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FOREWORD


AUSTRALIAN PUBLIC POLICY DEBATES are full of overseas comparisons. We constantly compare our policies to those of the United States or our Asian neighbours. Of course, Australia has grown up by instinctively looking to the United Kingdom as a starting point for policy development.


Fewer comparisons are made with the Nordic nations. However, when looking for progressive policy ideas that are proven to work, there is no better starting point than countries that regularly top the world in terms of economic, social and environmental performance and which have already successfully implemented such policies.


After all, there is only one thing more powerful than an idea whose time has come, and that is an idea that has already arrived. From tax to welfare to paid parental leave to managing resource development and modernising energy policy, the Nordic countries provide proven policy approaches that Australia can learn from, adapt and apply, if it wants to. It is with this kernel of truth that the Australia Institute set out to establish the Nordic Policy Centre.


One of the Australia Institute’s first direct encounters with Nordic policies was when our research director Rod Campbell answered his phone to an unknown number with a country code that he did not recognise.


‘Hello, Rod. It’s Jesper Lindqvist from Sweden! Did you get the writing sample and academic record I sent through?’


Rod had, of course, received the files but had not had time to read them. As part of Jesper’s degree, he claimed that the Swedish Government would pay for him to work with a research organisation almost anywhere in the world for six months. He had friends in Canberra and wanted to come to the Australia Institute.


Now Rod was in a jam. He did not want to admit he had not read any of the CVs, essays and goodness knows what else he had asked for and that Jesper had diligently sent to him. The easiest solution was to say yes.


Jesper’s time with the institute was a triumph. His main research was into how Australia could adopt Finland’s system of progressive traffic fines that vary with the driver’s income. Five years later, Australian media still call every holiday period, when traffic fines are in the news, to talk about how it might work. South Australian social service groups flew Jesper to Adelaide to talk about it, as that state’s high fines are a serious issue for low-income people. The state of New South Wales recently responded to this problem with a policy to reduce fines for anyone receiving welfare payments.


A different country can make you reimagine not just whole areas of thought but even democratic methods and policy institutions themselves. This is what struck me when visiting Helsinki’s stunning new library with a group of current and former Australian politicians in 2019.


Known as Oodi (pronounced like ‘ode’ in English), the library was opened in 2018 and built to stand directly across from the Finnish parliament. As well as being a practical resource for Finns of all ages and backgrounds, the library is a statement about civic engagement, democracy and egalitarianism.


Standing on the top floor of Oodi, the whole concept of public space, civic engagement and learning was remade in my head. A beautiful new, grandly designed building full of people, life, a skills workshop with 3D printers and sewing machines for public use, musical studios, and artists’ rooms for digital projections, all for free, was just far more than I had ever considered a library could be.


These experiences cemented the Australia Institute’s Nordic Policy Centre partnership with Deakin University of which this book is a product.


Having the idea for a Nordic Policy Centre in Australia was one thing, but a good idea is next to worthless without the right people. As luck would have it, Australia’s foremost expert on Nordic policy approaches, Professor Andrew Scott, was able to join us in this venture. Together with the enlightened cooperation of Deakin University, Andrew has brought his intellect, tenacity and good humour to this endeavour. By adding other contributors, Andrew has helped turn an idea into a reality.


This book is the latest result of this partnership. It features an exciting assortment of authors, many of whom are already prominent in their fields, while others are emerging and bring lively, incisive new voices. The authors include practitioners as well as expert researchers and academics. Powerful Nordic policy possibilities for Australia grab you in every chapter. If you want to consider some great ways to improve Australia, all you need to do is keep reading.


