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IS WORK DEADT

‘The world of work is undergoing & major

transition, Some of the most siriking features
are the introduction of new technologies, the
elimination of wide categories of Jjobs in
manufacturing and services, high unemployment and
the slow appearance of new types of jobs, The
respanse from economists and others has been
varied and conflicting, This article challenges
one type of response which has gained suppart in
recent years and has come to be known as the ‘end-
of-work' argument,

The end of work as we kpow It7

The case for the ‘end-of-work' is usually argued
as follows!

1. Unemployment is largely a result of advances
in technology, Large scale mechanisation of
traditional manufacturing and service jobs through
the application of the fruits of the latest
technological revalution (particularly in
microelectronics) is taking place, These jobs are
being permanently eliminated, To give some
examples: Japan replaced over a million workers
by robot labour in the mid-70's, and a 1979 report
to the Union of Automobile Workers predicted that
80% of the 25 million manual jobs in the USA would
be gone by the year 2000 A,D, Examples from
tloser to home also spring to  mind:
containerisation destroyed many traditional jobs
in Dublin and other ports; the introduction of new
automated equipment in Guinness's has resulted in
a reduction in the James' Gate workforce, While
new technology is producing some new jobs, it is
not producing them in anything like the gquantity
needed to absorb the great mass of unerployed
people, nor does it show any signs of being able
to do so in the future, There is good reason o
suspect that by its very nature it cannot do so,

Bzl However, it is argued that simultaneously,
as unemployment rises because of mechanisation ,

Gross National Product (GNP) tends to hold steady
or even increase (as happened in Ireland in the
nid-80's), It follows that we no longer need the
labour wutilized prior to the present wave of
mechanisation in order to maintain our national
standard of living, ‘

3, The usual conclusion from the above is that
it is largely a waste of money and effort to
attempt to create enough new jobs for all the
unemployed and that the most sensible option is
to concentrate on reducing inequality,
particularly that resulting from an ‘inevitable'
mass unemployment, through redistribution of our
growing GNP, If we eliminate inequality, aor
eliminate the economic inequality attendant on
being wunemployed, we shall have solved the
‘problem' in unesployment,

The counter evidance

The ‘'end of work' case has the merit of
simplicity and at first glance seems plausible,
However on closer examination it becomes clear
that a lot of important counter evidence has
been ignored , The main arguments against the 'end
-of-work ' case are as follows!

1. The thesis is historically shortsighted, At
every stage of industrialization, going back to
tha first Industrial Revelution, the intreduction
of nev technology has been associated with
extensive Jjob-loss, Following this , the
introduction of new products arising from new
technology has led to the creation of mass
consumer demand to satisfy which production had to
be expanded, Expansion of production led to
increased employment, both directly in production,
and indirectly, in spin-off services, Now while
the job-possibilities in  the latest technology
have not heen realised to any great extenl as yet,

it seens premature to claim that there definitely
will not be any substantial job-outcome, The
prognosis of 80% elimination of manual jobs in
the USAR by the end of the century sounds more
sensational than it ought, After all most of the



manual Jjobs performed in I&/U were probably
eliminated in the advanced economies by 1920 - to
be replaced by new jabs,

2. The relationship between robot-introduction,
mechanisation, etc, and levels of unemployment is
not as simple or as obvious as one might think,
ficcording to an OECD report on industrial robots
issued in 1983, Japan and Sweden both had low
levels of unemployment (around 3%) and a high
ratio of robots to employed (respectively, 13,0
and 29,9 robots per 10,000 in manufacturing); at
the other end of the scale, Britain had a mere 2
robots per 10,000 manufacturing workers - and at
the same time mass unemployment of over 13%, Nor
vere these countries unusual or freak cases: the
figures for other countries made it very clear
that advanced mechanisation and robot-replacement
of labour did not necessarily lead a country to
high unemployment, Mechanisation does of course
eliminate jobs; what the OECD figures suggest is
that certain countries have managed to develop
policies which combine high technology and near
full utilization of the available work-force,

3, One suspects too that the end-of-work thesis
was born of a certain fatalism in relation to mass
unemployment, If one looks only at EC countries,
the fatalism is understandable, But the picture
is quite different in other industrialised
tountries, The USA, although it suffers from
relatively high unemployment (nearly 7%), has
created some 20 million new jobs since the early
1970's, Japan has held unemployment below 3% and
at the same time managed to create 3 million new
jobs since 1973, The EEC's job-creating score
during the same period was virtually nil, In the
early 1980 certain other European counfries

