

[image: Organising Union: Transport Workers Face the Challenge of Change, 1989-2013, by Mark Hearn.]



Mark Hearn is a lecturer in the Department of Modern History, Politics and International Relations, Macquarie University. He has published widely in the ﬁeld of Australian history and contributed opinion pieces on Australian politics and history to the press. He was a co-editor of Rethinking Work: Time Space Discourse, published by Cambridge University Press (2006). From 2002 to 2005 he was a sesquicentenary post-doctoral fellow in Work and Organisational Studies at the University of Sydney. In 2014–15 he was an Australian Prime Ministers’ Centre fellow at the Museum of Australian Democracy, Old Parliament House, Canberra.


ORGANISING
UNION

TRANSPORT WORKERS FACE

THE CHALLENGE OF CHANGE, 1989–2013

MARK HEARN

[image: Organising Union: Transport Workers Face the Challenge of Change, 1989-2013, by Mark Hearn. Melbourne University Publishing.]


MELBOURNE UNIVERSITY PRESS

An imprint of Melbourne University Publishing Limited
Level 1, 715 Swanston Street, Carlton, Victoria 3053, Australia
mup-info@unimelb.edu.au
www.mup.com.au

First published 2017

Text © Mark Hearn, 2017

Images © individual contributors, various dates
Design and typography © Melbourne University Publishing Limited, 2017

This book is copyright. Apart from any use permitted under the Copyright Act 1968
and subsequent amendments, no part may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system or transmitted by any means or process whatsoever without
the prior written permission of the publishers.

Every attempt has been made to locate the copyright holders for material
quoted in this book. Any person or organisation that may have been
overlooked or misattributed may contact the publisher.

Cover design by Philip Campbell Design

Typeset by Cannon Typesetting

Printed in Australia by McPherson’s Printing Group

National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication entry



Hearn, Mark, 1959– author.



Organising union: transport workers face the challenge of change,
1989–2013/Mark Hearn.

9780522872033 (hardback)
9780522871258 (paperback)
9780522871265 (ebook)



Includes index.



Transport Workers Union of Australia—History.
Transport workers—Labor unions—Organizing—Australia—History.
Labor unions—Transport workers—Australia—History.
Organizational change—Australia—History.
Industrial relations—Australia—History.


Foreword

Organising Union tells a vitally important story: the experience of TWU members and the turbulent changes affecting their workplaces from 1989, when a new leadership team emerged and reinvigorated the union’s organising strategies.

Organising Union describes a recent history, assessing the impact of industry and workplace restructuring. It provides a basis for reﬂecting on and recasting union strategy to respond to new demands.

The NSW TWU celebrated its 125th anniversary in 2013. The union chose to mark that signiﬁcant moment by sponsoring the publication of a history that can help shape the future of union organising. It is a future that relies on the active, enthusiastic participation of rank-and-ﬁle members, a role that powerfully developed throughout twenty-ﬁve years of social and economic transformation.

Organising Union is a testament to the skills and dedication displayed by delegates and members in the face of immense challenges and changes.

Richard Olsen

Secretary

Transport Workers’ Union, NSW Branch
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Building for the future: Richard Olsen (third from right) with Toll members (left–right) Stephen Newton, Mark Warke, Dawid Wojcik, Mark Trevillian and Peter Vandine at the site of the new TWU head ofﬁce at Minchinbury.
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Introduction

The Light Horse Interchange

A CHURNING SPIRAL encircles Sydney: the Orbital Network, a large motorway accelerator 110 kilometres long. Particles are pinged through the hinge of the Light Horse Interchange at Eastern Creek and bound away along new orbits—M4, M7—following a logistics trail plotted from point to point. Along those sleek black tracks the particles—thousands of surging trucks and vans—are fixed on their paths by lines of barcode; everything would literally get lost in our coded world without that little badge of thin strips and the deadline-driven transport worker at the wheel.

The roads that converge on the Light Horse Interchange in western Sydney spool into a frantic workplace of eighteen bridges, eight ramps and two motorways. It is the zone of transport workers, people you rarely notice but always need. Without them, you would not receive the stuff you buy. Transport workers provide what you expect to find on supermarket shelves. Transport workers bring the World Wide Web to life, products delivered to your door from cyberspace. Transport workers feed your cash machines and fuel your car. As the union likes to remind the public, transport workers are ‘Carrying Australia’.

In the Light Horse Interchange, symbols abound, signed as you approach from the east in a tight regiment of steel plumes flapping in the traffic vortex, bound in tall red shafts embedded in the median strip: so many thin Anzac headstones. Opened to traffic in 2005, the Light Horse Interchange is a symbol of past and present impatient for the future: the interchange’s sculpture parade honours mateship under the extreme pressure of war, it honours history, sacrifice, tradition; it honours a continuity of values. Yet there is really little time to acknowledge mateship and sacrifice. There is nowhere to stop in the Light Horse Interchange.1

How did we get to be in such a hurry? Before the late 1980s, when this story begins, the nation’s industrial relations system, the transport industry and the union movement all reflected a traditional and apparently stable structure, a steady state world of familiar practices: nine to five work, most dads on the job, most mums at home. Governments owned banks and airlines. Most workers were union members.