Ben Oquist
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JA, WE CAN


Why Nordic policies are possible for Australia


Andrew Scott and Rod Campbell


THE FIVE NORDIC COUNTRIES—SWEDEN, Finland, Denmark, Norway and Iceland—are among the world’s most prosperous, equal, happy and environmentally responsible nations. This book contends that Australia, and other English-speaking countries, can learn from, adapt and apply a number of policies that Nordic countries have implemented, to gain similar advantages. The Nordic Edge sets out ways to sharpen and improve Australian policies, informed and inspired by the leading position in which the Nordic nations stand, which in many fields is close to the best that is possible.


One well-known example is the Nordic approach to early childhood. Investment in the early years of children’s lives not only benefits the children and increases women’s workforce participation, it also helps prevent the astronomic additional costs of health and welfare problems and incarcerations from being incurred in the long term. Nordic policy settings have achieved average child poverty rates of 5.9 per cent, less than half the rate of the 12.5 per cent that Australia tolerates.1


The policy successes of Nordic countries provide examples of what Australia could try to achieve. At the other end of a spectrum of social values, sharply contrasting examples are provided by the United States. The question of which countries we might try to learn from has been heightened through the coronavirus pandemic. In responding to that crisis, Australia and some other countries have implemented economic policies of a type and scale that previously did not seem politically plausible or feasible. Indeed, one benefit of the pandemic is that it has forced many governments to adopt policies that they had previously been unwilling to support. Policies such as free childcare and income support, improvised for a time of crisis, have often resembled those of Nordic countries, which see them not as emergency measures but as necessary for normal life. Such policies have put the Nordic countries in an even better position to respond to the crisis.


Unfortunately, the pandemic has drawn the world’s attention not to the many Nordic policy successes but instead to a rare failure. Sweden clearly took the wrong health policy response to COVID-19 in 2020, in not imposing stricter measures to control the virus in its early stages. Sweden’s death rate from the virus, while well below those of Britain and the United States, is far higher than its Nordic neighbours and many other countries around the world. The rationale and ultimate results of Sweden’s policy will no doubt be studied extensively over the medium and longer term. However, this tragedy will be even more lamentable if it distracts from the many policy successes of Sweden and the other Nordic countries during, before and after the pandemic.


The other Nordic countries—Finland, Denmark, Norway and Iceland—have performed well in their health policy responses to the pandemic. Denmark and Iceland have been among the very highest nations in the world in terms of numbers of tests conducted per 1000 people.2 The average extent of deaths per 100 000 people from the pandemic in the five Nordic countries overall is about a quarter that of the United States, less than a quarter Britain’s and significantly lower than Canada’s—although it is still much higher than Australia’s and New Zealand’s.3 The internationally low death rate from COVID-19 in Australia was partly due to the southern hemisphere’s greater geographical distance from the main sources of contagion. However, it was principally due to Australia’s excellent policy response to give priority to public health.


The Nordic countries’ responses have been assisted by their well-established, constructive relationship between three major participants: governments, unions and employers. These ‘tripartite’ arrangements, and the universal welfare states of the Nordic countries, enabled a swift, united economic and social response to the crisis. In Norway, the strong trade union movement led initiatives to ensure protection of workers’ livelihoods.4 Finland’s approach featured a significant expansion in the number of people covered by unemployment payments.5 Iceland’s response included allowing employees to complement wages with up to 75 per cent of unemployment benefits in order to avert job loss.6


The Danish coalition government, led by its Social Democratic party, in cooperation with unions and employers, immediately provided a direct wage supplement to employers of between 75 per cent and 90 per cent of wages for all Danish workers, on the condition that employers not lay off workers.7 It then blocked companies that use tax havens from receiving such support.8 This was a positive step to practically promote better compliance with fair sharing of revenue responsibilities among nations and to ensure that the funds were well spent where they were actually needed.


While its health response may have been regrettable, in economic policy terms the Swedish coalition government, led by its Social Democratic party, did move effectively in response to the COVID-19 crisis to guarantee 90 per cent of workers’ wages.9 Sweden’s efforts to rebuild from the failings in its health policy approach will be helped immensely by its world-leading and long-standing achievements in economic and social policy.