- In summary it seems that there

ftatlayed w0 kEEP UHEMpLiOymelnt  LUW, RUTway &l
Sweden each at 3%, Switzerland at 1%, and Austria
at 4%, Analysis of their success shows
considerable variation in their respective routes:
ép ‘full' "employment , While Ireland may not be

lessed with the same mix of favourable
circumstances, it ‘should at least be clear that
there is more than one way out of the high-
unemployment situation,

4, Redistribution is important in it's own right,
However it is not a substitute for job-creationm,
The idea that from a financial point of view
redistribution will solve the inequity in high
unemployment and that we have enough to do so, is
questionable, It ignores the cost of high
unemployment, If we leave aside the financial and
social-psycholagical suffering of the unemployed
and their dependents, it is still the case that
national economies with high unemployment are
finding it a severa strain, Financially, the
high levels of unemployment represent a huge loss
of output and income from taxation, as well as
vast expenditure on assistance, . It could be
argued that wunless we can resolve the
unemployment problem, the welfare system will be
further undermined,

53 The end-of -work thesis concentrates too
narrowly on the fact ( and it is a shocking and
numbing fact) .of unempleyment, and is in a sense
mesmerised by it, An equally important fact is
that there are great needs, in Europe and other
industrialised countries, which are not being
met, One can look around: and see those neefs for
oneself: improved care of the elderly and the
handicapped, health care for those on drugs,
proper environmental care and development, and a
host of community problems, All of these require
tha energy, creativity and labour of a
substantial number of people, but because they lie

outside the arena of market profitability, they

are largely neglected,

In addition there are a number of unmet needs in
the market itself, [Industrial analysis have
pointed out that future potential industrial
expansion is hindered by the absence or poor
quality of the infrastructural services (e,g,
transport , rtoads, communications, an educated
work force capable of rapidly acquiring new
skills), For example Eoin O'Halley argues that
far from being a ‘developed' econemy, Ireland ,
though comparatively wealthy in fact resembles an
underdeveloped economy requiring considerable
industrial development ,  Rather than accepting
high unemployment as inevitable it can be argued
that there is something wrong with the present
organization of work, which permits unmet needs to -
coexist with unused labour,

is too much
counter evidence for the end-of work argument to
win its case, We must therefore conclude that the
death-notices for work have been a little
premature! ®



THE STATE
AND INDUSTRY

When you enter the IDA's smart headquarters in
Dublin 2, you immediately spot an area segregated
off, with its own stairs and reception area,
There, in a place apart, work the 18 staff of one
of Ireland's newest State bodies, the National
Development Corporation, They are dwarfed by the
surrounding might of the IDA with its 600 staff,
an IDA that was given £13,3 million for running
costs this year, by the last Budget, as against
£0,7 million for NADCORP, The nature of
NADCORP's brief, however, leads one to hope it may
prove to be a cuckoo in the nest and, one day,
outgrow even the IDA, (

NADCORP is an addition to the State's armoury for
implementing industrial policy, The Labour party
and the trade union movement in particular fought
for its establishment, It is a State-owned
VENTURE CAPITAL company, “Venture capital® means
it does not give grants ( that is for the IDA) nor
fixed interest loans (that is for the ICC) but
risks buying a stake in a project which could be
money lost if the project fails but may also be a
source of dividends, and a stake-holding which
could be sold on to someone else later, if the
project prospers,

There are, of course, private venture capital
companies, The need for a STATE-OWNED venture
capital company, however, is that the State can
take a wider and a longer view of a particular
industrial project than can the market, A wider
view means that NADCORP will be influenced by the
fact that a project may have identifiable spin-off
benefits going to the wider productive economy
that are not capable of being counted as part of
the profits of the project itself, This implies ,
for example, that NADCORP has a particular
interest in projects building on
resources, or which feature Irish people doing
something that is technologically advanced, A
loriger view means that the market might find the
delay in a particular project coming to

profitability too long whereas the State can be.

prepared to live with a lower rate of return than
could be got immediately somewhere else because
the project in question is really developing
something new for the national economy,

The first general duty, therefore, of NADCORP® is
“to assist in the creation of the maximum amount
of viable employment in the State * Its second
general duty, however, financial self-sufficiency
in the medium term, more clearly sets it apart
from the IDA and other State agencies serving
industry than anything else, Within 5 years, it
is expected to be able to cover its own
operational costs, i.e, it must be earning enough
by then from fees, dividend and interest income to
pay its own staff, etc, Over a longer time
period, it is expected to be able to contribute to
. its own investment needs, i,e, in & or ten years
tima ¢ ehould bBe abhlae ta call come of the stake-

