New industrial laws may come at a price - possibly as high as children's lives, writes Barbara Pocock.
BABIES don't get much say over industrial relations reform, but recent research suggests that their interests are affected - indeed their lives may be at risk - by how industrial systems work, or fail to work.

Whatever changes to our industrial system eventually make their way into law, one thing is certain: their impact will be felt less by the blue-collar working bodies the 1890s legislation was shaped for, and more by the reproductive bodies of women and their babies. We need industrial reform that catches up with this.

Many have been saying for years that this should start with a decent system of paid maternity leave. Now, the arguments for industrial relations reform of this kind are mounting. Any government serious about increasing participation rates and productivity should be paying attention.

Working parents have 52 weeks' unpaid parental leave if they meet certain criteria. The Howard Government has resisted the idea of paid maternity leave and the Labor Party has not been much better. Both have instead backed cash payments to parents.
Research published in February in one of the world's most prominent academic economics publications, The EconomicJournal, should wake-up both parties. The failure to adapt our industrial relations system to the shape of the new worker and her family life is costing us in productivity, participation and skill retention. But this research tells us it is costing us more: the price includes the lives of some of our children.

Sakiko Tanaka has analysed the effect of paid parental leave on child health in 18 OECD countries between 1969 and 2000. This study shows increasing paid maternity leave significantly reduces infant mortality. A 10-week increase in paid leave - we have none - could result in a fall of between 2.3 and 2.5 per cent in infant mortality. (A 2.5 per cent fall means a drop in the infant death rate from 10 to 9.75 in 1000 live births. Or among Australia's 251,200 births in 2003, 30 fewer deaths).

Those who think this number is small must hope that it does not affect a baby they care about. What is more, for every death we can assume that the wellbeing of many others is negatively affected.

Tanaka shows the reduction in mortality is even greater among older babies. A 10-week increase in paid leave reduces the mortality rate among babies aged 28 days to one year by 4.1 per cent. It is also significant for children aged between one and five, where a 10-week increase results in a 3 per cent reduction in mortality rates.

These effects exist above and beyond the effects of unpaid leave. Unpaid leave alone does not reduce infant mortality. They are also significant above and beyond the effects of cash payments to parents and social services spending. Money does not substitute for time.

It is important to remember that these effects are showing up in developed countries, and across the OECD.

Rich countries can afford to spend on ways that improve infant mortality. The benefits of paid leave are sustained and exist beyond those from cash payments or unpaid leave. They give new force to arguments for better workplace policies in Australia. We need paid maternity and parental leave for all carers to support the majority who are in paid work.

Reforms that look backwards and fight old ideological wars, fail to face up to the new workforce of women and men who work and have children.

This failure has hidden casualties - casualties sound research can count and quantify. They make a convincing argument for reforms that address the future, not the past.

Dr Barbara Pocock is associate professor, QEII labour studies research fellow, School of Social Science, University of Adelaide. Richard Ackland's column returns next week.