Sweden, Denmark and Norway all acted quickly to ensure paid sick leave, wage support and income support for freelance, self-employed and ‘gig economy’ workers. As a result, these countries feature in the International Trade Union Confederation initial list of countries that responded best on behalf of working people to the pandemic.10 Australia did not make the list.


Australia’s health policy response to the crisis has had many positive features, but the economic response was hesitant at first and—notwithstanding its eventual scale and the fact that it clearly surpassed anything attempted in the United States—was far more limited than the economic response in Nordic countries. The main Australian government wage subsidy (‘JobKeeper’) excluded millions of casual workers without leave entitlements as well as visa-holding immigrant workers; and it amounted to less than a 50 per cent wage replacement rate for full-time workers, as part of being skewed towards business.11 Following the first six months it was tapered down with its abolition in late March 2021 expected to cause a cascade of job losses. Deeper than any one recent policy comparison is the contrast between the Nordic tripartite approach, the Australian Government’s much lesser regard for organised workers, and the limitations of the narrowly targeted welfare arrangements in Australia.


Denmark’s unemployment payment, for a single person without children, is more than 80 per cent of average full-time wages. In Australia the normal rate is less than 40 per cent.12 Behind this large difference are different ideas of the purpose that such benefits serve. In Denmark, higher payments are seen as helping workers maintain job readiness and to be in the best positions to seek out the most suitable work. In Australia, low payments are punitive—often explicitly so.


It took a coronavirus-induced recession to make the Australian Government concede what union, business and social security groups had been saying for years: Australia’s unemployment benefit is utterly insufficient and needs to rise. In March 2020, with many more people suddenly unemployed, the former Newstart Allowance was doubled and rebranded as the ‘JobSeeker’ payment with a coronavirus supplement.


The decision to add $550 a fortnight to the unemployment payment had a dramatically positive effect on the life circumstances of hundreds of thousands of Australians. Approximately 425 000 people were lifted out of poverty.13 Stories from individuals confirmed what a survey of nearly a thousand JobSeeker recipients by the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS) found14—that returning to pre-COVID levels of unemployment payments in Australia would be financially devastating for recipients:




Single mother Suzanne Fahie works part-time as a receptionist and before the pandemic earned just over $700 a week, including Newstart and a tax rebate, leaving her with less than $350 per week to live on—$245 below the poverty line—after paying rent. The increase meant that she was able, for the first time in years, to buy winter clothes for her two children aged 10 and 12.15


For 63-year-old Caryn Hearsch, who had applied for hundreds of jobs since losing her position as a secretary after a slow recovery from a fall seven years earlier, but has had no luck and is still two years away from the Age Pension, most of her income from Newstart goes to paying her $860-per-month mortgage for her modest home in Croydon, in Melbourne’s east. That leaves only $40 a week to pay for everything else. She has relied on friends to bring her food, and she sells belongings at weekend markets and on Facebook to make a little extra money. As tough as things are, Hearsch said at least she’s used to it. For many others put out of work by the coronavirus, living on JobSeeker will be a shock—one that will only get worse when the supplement is taken away.16


Coming home with the grocery shopping has been very different since the supplement to the unemployment payment, for single-parent Mandy Webber and her teenage daughters. There are fresh fruit and vegetables to pack away. ‘It is a luxury for us to have a salad roll in our house.’ And they can afford to make lunch, a meal they usually skipped previously. ‘Breakfast we wouldn’t eat and … the girls would just not take anything to school for lunch and just come home and we’d eat dinner early and that would pretty much be the meal for the day.’ The ACOSS survey shows that the number of people skipping meals dropped from 74 per cent before the supplement to 33 per cent after it; three-quarters of respondents caught up on bills; and 90 per cent felt less anxious about money.17


University student Freya Pollard, meanwhile, is worried that without the supplement she will struggle to afford the private health insurance she needs to treat severe arthritis. ‘That’s going to mean cutting back on necessities like food and like electricity and I already don’t use my heating in the winter.’ Some bills just won’t get paid. She’ll have no choice.18





