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Sally McManus is the tenth elected Australian Council of Trade Unions Secretary in the organisation’s 90-year history and the first woman to hold the position. She was previously the NSW and ACT Secretary of the Australian Services Union and ACTU Campaigns Director.
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Transcript from 7.30, ABC
Television, 15 March 2017


Posted at 7.59pm


LEIGH SALES: … Will the ACTU consider distancing itself from the CFMEU, which has faced 118 separate legal proceedings where it’s been found to have either broken the law or acted in contempt of court?


SALLY MCMANUS: There’s no way we will be doing that. I’ll tell you this: the CFMEU, when they have been fined, they have been fined for taking industrial action—


LEIGH SALES: —Illegal industrial action?


SALLY MCMANUS: It might be illegal industrial action—according to our current laws … and our current laws are wrong. It shouldn’t be so hard for workers in our country to be able to take industrial action when they need to. Quite often these workers have stopped work because a worker has been killed on a building site. And—know this—that union gets fined more than the companies that actually kill workers …


LEIGH SALES: Yet nonetheless, we live in a country where there are laws that are established by a parliament that all citizens are expected to abide by. So, regardless of whether you agree or disagree with those laws, you said that you believe in the rule of law?


SALLY MCMANUS: Yeah, I believe in the rule of law where the law is fair, when the law is right. But when it’s unjust, I don’t think there’s a problem with breaking it.


Fronting up to 7.30 is pretty much a rite of passage for a new ACTU Secretary.


You know the various media outlets will run a whole lot of stories. They’ll mainly be ‘profile’ pieces—which I hate. Their relentless focus is to discern a single ‘eureka’ moment to explain what made you who you are, as the sum of your personal history and feelings—inevitably minimising what has actually shaped you, which, for an ACTU Secretary, is the collective history of, and activity within, the organised movement of working people. So many people just don’t get this.


But appearing on 7.30 is another matter entirely. Becoming ACTU Secretary makes you the representative of 1.8 million people, and you have to stand and deliver for every member. It’s a bit like being an opening bats-person in their first test match, and—in terms of fast bowlers—presenter Leigh Sales is Glenn McGrath in his prime. You know there will be bouncers coming right at your head. You can duck, you can try to block, or you can get on the front foot … but you have less than a second to make up your mind how you will respond.


My Leigh Sales encounter occurred less than four hours after I became ACTU Secretary. That morning, the leadership of all Australia’s unions had met in Melbourne to decide the formal appointment. I waited, the meeting announced its decision, then I stood to take the Secretary’s seat, next to the President, Ged Kearney. There was excitement; for the first time in its 90-year history, the ACTU had a woman Secretary, as well as a woman president—positions that, twenty years ago, were exclusively held by men. The formalities were concluded, photos were taken, and I was whisked away to the ABC studio, and thrust into a makeup chair.


I’ve never been one for wearing makeup, and, at forty-five years of age, was confronted both with the immediate need to prepare for Sales’ impending bouncers, and my disempowering lack of capacity to issue any clear preferences to the ABC makeup staff. I felt growing horror when my face as I knew it disappeared under the makeup-mirror lights. I don’t mind pressure—I rather like it—but the reflection of a pancaked face I did not recognise was truly disconcerting.


The Melbourne ABC studio was like something from a 1970s sci-fi set; a small, dark box of a room, with bits of gaffer tape all over the place, and the crew behind a glass wall. Someone put a flesh-coloured screw that looked like a medical instrument into my ear. My swivel chair was not comfortable. I asked, ‘Where’s Leigh Sales?’


‘Oh, she’s in Sydney.’


‘How will I talk to her?’


A technician pointed at the other side of the room, to a camera with a screen: ‘She’ll appear there.’ I was left alone with the dead lens looking at me, unblinking and silent.


Then into my earpiece came a voice: ‘Sally, can you hear me? We’ll start in five minutes.’


Five minutes is a long time to sit in a silent black box, waiting for a fast bowler you can’t see.


‘Four minutes.’


The camera remained silent.


‘Three minutes … Two minutes …’


God.


‘One minute …’


Jesus.


‘Thirty seconds.’


Like a hologram, Leigh Sales appeared in the camera, distant and small. Makeup artists hovered around her, and I wondered if she could even see me, until the precise moment she said, ‘All right, Sally—let’s go.’ Then, it all sprang suddenly to life—the camera in front of me, Leigh, and my new reality as ACTU Secretary.


Lots of people have asked me if I ‘planned’ what happened in the interview … as if anyone can plan something like that. I hadn’t planned my answers, just as I hadn’t planned my makeup.


The only thing I did ever plan was to be on the front foot.


I love the union movement. When I was a student at Carlingford High School in the late 1980s, my teachers took strike action against unjust education cuts by the New South Wales Liberal government. With my friends, I caught the train into the city to show support, joining a mass gathering in Sydney’s Domain.