Over the two decades from 1989 these structures and practices were transformed. Not a single industry covered by the Transport Workers’ Union was left unchanged.2 After 1989, Qantas was privatised and Ansett collapsed, undermining the traditional two-airline policy that once dominated Australian aviation. The cash delivery industry has been challenged by the cashless economy. Remember the old days, when the big retail firms, the soft drink companies, the breweries and the supermarkets operated their own truck fleets? Not any more. Waste disposal workers, once employed by local councils, are now employed by foreign multinationals—often French: c’est la vie. Private bus drivers in the Blue Mountains now answer to head office in Singapore—and that bus driver might be a woman!

That is what this book is about: the journey transport workers in New South Wales have taken from an industrial culture, based on familiar ways of working, to an enterprise culture, driven by new technology and globalisation. Organising Union provides a space in which transport workers can tell the story of that journey in their own words, from their perspective and experience of turbulent and dynamic change.

The Light Horse Interchange is a turning point in the global exchange market of our enterprise culture, an accelerating, ‘high-speed society’, struggling ‘to find a healthy balance between change and stability’.3 The interchange is a construction of this tension: the intensification of transaction and distribution required a stack interchange of unprecedented complexity and scale, while sending every vehicle smoothly on its way.

The people and products of the world cycle through the interchange, strangers momentarily passing and paralleled. It is part of our ‘postmodern’ geography, both a physical space and a space of the mind, where the old familiar patterns of society and work seem to unravel and speed from sight.4 Enterprise culture requires random parallel connections, the passing trade of exchange from the road network right down to the magic card waved over the Eftpos receiver on the shop counter. Only a brief connection is required for fund transfer, a glancing recognition; after that you are on your own. For transport workers, only the TWU stands, practically and symbolically, against being left on your own.

Nestled around the interchange are the vast transport yards of the major industry players, attracted by the rapid access it provides to the motorway network. Among them is Toll IPEC, whose website boasts that its yard ‘is strategically located in the heart of Western Sydney … with immediate access to major arterial routes that are vital to delivering freight to customers on time’. The Toll IPEC yard at Eastern Creek opened in 2014 and is the largest parcel sorting delivery facility in Australia: the site covers 18 hectares and the warehouse is the size of ten rugby pitches.5

TWU delegate Margaret Harvey works as a fleet controller at the Toll IPEC yard, directing the operations of a network of drivers across New South Wales and interstate. From her work station she has watched the Light Horse transport network grow: ‘The three majors are out there now, TNT, Startrack and us, oh and Linfox, so all the majors are out there now.’6 It is hard to keep count of the companies as they cluster around the interchange: Costa Logistics, DHL Supply Chain, Coles Myer Distribution Centre and, at the end of the chain, so to speak, Dial a Dump. Of the TWU’s 18 000 members, 4000 of them are based in workplaces around the interchange.

The transport workers who live and work near the Light Horse Interchange have come from everywhere to do it: from Surrey to Sudan. They have done so since James Cook tried to exchange a few goods for a little goodwill on the shoreline of Botany Bay, back east on the coast, in 1770. He and his crew were asked by the locals to bugger off, and they did. Then more of Cook’s people arrived in 1788 and stayed.

Now the giant cranes of the container wharves bow over Botany Bay, and enormous vessels bear the produce of the world through its enclosing headlands. The tarmac tongue of Kingsford Smith Airport laps the water, waiting to receive another payload from the sky. Transport workers bear the loads on their way. Transport workers will sort your bags, and they have organised the food for your flight.

Botany Bay is the home of the greatest cargo cult in the southern hemisphere. Yet Sydney’s motorway network has not quite infiltrated the container terminals and the transport yards of Port Botany and the airport. A clogged mess of access roads prove that old ways of working die hard. All that transit is too often terminated in a column of idling semi-trailers shunting in a slow queue as the drivers dehydrate in their cabins, desperate to exchange a container and go.

It was in the transport yards around Botany Bay in the early 1990s that Wayne Forno, an organiser for the NSW branch of the Transport Workers’ Union, maintained the historically established disciplines of the labour movement. No truck would enter a transport yard unless the driver was a union member, and there were no exceptions to solidarity: no ticket, no start.

Wayne Forno stood in front of a truck one day and said just that. The driver he confronted was not a union member, and could not produce a union ticket. Forno told him that unless he joined the union, he would not be entering the yard that day. A column of trucks was banking up behind the stubborn driver’s truck. There was a sharp exchange of opinions in four-letter words.
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No ticket, no start: organiser Wayne Forno with TWU members.