Such stories are less familiar to people in Nordic countries, where welfare payments ensure that recipients can lead dignified lives. Despite the significant reduction in poverty that it achieved, Australia’s increased unemployment benefit was scheduled to last just six months. A partial extension to the end of 2020 came with a $300 per fortnight cut to the amount of money received, effective from September. This reduction pushed approximately 370 000 people back below the poverty line, including 80 000 children.19 A further $100 a fortnight was cut from the start of 2021, and the ongoing rate of Australia’s unemployment payment as of March 2021 stands at a mere $50 a fortnight higher than when the pandemic struck a year earlier. The comparatively much greater adequacy, and reliability, of income support for the unemployed in Nordic countries is one of many clear policies from which Australia now needs to properly learn.


***


While the pandemic is showing the world that major policy changes towards Nordic-style social welfare policies are possible, even a once-in-a-century pandemic has not fully silenced two persistent arguments against those policies.


The first of these arguments is that Scandinavian-style social democratic policies succeed only in ‘monocultural’ settings. Multicultural nations like Australia, the argument goes, cannot possibly generate sufficient community cohesion and are too easily divided to enact such policies.


The second argument derives from the policy theory of ‘path dependency’. That theory has been interpreted by some people to mean that history has placed nations on particular policy paths that they cannot get off. The British colonial, liberal market capitalist, mining-dominated path that Australia is on makes it impossible to learn from and apply Nordic nations’ achievements. Or does it?


MONOCULTURALISM


The image of Nordic countries as monocultural, inhabited exclusively by tall, blond or blonde Volvo drivers was recently corrected thanks to—of all people—former US President Donald Trump. At a political rally in February 2017, Trump discussed national security, immigration and intakes of asylum seekers, saying: ‘Look at what’s happening last night in Sweden. Who would believe this? Sweden. They took in large numbers. They’re having problems like they never thought possible.’20


Trump was quite wrong in suggesting that some kind of racially violent or terrorism-related incident had occurred in Sweden. Former Swedish Prime Minister Carl Bildt went so far as to ask: ‘What has he been smoking?’ But Trump was right that Sweden has taken in generous numbers of asylum seekers and immigrants and has become a much less monocultural society.


In a special survey of European Union (EU) member countries, Swedes rank highest and Danes the third highest in terms of daily interactions with immigrants in their workplace, and similarly in terms of interaction with immigrants on a daily basis during sport, volunteering or cultural activities. They are also above the EU average in interacting with immigrants on a daily basis at childcare centres, schools or universities. In addition, ‘Sweden stands out with the highest proportion of respondents [76 per cent] who have overall positive perceptions about the impact of immigrants on society’, while Denmark and Finland also rank above the EU average in that respect.21


The notion that Nordic social democratic policies flourish only because of those countries’ claimed comparative ‘monoculturalism’ ignores—among other things—the fact that the number of Swedes born overseas has now risen to nearly one in every four, reflecting their country’s very generous refugee intakes, particularly in the years from 2012 to 2019.22 In detailed comparisons of multiculturalism policies, Sweden and Finland also rank higher than the USA, Britain and New Zealand—and Norway ranks ahead of the USA.23


Notions that Nordic countries are more egalitarian than English-speaking countries because they are more ethnically homogeneous are particularly associated with an assumption that people are more willing to pay taxes when they know that the money is going to support people ‘like themselves’.


