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Redundancy in the Queensland Public Service 1859-1999

Public service employment has traditionally been perceived as secure and permanent. This was consistent with the traditional conventions, which protected public servants against the capriciousness of political leaders, and provided them with a degree of independence.

This traditional employment security has been reduced in recent years, as economic pressures and broader public sector reforms have resulted in extensive public service redundancy.  While many consider this to be a revolutionary or novel trend, McCarry argues that employment security was never a legislated right for public servants and there had always been scope for redundancy and retrenchment.  Littler suggests that the nature of redundancy has changed in recent times, from being a purely economic response to being a broader organisational improvement strategy.

This papers reviews the legislative provisions regarding retrenchment/ redundancy in the Queensland public service, from the establishment of the colony in 1859 until the legislative changes made by the current Beattie government in its first term.  It draws primarily on public service legislation and annual reports.  The case study confirms that redundancies have long been a feature of Queensland public sector employment, and were used extensively during economic crises in the early part of the period (from 1860s to the 1930s).  The case study also supports Littler et al’s contention that the nature of redundancy has changed.  In the 1980s, redundancy provisions were changed to accommodate new organisational forms such as statutory authorities.  Since the 1990s, legislative provisions for redundancy have become even more flexible and accessible, accommodating organisational restructuring and down-sizing, and even allowing the parties to elect not to retrain or relocate an employee.  This combination of the change in the nature of redundancy, and the more accessible provisions, provides scope for redundancy to become a means of political dismissal.