Then the yard manager appeared, furious with the TWU organiser for obstructing the chain of exchange. Forno told her what he had told the driver. Then the manager stormed off to the yard office and came back with the money to pay for the driver’s union ticket. She threw the money at the organiser’s feet.

Forno stood with his arms folded. ‘You pick up that fucking money and you give it to me, or no fucking truck is coming in here today.’ The manager picked up the money and gave it to him.

Two decades later Wayne Forno, by then the secretary of the TWU’s NSW branch, said: ‘I shouldn’t have done that. I shouldn’t have bullied that woman, or that driver. I should have persuaded him there are positive reasons for joining a union.’7

Since 1989, the Transport Workers’ Union and its members have been compelled to face any number of changes, from the way they work, to the rules of industrial relations, to the changes reshaping Australia and the wider world. Old habits have had to die.

The Berlin Wall fell in 1989. The World Wide Web began to move from idea to reality. The United Nations established the Inter-Governmental Panel on Climate Change. Al-Qaeda began to move in the shadow of our world.

In 1989 the economic changes the Hawke Labor government had introduced earlier in the decade—floating the dollar, deregulating the banking sector, cutting tariff protection—began to percolate down into the workforce and the union movement. Industrial awards, in place since the early 1900s, started to be pushed aside, increasingly replaced by something called ‘enterprise bargaining’.

The union’s peak body, the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU), urged its affiliates—including the TWU—to accept enterprise bargaining. The ACTU also wanted unions to accept the need for amalgamations: creating fewer unions, which would be bigger, more effective and more modern. That at least was the idea, embraced, from 1983, under the terms of the Prices and Incomes Accord between Hawke Labor and the ACTU.

Wayne Forno’s story is about those transformations hitting home, in the workplace, playing out in transport yards in Sydney and across New South Wales. Enterprise bargaining demanded new persuasive skills, opening up new bargaining roles for workplace delegates and rank-and-file members. At the same time, the old patterns of solidarity were being shaken up; increasingly, workers did not have to be union members. Workers now had to be persuaded of the benefits of union membership.

There is nothing more persuasive than providing a practical benefit, money in the hand, entitlements defended or won, jobs protected. How could that be done, when the rules of work were increasingly being renovated or even dismantled, when rapid and destabilising economic change was transforming established businesses into new ones? When, in the blink of an eye, work warped from a lifetime job to a short-term contract?

Faced with the changes that have unfolded since the late 1980s, the TWU in New South Wales has become an organising union, more adaptable in its industrial strategies and community campaigns, more responsive to its rank-and-file members, building a powerful network of workplace delegates, drawing on the passion and commitment of its retired members to help pursue their campaigns. There have been a lot of changes to keep up with, a lot of battles to fight.

What is an organising union? It is a member-based and dynamic approach to mobilising participation in union campaigns. Union members are actively involved in decision-making and problem-solving; there is a commitment to worker education to enhance their organising and bargaining skills; there are more transparent lines of communication between the union and its membership.8 Rebuilding organising capacity was vital for rejuvenating a union movement threatened with collapse, as union membership levels declined throughout the 1980s and 1990s. The need for revitalised unions was simple: ‘Strong unions are the only way in which workers can have a say in the way they are treated by the society in which they live.’9

Force of changing circumstance helped to impose the organising model on the TWU. From 1989 Linfox, one of Australia’s major road transport companies, transformed freight delivery by offering its customers ‘fleet management’. No longer would supermarket chains like Coles or Woolworths, or soft drink companies like Coca-Cola, run their own fleet of trucks; Linfox would do that for them.10 In 1989 another major transport business, Mayne Nickless, diversified into health care services; Toll Holdings began to grow from a Newcastle-based freight operator to a global transport and logistics player.11 As a consequence, transport workers could be forced to renegotiate the terms of their employment; sometimes they found themselves being shifted from the status of employee to that of short-term contractor.

In 1992 the Keating Labor government privatised Qantas, the government-owned airline that showcased the nation to the world. The Qantas Sale Act symbolised the spirit of deregulation that swept Australia and the world from the 1980s, and shows little sign of slowing down. Deregulating the airline industry in Australia intensified competition and introduced new players into the market. Some new players did not last— remember Compass Airlines? Other older, more established airlines also struggled to adapt. Most Australians would remember Ansett Airlines.

All those changes had profound consequences for transport workers and their union.

For the members of the union, since 1989 the TWU has been a still point in a moving world. The TWU has been there, to help protect their jobs and entitlements; it has helped transport workers achieve some measure of wage justice, pushing back against the weight of incessant demands to work harder for lower wages, fewer entitlements, less job security. Some have argued that this is ‘the Australian moment’, a time of unprecedented prosperity and opportunity; an age of creative disruption that Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull says we should embrace.12 Others observe the widening gap of inequality in Australia and a ‘collision’ between the needs of life and the demands of work.13 Transport workers may find contentment and opportunity in their work; over recent decades too many have been faced with struggle and even hardship.