The achievements in multicultural immigration of some English-speaking countries give them much of which to be proud, and for Australia arguably more so than any other country in the Anglosphere. However, multiculturalism, particularly in the United States, is itself often associated with considerable inequality and exploitation of large numbers of immigrants, including segmentation in low-paid jobs. Multiculturalism has, further, never meant anything like fair treatment of the indigenous inhabitants of the lands that became British colonies, nor of the African–American population—as has been made extraordinarily prominent by the Black Lives Matter movement. Although Australia does better than the United States on most social policy measures, the incarceration rate of Indigenous Australians is even higher than that of African Americans.24


Like all indigenous people around the world, the indigenous population of the Nordic nations, the Sami people, have suffered discrimination. But indigenous and non-indigenous Nordic populations do not experience the same large disparities in health as there are in Australia and elsewhere.25


As in many policy areas, Nordic nations here stand in stark contrast to the United States. By comparison with Nordic countries, the United States is an extraordinarily violent country, deeply and often brutally divided along both racial and socioeconomic lines. Sweden stands in stark contrast to Australia and Britain, too, in that no major long-standing political party suggests doing anything other than isolating xenophobic political parties and their policies.


Further, although Australia has long been a very multicultural nation, it has in recent decades become notoriously hostile to asylum seekers who attempt to arrive by boat, turning them back to sea or incarcerating them for long periods in harsh conditions. Australia has also moved away from its previous support for family reunion and permanent settlement and taken a much more self-interested approach to migration to meet temporary skills needs, while significantly reducing the prominence of multiculturalism as a principle.


Sweden by contrast, according to data from the office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), accepted more than 500 000 asylum seekers from 2010 to 2019, making it the 9th largest asylum-seeker destination in the world in absolute numbers over that decade as a whole.26 The Refugee Council of Australia shows that, in terms of per capita acceptance of refugees and asylum seekers in 2018, Sweden ranks 8th, Norway 19th, and Denmark in 29th position.27 Australia ranks in 50th position.28


Increased immigration and multiculturalism in Nordic countries have tested the extent of public acceptance of progressive criminal justice policies and generously universalist welfare policies in those countries. Successful integration of immigrants and refugees from poorer countries into the high-wage, high-skill employment arrangements of Nordic countries remains a particularly pressing challenge. However, trade unions and nearly all political parties continue to respond to this challenge in positive and inspiring ways.


The practical difficulties that arise from large influxes of refugees to nations like Sweden will be solved by other wealthy nations doing more, by accepting their fair share of people who are fleeing persecution and crisis, and by better political leadership—as has occurred in Sweden and Germany—to promote popular understanding of what those people have fled. The difficulties will not be solved by rich nations turning their back on those people, by pretending that they do not exist, or by admonishing the nations like Sweden, which have been leading the way in fulfilling humanitarian responsibilities.



PATH DEPENDENCY


The way the past affects and constrains decisions about the future is known as ‘path dependency’. The concept is found in many disciplines. Examples often focus on technology. For instance, the QWERTY letters in the top row of today’s computer keyboards are there not because it is the optimal or most logical layout, but because in the nineteenth century it enabled people selling typewriters to tap out the word ‘typewriter’ quickly, entirely from the top row, to impress potential customers. Few modern producers of laptop or desktop computers make different keyboards because to do so would be inconvenient for the vast majority of users to alter their long-standing habits.


It is less clear how path dependency relates to the overall policy direction of a country. Of course history matters. Policy decisions taken over time establish institutions, norms, patterns and routines that can be difficult to change, often for good reason. Change to the path a country takes is usually incremental, at least in the absence of some cataclysmic event. But Australia does not need to go back in a time machine to 1940 and fight a Winter War against the Soviet Union, as Finland did, before it can possibly introduce the Finnish policy of free hot lunches for school students.


However, among many Australian politicians and other policy practitioners, the idea that countries can never get off particular policy trajectories remains widespread. Many policy-makers cite path dependency to explain their reluctance to advocate for policies that have worked elsewhere. The misuse of this concept serves to limit their consideration of reforms, trapping them, and all of us, in a self-fulfilling and tragic fatalism.