Irish natural.

holdings it has now acquired, realising good money
which can then be invested in totally new
prajects, This means it will be mranaging a
*Revolving Investment Fund for Employment, *

NADCORP was born in June, 1986, (when it also took
over the activity of the short-lived National
Enterprise Agency), Its annual report covers the
period June '86 to May '87, How has it been
doing? By May '87, it had decided on investing
£6.2m in 21 projects (of which £5,6m had actually
gone ahead), The projects are listed at the back
of the report,. Interestingly, 7 of them have to
do with salmon and 5 with computer software so
natural resources and advanced technology are
immediately in evidence, However, traditional
industries that are aiming at high quality
products also figure, e,g, ODubarry shoes and
Irish bog ocak artifacts, A further interesting
type of project has to do with the export of
services | two companies specialising in staffing
overseas hospitals with Irish medical personnel
received backing, The 21 projects in total are
only the tip of an iceberg, however, Some 347

‘projects came before NADCORP and were rejected
during the year, At the time they wrote the
annual report, a further 101 were still under
examination, This is evidence of a lot of
activity, entrepreneurial spirit on the part of
people submitting projects to NADCORP and hard
decision-making on the part of NADCORP's small
staff, The hope must surely be that, as people
become more aware of what NADCORP is there to do
and as the resources of NADCORP grow to allow it
to broaden what it can consider “commercial®,6 that
a lot mare than 12 per cent of the projects coming
before it will get beyong the initial screening
stage, : ;

It is worth noting that, when projects are being

- avaluated, NADCORP regard the track record and

conpetence of the managerial team as of first
importance, “NADCORP  regards evidence of
managerial capability and commitment, conbined
with entrepreneurial drive and enthusiasm, as of
“critical importance*, they say, This needs to ba
explained more by NADCORP and the application of
the principle monitored if a type of culture-
blinkeredness is not to take over which regards
“nanagerial capability* as requiring a good
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IS WORK DEAD?

The world of work is undergoing a major transition,
Some of the most striking features are the
introduction of new technologies, the elimination of
vide categories of jobs in manufacturing and
gervices, high unemployment and the slow appearance
of new types of jobs, This article intends ta
question one particular interpretation of these
thanges: unemployment, which is ‘here to stay', is
largely the result of advances in technaology,

Japan replaced over a million workers by rabot
labour in the mid-70's and in the USA a 1979 report
to the Union of Automobile Workers predicted that
80% of the 25 million manual jobs in the USA would
be gone by the year 2000 A.D, Exanples at home
spring spontaneously to mind: Waterford Crystal
recently made 750 of its 3,000 work-force redundant,
containerisation of Dublin's docks created huge
unemployment among the unskilled, and Guinness in
the past number of years has been introducing new
autonated equipment and consequently cutting back
its work-force, While new techmology is praducing
some new jobs, it is not producing them in anything
like the quantity needed to absorb the great mass of
unenployed people, As a result, one matter in the
minds of many seems to be definitively settled;
‘there will be no jobs!' Work is dead!

Howaver, it is argued that simylianeously, as
unemployment rises because of mechanisation, GNF
tends to hold steady or even increase (as happened
in Ireland in the mid-80's), It follows that we no
longer need the labour utilized prior to the presant
vave of mechanisation in order to maintain our
national standard of living,

In the light of the above, it seems that the most
sensible optisn is to concentrate on reducing
inequality, particularly that resulting from an
inavitable mass unemployment, through redistribution
of our growing GNP, If we eliminate inequality, or
sliminate the economic inequality attendant on being
unenployed, we shall have solved the ‘probles’ in
unemployment ,

A too narrow concentration on the shocking fact of
unamployment can leave one numbed by the problem,

& closer examination of the above 'argument' shous
that the conclusion reached is only possible if
inportant evidence is ignored,

L UNMET NEEDS,  There are great needs, in
Europe and other industrialised countries, which
are not being met, These two facts are
appropriately juxtaposed in balanced perspective by
John Paul Il in Laborem Exercenst1981);

fs we view the whole human fanmily
throughout the world, we cannot fail
to be struck by a disconcerting

fact of immense proportions;

the fact that, while conspicuous
natural resources remain unused,

there are huge numbers of people

¢ho are unemployed or underemployed
and countless multitudes of

people suffering from hunger, (no, 18)