The TWU helped transport workers when there was no one else who seemed willing to do so. Ask Dave Lupton, once an Ansett Airlines baggage handler, who on 14 September 2001 found himself without a job and a bleak employment future, as Ansett shut its doors to the travelling public. ‘We always felt like we had a job for life’, Lupton and his workmates believed; then suddenly the job for life disappeared.

Just as brutally, Dave Lupton and his fellow Ansett workers came to understand what ‘voluntary liquidation’ meant: you are on your own, at the end of a long line of creditors. No chance of ever seeing your unpaid entitlements—including your accrued super. The TWU was the rock to which Dave Lupton and his fellow Ansett workers clung, as they fought to reclaim their entitlements.14

The Ansett campaign reflected one of the key developments of the TWU’s organising union model: building connections with the wider community, either in campaigning networks or in drawing public attention to the problems that affected transport workers. What happens to them could happen to you. It has been argued that coalitions between unions and the community have helped build public support for union issues.15 In the TWU’s campaigns in the early 1990s against the Greiner government’s deregulation of industrial relations, the fight for safe rates for truckies, and the Ansett campaign, the TWU has consistently sought ways to build community connections to raise awareness and mobilise support. The Howard government’s WorkChoices laws triggered one of the most successful of these community-connected campaigns.

A few years after the Ansett collapse, Prime Minister John Howard launched a new wave of workplace relations reforms, under the banner of WorkChoices. In 2005, the same year the Light Horse Interchange opened to traffic, WorkChoices introduced measures to encourage the use of individual workplace agreements, restricting trade union access to the workplace, requiring secret ballots before industrial action, and easing restrictions on dismissing employees.

John Howard’s WorkChoices reforms were designed to build a transformed Australian society from the new institutional structures of workplace relations, an ‘enterprise culture’ geared to the opportunities provided by the globalised and apparently ‘weightless’ economy.16 Yet a realm of high-tech, IT-related jobs and finance sector boffins remained reliant on millions of manual workers. Transport workers literally carry that weight of production.17

Since the late 1980s, transport workers have often found themselves on the front line of Australia’s rapidly developing enterprise culture. It’s a tough culture: work harder and faster while trying to be paid well and have some measure of job security. In 2012 Joe Hockey, the Treasurer in Tony Abbott’s Liberal–National Party government, declared the age of entitlement over.18 Do Australians really think so? In February 2014 an opinion poll found that while trade unions were not particularly popular, the majority of Australians polled rather liked their work entitlements, perhaps as a defence against the uncertainties of enterprise culture. According to the Sydney Morning Herald, ‘While Australians appear unsympathetic to unions themselves, they are happy enough to pocket the gains made by unions and successfully defended by them over decades. Asked if they agreed that “workers’ entitlements and conditions need to be reduced to make Australian companies more competitive”, 58 per cent said no.’19

The drive to make Australian enterprise more competitive continues to accelerate. The relentless orbit of distribution spreads out from the Light Horse Interchange and across Sydney; across New South Wales, TWU members literally put your world together. What happens to transport workers happens to all of us. The changes they have had to adjust to rebound in our lives.

In 1989 the first burst of intense transformation was not delivered by the Hawke government, nor by John Howard: it was the challenge posed by a new Liberal–National Party government in New South Wales, determined to introduce its own industrial relations reforms, which tested a new TWU leadership team. The Greiner government appeared to be no friend of trade unions, and it was one of the challenges that a candidate for the position of NSW TWU secretary, John McLean, was expected to face in 1989. But first he had to win an election.


1

‘Back to the basics’

Elections and enterprise bargaining, 1989–93



Towards the end of 1988, Harry Quinn went off for health problems so I then was the acting secretary. During that period there was a function for the opening of Quinn House. At that function there was a chap from the employers side who was in the toilet, downstairs in the building, and he overheard two people say they were going to get rid of [organiser] Steve Hutchins first up, soon as the election went through, and that they would get rid of John shortly after that.

John McLean1

‘Everyone wanted to be top dog’: The 1989 TWU branch elections

At a function at the NSW TWU’s new head office in Parramatta in Sydney’s west in late 1988, John McLean, assistant secretary of the NSW branch, learnt that the TWU elections to be held in the early new year would be the most fiercely contested since the turbulent days of the Cold War and the Great Split in the Labor Party in the 1950s.

Bitter union elections are often the focus of intense personal contests between rival candidates. Between the 1950s and the 1980s, union elections in Australia also reflected the Cold War tensions of the period. The right-wing faction of the labour movement supported a team of candidates. The left-wing candidates often reflected a coalition of Labor Party left-wingers and supporters of the Communist Party of Australia.
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Mixing with the members: John McLean (right) and Steve Hutchins (centre). ‘I think Edwards underestimated how hard we would fight … we didn’t have the delegates but we had the men.’