A closer look at the academic exposition of path dependency makes clear that it gives no excuse for policy inaction. Key writers such as Paul Pierson emphasise the continuity of particular policies but do not in fact claim that those policies are permanently ‘locked in’ or ‘frozen’.29 Leading theorists James Mahoney and Kathleen Thelen emphasise that ‘the literature on path dependence … [has] led analysts to theorise the circumstances under which institutions are—and are not—subject to self-reinforcing “lock-in”. Important strands of this literature suggest that path dependent lock-in is a rare phenomenon.’30


Another problem with path dependency is that it is only in hindsight that we become aware of the path that we are apparently on. As Jos Raadschelders writes, the concept ‘refers to a string of related events: causality in retrospect … [It] does not come even close to pinpointing a mechanism or the mechanisms that propel social change.’ Whatever past paths may have been identified, these ‘do not provide us with a hands-on solution to the near future’.31


Mahoney and Thelen similarly highlight how ‘much of the empirical work on path dependence … has been organised around explaining the persistence of particular institutional patterns or outcomes … over very long stretches of time’. Therefore, ‘when it comes to explaining change’, theorists tend to turn to ‘critical junctures’ that ‘open up opportunities for … agents to alter the trajectory of development’. Mahoney and Thelen argue that this approach hinders policy development by ‘obscuring … sources of change and encouraging us to conceive of change as [only] involving the “breakdown” of one set of institutions and its replacement with another’. Therefore path dependency arguments ‘do not provide … a general model of change’. Mahoney and Thelen prefer to emphasise the way institutions regularly ‘evolve and shift’, how those ‘incremental shifts often add up to fundamental transformations’ and how policy reformers through pragmatic coalitions achieve such transformations in many different times and places.32


For adherents of path dependency in policy-making, particular changes can be later classified as policy ‘turning points’ or policy ‘punctuations’,33 if they are not ‘critical junctures’. However those policy changes may be eventually termed theoretically, it is the real concrete short-term and medium-term effect they have upon the lives of millions of people that is our interest and focus. The pandemic and the subsequent global economic recession could well be a ‘critical juncture’ of the kind that very many theorists agree leads to lasting and major policy change.


Ideas about policy path dependence have never deterred anyone with a passion for, or strong interest in, any particular reform. Those who pushed Australia towards a more American-style labour market from the early 1980s were not deterred by notions of historical path dependency. Perhaps no one told them that Australia’s historic achievement of wage arbitration and other long-standing features of Australian economic policy meant that the nation was on a path that would make dismantling of these institutions impossible. People who now want to take Australia in a more egalitarian, Nordic direction should similarly not be deterred.


Nations can, do and will again change policy directions. Australia had much higher public spending than Sweden from 1870 until the Great Depression of 1929–31; then their respective positions changed.34 As will be explained in detail in chapter 5, Australia invented gender budgeting in the 1980s—but then ceased it, while Sweden took up that gender budgeting approach where it still flourishes today.


Some academics correctly point out that the histories of nations build up ‘mutually reinforcing complementarities’ between the distinctive policies and institutions in those nations.35 Focusing on the reinforcing interconnections between multiple policies of Nordic nations can make the prospect of reforming any Australian policies towards Nordic practices seem particularly daunting. Yet the fact that some policies in Nordic nations are buttressed by other policies in Nordic nations provides no justification for Australia to shirk any effort now to take steps towards some of those policies.


French economist Thomas Piketty, in his second major English-language book, gives an instructive example of the dynamic potential for policy change in nations. He shows how Sweden was one of the most unequal societies in Europe in the nineteenth century, yet was able to get off that path and on to a radically different one, which it then followed throughout the twentieth century and continues substantially to follow in the twenty-first century. As Piketty writes, Swedish social democratic egalitarianism was not some ancient, essential ‘Viking passion’ but instead was politically constructed in the twentieth century in the same way that rules and institutions are established in all societies.