We were protesting bigger class sizes, and losing teachers in the middle of our HSC year, at the end of a decade when lots of communities across the English-speaking West had been experiencing similar cuts to public sector jobs. It was part of a new right-wing economic agenda that insisted things like education, or the supply of water, or transport, health and electricity generation, could be done more efficiently by the private sector, with more outsourcing, and fewer permanent jobs. It was, of course, the era of Margaret Thatcher in the UK, and Ronald Reagan in the United States. I had grown up listening to the protest songs of punk bands from overseas, but now this ideology—and the protests that accompanied them—had hit my city and my school.


There’d been protest movements concerned with similar issues springing up in Victoria; earlier than that, South Australia; and, earlier still, in New Zealand. The consistent tactic of the organised right was to take on the industries with the strongest unions, banking on early victories to demoralise the broader union movement, just as Nick Greiner’s newly elected Liberal government picked a fight with the New South Wales Teachers Federation.


But the Teachers Federation fought back. Teachers, parents, students and communities are rarely united, but the federation mobilised them all to defend public schools from the ideology of funding cuts and mass layoffs; these were some of the largest union protests Sydney had ever seen. And I was there—in the city heart that kids from my suburb visited rarely, standing with tens of thousands of people.


The spectacle of that gathering, the might of its unified purpose, the feeling of solidarity and strength, resonated with me in a way that has shaped my beliefs and my actions ever since. Union power is this simple act of solidarity—of people realising what we have in common, and deciding both to stick together and to act.


I’m proud of today’s unions, and of the history that has brought us to this point; a history that unionists are keen to share with each new generation. When I started as a trainee union organiser with the Australian Services Union, five years after that teachers strike, the ACTU provided us with ‘mentors’ or ‘elders’ as part of our education: mine were Tom McDonald, a former Secretary of the Building Workers’ Industrial Union, and Tas Bull, former Secretary of the Maritime Union. The two men had led huge, successful campaigns during their careers, winning for all Australians really big things such as the provision of superannuation, and workers compensation for workplace injury. Now retired, they shared with us the stories of how these battles were won and the sacrifices involved in winning. What the organised movement of working people has endured to deliver the living standards all Australians now enjoy were lessons us young organisers treasured.


None of it was easily won. Nothing. Basic, reasonable demands, like a 38-hour working week, and even Medicare, were won or defended by union members campaigning, protesting and mobilising, at great personal risk and cost to themselves. Our movement’s most important achievements were won by breaking unjust laws, because it has nearly always been illegal to take strike action.


From the origins of modern trade unions during the Industrial Revolution, to the Australia of today, workers have always confronted a threat of state-sanctioned punishment when they’ve decided to take action in their own industrial interest. Violence, the police, mercenaries and the military have been used across time and across the world to bust strikes, persecute union leaders and suppress worker protests. Early British trade unionists used to swear oaths of allegiance to their cause on pictures of skeletons, knowing the price of forming an illegal ‘combination’—a union—could be death. In Canberra, a monument commemorates the Tolpuddle Martyrs, a group of Dorset agricultural labourers who, in the 1830s, were punished with transportation to the brutal penal colony of Australia when their attempts to form a union were discovered. The pattern is consistent in different cultures, and across continents: in 1903, the American state of Colorado imposed martial law in order to put down strikes by gold and silver miners. In Australia, in 1929, police similarly opened fire on a protest march of locked-out coalminers in the New South Wales town of Rothbury, killing one man and injuring forty-five others.


These are not isolated incidents. Rather, they’re examples of ongoing attempts to demoralise and demobilise working people. The tactics, of course, are not limited to state violence. Unknown actors were behind the assassination of trade union leader Shankar Guha Niyogi in India in 1991; the public execution of a Cambodian trade union leader, Chea Vichea in 2004; and even the lethal bombing—a crime that’s still unsolved—of the Trades Hall in Wellington, New Zealand, in 1984, which caused the death of caretaker Ernie Abbott. Today, trade union leaders are jailed and prosecuted in countries like Iran and South Korea; in Guatemala, as of 2017, eighty-seven union leaders have been murdered since 2004. Over the years, anti-union, strike-breaking tactics have also included exorbitant fines, jail sentences, raids, mass sackings, lengthy litigations, social ostracism, propaganda campaigns, organised harassment and bullying, as well as vilification in the media, to punish workers taking action in the interests of industrial fairness for themselves, and in the interests of a fairer society. Locally, in 2018, a blackmail case against Victorian Construction Forestry Maritime Mining and Energy Union leaders John Setka and Shaun Reardon was thrown out of court, but only after two years of the men’s phones being tapped, and of the police following them in public, arrests in front of their children, and the conservative media and the Liberal Party portraying them as criminal thugs. The case was abandoned when key prosecution witnesses from a multinational concreting company who were supposedly subject to the blackmailing were found to be at risk of perjuring themselves if they gave evidence, while other witnesses categorically denied the version of events the prosecution had tried to paint.
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‘McManus is a fighter for fairness and justice
and, with a keen sense of Australian history,
demonstrates how that fight is relevant today.’
GREG COMBET
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