During the 1950s that Cold War rivalry had played out in the NSW TWU, culminating in the 1959 branch elections, which saw left-wing incumbents defeated by a right-wing ticket led by Ernie Wilmot, initiating a long period of stable right-wing control of the union, reflecting the Labor Right’s ‘social democratic’ approach—politically moderate in Labor Party terms, yet industrially militant, the approach maintained by Ted McBeatty, who followed Wilmot as state secretary.

In the 1970s McBeatty defined the leadership style and union culture subsequently followed by his successors. Steve Hutchins, who worked as a young TWU organiser under McBeatty, says that ‘he was the role model for me personally. I can still think of his saying, “Truckies are industrially militant, but politically conservative.”’2 John McLean remembers a secretary who kept a paternal eye on his organisers. ‘McBeatty was a thorough gentlemen, and he used to call me son. We’d have a few beers and then he’d say, “Time to go home, son.”’3

Ted McBeatty died in a boating accident in 1983. The stability reflected in McBeatty’s approach was maintained until open warfare between rival officials and their rank-and-file supporters erupted in 1988.4 The NSW TWU elections in 1989 provided one of the last, dramatic industrial confrontations of Cold War rivalries in Australia. The elections were conducted as the Cold War ran its course, with the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989, leading to the collapse of the Soviet Union and its empire in eastern Europe. The Communist Party of Australia was dissolved in April 1991.

The TWU elections also reflected the new challenges facing the union: a generational change of leadership, emerging as both state and federal governments moved to introduce enterprise bargaining, steadily undermining familiar industry-wide bargaining strategies and settlements arbitrated in formal hearings in the state or federal industrial commissions. Following a decade of declining union membership across Australia from 51 per cent to 41 per cent, and weak union presence in many workplaces—34 per cent of workplaces had no union delegates—it was a period of soul-searching for the labour movement, reflected in the publication of books like What Should Unions Do? by the Labor Council of New South Wales, which sought to open up a debate on new approaches unions could take to recruitment, marketing and organising.5 The transport industry was also changing, with the emergence of new companies and new patterns of work together with increased pressures to meet tighter delivery deadlines. What kind of TWU leadership was required for this new era?

George Clarke, a driver for Tooheys breweries, chose to support Ted Edwards, John McLean’s rival candidate for the position of state secretary. Both Edwards and McLean had long years of experience working in the transport industry, and as officials of the union. By 1988, Edwards was the secretary of the TWU’s Sydney sub-branch, and McLean was the assistant secretary of the state branch. Only one of them could succeed the ailing Harry Quinn.

For George Clarke, Ted Edwards was the fighting underdog, who would take a more aggressive approach with employers. ‘Ted was a bit in your face, like he wanted to give you a whack. He liked a schooner too, so I said, “I’m going with the underdog, I’m going with Ted”, but that was my choice.’

Clarke could also see that John McLean was a strong candidate: ‘I didn’t mind John either … John’s a big lump of a guy, and I thought John probably came across as the right guy … but, you see, in this life, nobody wants to take sides because they’re weak. People are weak.’ There was not too much sign of weakness in the contest between John McLean and Ted Edwards in 1989, as Clarke recalled. ‘Everyone wanted to be top dog. But that’s what happens in this game.’6
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On opposite sides in the 1989 TWU ballot: Steve Hutchins and George Clarke.
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Sydney sub-branch secretary Ted Edwards (left) in 1988.

The tensions between Edwards and McLean reflected conflicting approaches to the political and industrial direction that each candidate felt the union should take, given the challenges facing the TWU.

In September 1988 Edwards led a controversial three-week strike by 500 owner-drivers demanding an increase in container haulage rates. The strike disrupted freight movements on Sydney’s wharves. Up to $400 million in cargo was held up by the picket lines maintained by the striking drivers. The state government threatened to invoke the Essential Services Act to end the strike, which would have resulted in heavy fines for the union and the drivers.7

Although the drivers had a legitimate grievance, Ted Edwards was accused, according to one press report, ‘by waterfront employers—and by NSW Premier [Nick Greiner]—of stage-managing the waterfront dispute to ensure the support of his main power base: the waterfront cargo carriers’. The report concluded that in the forthcoming TWU elections, ‘Mr Edwards is guaranteed vital votes from the waterfront drivers’.8

George Clarke recalls that ‘Ted was under a lot of pressure … Ted actually stopped all the wharves, there was no boxes coming off the wharves and all the bosses were ringing up and they were taking the union to court … “We’re going to have to stand people down”, which they did. But Ted had to pull it off; otherwise the union would have been heavily fined. So you know, sensible heads have to prevail: “Ted, you have to pull your horns in.”’9

Steve Hutchins had been an organiser with the NSW TWU since 1980 and had experience of working closely with both Edwards and McLean during industrial disputes. Hutchins says that ‘Edwards was good sort of guerrilla leader, but McLean was a general. Edwards could never finish a dispute … he knew how to start it, how to fight it, but he never knew how to finish it and that became very clear [with] the waterfront dispute.’ By contrast Hutchins saw that ‘John [McLean] was very conservative, cautious, particularly in general transport, but in the airlines and oil industry he was very aggressive and he knew exactly when to hit, what to hit. He was very good.’10

Edwards’ election as TWU secretary could also have been politically controversial. McLean observed that ‘[Edwards] was seen to be favouring the Left, which was against the leadership of the [NSW] ALP at that time’. The TWU was a long-standing union affiliate of the state Labor Party, and a traditional supporter of Labor’s right-wing faction.