The Swedish electoral system between 1865 and 1911 was highly unequal, but transformed in a short time. Before 1911, each Swedish citizen’s right to vote was determined by his (and it had to be ‘his’) property and income. After that year, the electoral system began to change. Popular mobilisation by highly educated working-class and middle-class citizens against the extreme political ideology of proprietarianism (property ownership as a right) led to universal voting rights for women and men, introduced from 1919 to 1921. The effective efforts of advocates, and the policy response, broke the previous trajectory. Sweden went on from the 1930s to build up a highly sophisticated tax and welfare system, which helped to make it a quintessential social-democratic country with one of the lowest levels of inequality ever seen anywhere. Piketty reminds us that ‘things can change very quickly depending on the balance of political and ideological power among contending social groups as well as on the logic of events and on unstable historical trajectories’.36


While Piketty’s first major English-language book paid less attention to the distinctive egalitarian achievements of Sweden and other Nordic nations, it nonetheless emphasised significant differences between Nordic and other wealthy countries today. Comparing countries in terms of taxes as a proportion of national income in 2010, Piketty noted that these varied from little more than 30 per cent in the United States to almost as high as 55 per cent in Sweden. He describes those sizeable gaps as ‘real and substantial indicators’ of the role played by different governments in those countries.37


Path dependency arguments are further undermined by the fact that policy approaches originating in the Nordic nations have already been taken up in many other parts of the world. These include examples in Australia—the ombudsman and children’s commissioner positions, which have been appointed in Australia; and prohibition of all physical violence against children: a prohibition that began in Sweden in 1979 and has now been applied in more than 60 countries, although still not yet in Australia.38 Two examples of partial policy adoption already in Australia from Nordic nations are worth discussing here in slightly more depth: paid parental leave and improving the quality of the teaching profession.


PAID PARENTAL LEAVE


Sweden began providing paid parental leave in the 1970s. After lengthy debate, national provision of paid maternity leave in Australia was finally announced in 2009, the legislation for it passed the parliament in 2010, and the program was implemented in 2011. As Belinda Townsend and her colleagues show, the advocates for this ‘strategically deployed three different framings—for economy, gender equality and health’ to drive the policy change ‘onto the Government’s agenda … shifting tactics along the way by adopting different frames in various institutional settings … [and] broadening their coalitions … [in a] successful use of strategic pragmatism’.39


Australia’s national paid maternity leave became parental leave when it was expanded from just mothers to include fathers by adding two weeks paid paternity leave in 2013. Sustained attempts by both the Abbott and Turnbull governments to reduce Australia’s still internationally modest paid parental leave from 2015 were defeated by a concerted campaign of social advocacy culminating in May 2017. The successful defence of Australia’s paid parental leave so early in its long-awaited life was informed by knowledge of the economic success that extensive paid parental leave in Nordic nations was continuing to bring.40 As we will see in chapter 6, several Nordic countries have since 2019 further expanded paid parental leave—particularly the duration of paternity leave—bringing benefits including higher female labour force participation and improved lives for children and fathers. On the basis of this experience, Australia should do likewise.


Even scholars of paid parental leave in Australia who emphasise the constraints from path dependency still argue that additional incremental changes can be made.41 Further expansion of paid parental leave now in Australia, they argue, should aim to strengthen the employment—rather than welfare—basis of this entitlement.42



IMPROVING THE QUALITY OF THE TEACHING PROFESSION


Another recent example of Australia leaving its previous policy ‘path’, this time influenced by Finnish ideas, is the improvement in the standing and qualifications of the teaching profession. In August 2016, the Victorian Government announced that future teachers would need to meet different entry standards, explicitly referring to the fact that educationally high-performing Finland accepts only one out of every ten applicants to be school teachers. Teachers wanting to work in Victorian schools would therefore have to achieve better formal academic results as well as display high levels of intellectual curiosity and strong interpersonal skills. This was part of an overhaul of teacher education in a bid to attract more suitable candidates to the profession and to boost its value and status. The proposals followed concerns about the declining formal academic entry requirements of students embarking on teaching degrees. ‘Declining entry standards contribute to the damaging public narrative around teaching, and negatively impact efforts to attract talented candidates and [to] thus improve student learning,’ the government’s paper said.43