One can look around and see those needs for oneself;
care of the elderly and the handicapped, care for
those addicted to drugs, proper environmental care
and development, and a host of new (especially
urban) community needs, ALl of these require the
enerqy, creativity and labour of a substantial
nunber of people,

Secondly, quite a number of industrial analysts have
pointed out that future potential industrial
expansion is hindered by the absence or poor quality
of the infrastructural services (e,g, transport |
roads, communications, an gducated work force
capable of rapidly acquiring nev ckills), For
exanple Eoin 0'Malley argues (Stwdies, No, 300) that
far from being a ‘developed' economy, Ireland,
though comparatively wealthy in fact resembles an
underdeveloped  economy  requiring considarable
industrial development, There is undoubtedly
‘something wrong with the organization of work and
unemployment’ (Laborem Exercens, no, 18) which
permits unmet needs to coexist with unused labour,

2. KISTORICAL FERSFECTIVE, At every stage of
industrialization, going back to the first
Industrial Revolution, the introduction of new



technology has been associated with extensive job-
loss, Following this, the introduction of new
products arising from new technology has led to the
creation of mass consumer demand, and to satisfy
this new demand production had to be expanded,
Expansion of production led to increased employment,
both directly in production, and indirectly, in
spin-off services, MNow while the job-possibilities
in the the latest technology has not been realized
to any great extent as yet, it seems premature to
claim that there definitely will not be any

substantial gob—outcome.

T~ e—

The prognosis of 80% elimination of manual jobs in
the USA by the end of the century sounds
noresensational than it ought, After all, most of
the manual jobs performed in 1870 were probably
eliminated in the advanced economies by 1920 - to be
replaced by new jobs,

3,  OTHER EXFERIENCES, The USA, although it
suffers from relatively high unemployment (nearly
7%), has created some 20 million new jobs since the
garly 1970's, Japan has held unenployment below 3%
and at the sane time managed to create 3 million new
jobs since 1973, In the early 1980s, certain other
European countries managed to keep unemployment low!
Norway and Sweden each at 3%, Switzerland at 1%, and
Austria at 4%,  Analysis of their success shows

tonsiderable variation in their respective routes
to'full' employment, While Ireland may not be
blessed with the same mix of  favourable
tircumstances, nevertheless the experiences of some
other countries give grounds for hope that mnass
unenployment is not necessarily 'here to stay',

4, ROBOTS AND UNENFLOVWENT,  The relationship
betwsen robot-introduction, mechanisation, etc, and
levels of wunemployment is not as simple or as
obvious as one might think, According to an OECD

report on industrial robots issued in 1983, Japan
and Sweden both had low levels of unemployment

(around 3%) and a high ratio of robots to employed
(respectively, 13,0 and 29,3 robots per 10,000 in
nanufacturing); at the other end of the scale,
Britain had a mere 2 robots per 10,000 manufacturing
workers - and at the same time mass unemploymenf of
over 13%, Mechanisation does of course eliminate
jobs: what the OECD figures suggest is that certain
countries have managed to develop policies which
combine high technology and near-full utilization of
the available work-force,

S, UNEMFLOYMENT COSTS, If we leave aside the
financial and social-psychological suffering of the
unenployed and their dependents, it is still the
case that national economies with high unemployment
are finding it an economic strain, The EEC's 13
nillion unsmployed represent a huge loss of output
and income from taxation, as well as vast
expenditure on assistance, The  idea  that
redistribution will solve the inequity in high
unenployment and that we will always have enough
financial resources to do so is hardly a healthy
long-tern strategy, If we Irish do not develop new
products and services, support key indigenous
industries with a view to export, and expand our
markets abroad, there will be repeated calls to cut
back further our welfare system,

£,  CHANGING THE WEANING OF "WORK', Some argus
that because we are going to have few jobs in the
future, it follows that fherefore the meaning of
'work' ‘'must change, to include anything from
recreational activities to the invaluable haome-
naking, Expanding the meaning of ‘work' in this
way, while serving to remind us of the values of
other kinds of activity, only clouds the core issue
which is confronting us - unemployment,

Is work dead? Has this matfer been definitively
settled? Hardly! Unemployment - as the evidence
from Japan and Sweden, in particular, emphasises -
is not necessarily the result of advances in
technology, And redistribution, while wvery
important in its own right, in the context of
technology and unemployment wmay only serve to

consolidate an  unnecessary resignation on  job
creation, Logically, at least, it follows - work is
not dead, 2]
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