‘[Edwards] was spending a lot of time, in particular, with the BWIU [the Building Workers Industrial Union, the most powerful of the construction industry unions in Australia],’ McLean said. ‘He was going to their meetings and what have you, so he was certainly getting involved with the Left.’11 Steve Hutchins came to the same view. ‘I think [the BWIU] were up to their neck supporting him and encouraging him. I think he was going to be a Trojan horse.’12

McLean believes Edwards planned to support an amalgamation between the TWU and the left-wing BWIU, which had close ties to the Communist Party. ‘I think that was what was probably planned. Because it would have made a very strong union.’ It was not an amalgamation that McLean, who was aligned with the Labor Right, could support politically.13

Edwards and the BWIU denied the claims of an amalgamation, or a ‘BWIU takeover’ of the TWU. ‘That’s all a fallacy, that’s nonsense,’ George Clarke says. ‘If [Edwards] was close to anybody, it was the MUA [the Maritime Union of Australia, a strong left-wing union on Sydney’s waterfront]. How close he was I don’t know. But as far as the BWIU—that’s all nonsense … bad publicity gets into the papers. It’s like “stop the reds from taking over the TWU”, all that. I used to laugh at it.’14

In the run-up to the elections scheduled for early 1989, Hutchins supported McLean to succeed Harry Quinn as TWU secretary. They were compatible in terms of their approach to industrial strategy and political affiliation: Hutchins was a supporter of the NSW Labor Right, and they shared an interest in survival as TWU officials. As Hutchins observes, Edwards supporters ‘made it very clear that they were going to get me … [T]hey were going to tolerate John for a while, [although] they would have liked to get him there and then.’15

McLean and Hutchins decided on a strategy of lodging their nominations on the last day that nominations could be submitted to the electoral commission. On 29 November 1988 McLean nominated as state secretary and Hutchins nominated as the Sydney sub-branch secretary, leading a ticket of candidates as full-time officers of the union and honorary members of the Branch Committee of Management (BCOM).16

‘We ambushed him,’ Hutchins recalls. ‘[Edwards] didn’t know it was coming, then all of a sudden—bang! It’s on.’ A number of candidates who Edwards assumed would support his ticket had chosen to support McLean’s team. As Hutchins says, ‘There was a lot of people on that ticket, a lot of people knew exactly what was going on and that it was against Edwards.’17

Edwards successfully appealed against the disadvantage to his election ticket, with the NSW Industrial Commission ruling in January 1989 that ‘late’ nominations could be made and that the election would be delayed until March. Edwards said the decision was a ‘slap in the face’ for the McLean team, ‘who had tried every trick in the book to lock me and my team out of this election’.18

Edwards’ anger at being caught off guard by the late nominations inflamed his hostility towards the NSW Labor Party, whom he accused of interfering in the TWU elections in support of the McLean team. There were newspaper reports of Edwards challenging TWU donations to the Australian Labor Party and shifting the TWU delegation’s traditional support at annual Labor Party conferences from the Labor Right to the support of Labor’s Left. Ominously, Edwards added that ‘it would be up to the union’s 33 000 members to decide whether or not they wanted to continue the union’s association with the ALP’.19

Edwards’ threat to end the NSW TWU’s affiliation to the ALP and cut donations could have resulted in the loss to the ALP of up to $100 000 per annum. Without the support of the TWU delegates at Labor Party annual conferences, the Labor Right’s control of the state branch was also threatened. Unsurprisingly, NSW ALP secretary Steve Loosley said that Edward’s stance was ‘retrograde and unfortunate’.20

The election campaign produced some colourful tactics. George Clarke recalls riding through Sydney’s Sutherland Shire on a pushbike, tearing down McLean team posters from telegraph poles. Afterwards, ‘I used to walk into Harry Quinn’s office in Sussex Street and I’d say, “How you doing, Harry?” and he’d say, “I’m not happy about what’s going on. It’s not been a smooth change over”, and I’d used to throw all the pamphlets for the McLean team all over his desk and he’d say, “What the hell is all this?” And I said, “Someone put them up along all the bridges, the Princes Highway and Sutherland and all over the Taren Point bridge, so I took them all down, Harry, and thought I’d give them to you. You can pass them on to the people.” So then he got the shits so me and Harry fell out.’21