The Victorian Government consulted on those reforms, then announced changes that came into effect in 2018. The Australian Education Union (AEU) supported the new entry requirements.44 These reforms move in a Finnish direction. The standard for entry requirements into teaching degrees was made more rigorous, and there is now support for further professional development and education, such as options to undertake a masters degree while working as a teacher. That initiative thus responded to, and learned from, the Finnish approach of valuing a highly qualified teaching profession and the benefits that this brings to Finland’s society and economy.45


A final point about path dependency is that it sits in contradiction to the idea of a ‘globalised’ world, where nations become more like one another as ideas and cultural themes are far more easily shared around the world. We do live in a globalised world, where the influence of decisions in other countries have an obvious effect on neighbours near and far. Living in such ‘globalised’ times, it is time to pay more attention to successful policy innovations internationally, rather than pretending that Australia—or any country—is set on a particular predetermined path.


THE PURPOSE AND CONTENT OF THIS BOOK


The use of the word ‘possibilities’ in the subtitle focuses this book on politically feasible options for actual policy change in Australia. There is a well-established literature on international policy learning, lesson-drawing, policy borrowing, policy diffusion and policy transfer.46 In this book we seek to learn lessons from proven policy successes in the five Nordic nations that are explicitly relevant to real problems Australia now faces. We then seek to adapt and apply these lessons in ways that cut with the grain of some important existing Australian institutions, values and approaches. In several cases we highlight Nordic-style initiatives already taken by some state and territory governments in Australia. Many of these can be more widely implemented.


We are mindful that particular institutions and approaches help to produce Nordic policy outcomes. Among the most important of these is the organisation of industrial relations so that unions and employers frequently work together as ‘social partners’. Another fundamentally important approach is the raising of large tax revenue, and the spending of that revenue on effective welfare provision. These arrangements help to generate high national incomes, to reduce inequality and to enable specific economic and social policy successes. A rational, comparatively non-adversarial political system and culture has also contributed to these countries’ major environmental policy achievements. We are also conscious that Sweden, Finland, Denmark, Norway and Iceland are not ‘models’ that can be simply duplicated elsewhere, nor are they perfect paradises. There have been setbacks for these countries, like many other countries, since their own perceived past ‘golden age’.


In a number of fields, too, the five Nordic countries follow different policies from one another. There is nevertheless sufficient commonality to write about them as a distinct group of countries while at the same time highlighting particular policy strengths of some individual Nordic countries.


We are seeking with this book to broaden the parameters of policy debate and ambition in Australia. There is a multitude of issues this book could cover. These include further lessons from Finland’s world leadership for excellent and equitable schools, and the remarkable upward educational mobility that has enabled for people in that country from less privileged family backgrounds, on a basis of ability rather than on the basis of inherited advantage. Those and related achievements are regularly explained by Finnish-born Professor Pasi Sahlberg, now at the Gonski Institute at the University of New South Wales. However, they are outside the scope of this book. More could be written than there is between these covers, too, about employment policy, industry policy and workplace relations policy, linking with the prodigious outputs of the Australia Institute’s Centre for Future Work, its director Dr Jim Stanford and Senior Economist Alison Pennington. Nevertheless, some cross-references to their valuable work are made here as part of a continuing cooperative endeavour.47


The nine chapters that follow present and analyse a wide-ranging selection of crucial policies practised in one or more of the five countries—Sweden, Finland, Denmark, Norway and Iceland—written by various Australian and Nordic contributors. Social policy, environmental policy, energy policy, foreign policy, feminism and human rights feature prominently. Each chapter provides bold but workable ideas for Australia to change the way it does some things, in order to soar to new heights of achievement.
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