 don't grizzle. If  have a plumbing
emergency, | call anotherplumber. Eventually | find one. As an ordinary buyer without monopsony
privileges, | may have to pay a bit more to secure a plumberimmediately. Indeed, if | want my plumberto
be on call, | expecttohave to pay a substantial premium. Soitshould be, also, with burgerassemblers,
shop assistants, and commercial cleaners.