Other, more anonymous tactics were less amusing. ‘Those was pretty touchy times, really,’ McLean says. ‘The wife couldn’t make any phone calls’, owing to intimidation directed at him. ‘You never knew who it was. So we had to get a private phone number, and the union phone was on an answering machine so that I could decide whether I wanted to take the call or not.’ Hutchins particularly seemed to attract the hostility of the Edwards team. McLean remembers ‘one of the terms used, f’n, f’n … the educated ones … because he’d been to university. They didn’t like that type of person come up through the ranks.’22

An added level of election tension flowed from the candidacy of Graeme Glossop, who called for a royal commission into the TWU to investigate corruption claims. There had been allegations that in the 1980s a former TWU organiser had been involved in corrupt dealings. It was also claimed that TWU officials had been involved in illegally selling delivery runs in some industries.23 Glossop was caught in a brawl between rival TWU factions at a meeting in Sydney Trades Hall in August 1988.24 George Clarke says: ‘[Glossop] wanted to be the secretary of the union … He was certainly one of those guys who thought he was foreman material, and he went around all the yards and got everyone stirred up, and everyone was stirred up. So not only is there two forces like the Edwards camp and big John’s camp pushing together but there was now this other outsider.’25

The Teamsters’ Federation of Australia presented itself as a rebel breakaway from the TWU. In September 1988 the Teamsters organised a blockade of the Hume Highway to draw attention to the grievances of long-distance owner-drivers. The Teamsters demanded that all revenue collected by the state government from vehicle registration and fuel duty should be directed to road funding. The Teamsters were also seen to be a left-wing rival to the TWU, close to the militantly leftist Builders Labourers Federation. Teamsters candidates did not contest the 1989 ballot, presumably supporting Edwards’ team.26

Election turmoil intensified in February 1989, when senior union official Ernie Ecob was forced to resign as president of the NSW Labor Council over revelations of interference in the TWU ballot. As NSW branch secretary of the Australian Workers’ Union, Ecob issued a memorandum to AWU organisers urging them to distribute to TWU members leaflets that supported the election of the McLean team. Ecob was concerned that an amalgamation of the TWU and the BWIU could have a negative impact on AWU coverage, particularly in the construction industry.27

A final level of complication confronted every TWU member once the ballot papers arrived in the letter box: they found that they had to vote twice—and quite legally—as a consequence of the fact that there were two versions of the TWU: the first was a branch of the Transport Workers’ Union of Australia, registered under the Australian Industrial Relations Act, and the second was the Transport Workers’ Union registered under the NSW Trade Union Act. The state-registered union was an entirely separate entity from the federal union, a legal separation flowing from a union dispute over coverage of owner-drivers. The subsequent legal arguments generated by the dispute resulted in the High Court of Australia’s Moore v. Doyle decision of 1969, which confirmed the separate nature of the NSW-registered union.28 So in 1989 TWU members received two distinct sets of ballot papers, federal and state, with the names of the candidates on both sets. TWU members also received How-to-Vote material from both the Edwards and McLean teams—for both sets of ballot papers. In a tribute to patience as well as union democracy, a large number of TWU members participated in the voluntary elections and returned carefully completed ballot papers.

Despite the bitterness of the election campaign, the McLean team comfortably won the ballot, which concluded on 3 March 1989. For a union branch election there was a relatively high voter turnout, with 12 000 ballots cast. The McLean team won 56.5 per cent of vote, and Edwards garnered 40 per cent. Graeme Glossop’s candidature attracted little support.29

In his election bid Edwards had an advantage in the loyalty of a number of workplace delegates, although this might have led him to overestimate the extent of rank-and-file support for his team. As Hutchins observes, ‘I think Edwards underestimated how hard we would fight … [W]e didn’t have the delegates but we had the men.’30

As the votes were counted, the press reported that ‘ALP officials expressed relief that Mr McLean had drawn well ahead of Mr Edwards’.31 During the campaign there had been allegations of interference by NSW ALP officials in support of the McLean team, including the funding of radio advertisements warning TWU members that an Edwards victory would also be a win for the ‘communist BWIU’. McLean insisted that his team had paid for the advertisements.32

Edwards’ supporters were reluctant to concede defeat, staging a protest outside Transport House, the TWU’s head office in Sussex Street. ‘We all marched down there when the election was over,’ George Clarke remembers. ‘We had all the brewery blokes in Sussex Street outside the building … [W]e blocked all the Sussex Street with the trucks and banners [and] there were about sixty coppers down the front.’33

Between 1989 and the subsequent TWU elections in February 1992, Edwards maintained a profile among the membership and campaigned to defeat the McLean team. ‘Edwards still had his place on the waterfront’, McLean says, ‘but we didn’t worry too much about them down there and they couldn’t really affect us in any way. If they were going to stop [work] they’d only hurt themselves.’34

Following the election, Edwards remained a TWU organiser, although his activities were restricted and he was denied access to a union car. In an attempt to galvanise his supporters, Edwards attended a meeting of TWU members at Parramatta in October 1989, despite being instructed to stay away.35 Hutchins says that Edwards’ supporters came ready for a confrontation. ‘The whole place was packed with blokes who had been drinking and it’s just in an uproar. I’m the sub-branch secretary, so it’s my meeting and I’m up there talking to them. There’s screaming and there’s blokes coming on stage. I remember one bloke telling me he’s going to kill me, and I told him, “Fucking try it.” So we closed the meeting. I had these big blokes from Qantas … and they escorted me through the crowd because [Edwards’ supporters] were going to punch the shit out of me.’36

Edwards was subsequently suspended as an organiser by the TWU’s BCOM. Edwards and his supporters lost the 1992 elections by a substantial margin. The McLean team won more than 70 per cent of the votes cast, increasing its support from the 1989 elections. McLean observes that ‘it settled down after that … [A]fter the next [1992] election there wasn’t any problems at all.’37

Since the mid-1990s there has been a substantial lack of factionalism and leadership rivalry in the NSW TWU. As in other unions throughout the period, successive generations of TWU officials have found themselves elected or re-elected unopposed. In part, this could be explained by the less ideological nature of labour movement politics following the end of the Cold War. It might also flow from a broad consensus within the TWU around building a more cohesive and disciplined organising strategy, including drawing in, over the course of the following two decades, a wider pool of rank-and-file delegates in the decision-making process, both in terms of participation in enterprise bargaining and in terms of the expanding role of the union’s annual delegates’ conference, which from 1999 became a much more significant policy-setting body. There have been sporadic expressions of dissent, such as among baggage handlers at Kingsford-Smith Airport, and among organisers in the mid-2000s related to the controversy over a TWU training fund, but these mobilisations have remained isolated and short-term.38 The problem of sustaining an opposition group within trade unions and contesting statewide or national ballots, in terms of resources and financial cost, might also inhibit the development of alternative leadership candidates.39

‘Survival and growth’: Adapting to the Greiner government’s industrial relations reforms



[Membership] declined in the late eighties and early nineties. That was the closed job era; Nick Greiner done away with that in 1991 or thereabouts, and we took a hit on that.

Wayne Forno40

Although the TWU’s internal politics might have calmed after the 1991 elections, the wider industrial and political landscape that confronted the union resembled something more like a war zone. By the early 1990s both the state and federal governments had introduced the most radical industrial relations reforms seen since the introduction of compulsory industrial arbitration in the early twentieth century.

In New South Wales, Premier Nick Greiner’s Liberal–National Party government had been elected to office in March 1988, ending more than a decade of Labor rule in Macquarie Street. In November 1989 the government announced a range of reforms to encourage enterprising bargaining. The terms of these new enterprise agreements would remain secret, ‘to reduce potential for flow-on to other employees’, and thus limit union industry-wide bargaining campaigns, of the type favoured by the TWU. Enterprise bargaining could be conducted directly between employers and employees: unions could be left out of the bargaining process. The NSW government intended to make it illegal for unions to make political donations, thereby restricting the ability to provide election funds to the Labor Party. The government also proposed scrapping the ‘closed shop’ workplace. Under the new legislation, there would be no formal right of preference for employing union members in any workplace. Greiner’s reforms also provided, as one newspaper commented, ‘a working model of the Federal Opposition’s industrial relations agenda’.41

The NSW Labor Council launched a campaign against the reforms that culminated in the first general strike of NSW workers conducted in sixty-five years. On 23 October 1991, more than 800 000 workers stopped work for twenty-four hours.42 Despite the protests, the Greiner government passed its new industrial relations legislation through state parliament on 11 November—but only after securing the votes of independents and the conservative religious Call to Australia Party in the Legislative Council. From March 1992, when the new laws came into effect, enterprise agreements in the state’s industrial relations system did not have to satisfy a public interest test; the closed shop was outlawed; and unions could be bypassed in enterprise bargaining.43

It was these changes that led to the ‘hit’ on TWU membership that Wayne Forno remembers. By August 1991, the union was already feeling the pressure from Greiner’s pro-employer and anti-union agenda. Sydney sub-branch secretary Steve Hutchins told a meeting of the TWU’s BCOM that Greiner’s industrial relations laws would ‘put workers rights back to the pre-1900s’. Hutchins reported that some companies were seeking to take advantage of Greiner’s reforms. Hundreds of lorry owner-drivers employed by the Roads and Traffic Authority had been sacked; the RTA was ‘refusing to offer redundancy’. Employers were attacking transport workers’ pay and conditions in the dairy industry, those working in hauling material from quarries, and private bus drivers.44

Newcastle sub-branch secretary John Allan indicated that membership on the Newcastle waterfront could take a hit as a result of privatisation plans being pursued by the Greiner government. ‘Privatisation has further reduced WWF [Waterside Workers’ Federation] membership, providing further grounds for conflict over TWU jobs.’ On the south coast, Reg Wearing reported that his sub-branch was ‘actively enrolling non-unionists’, including service station attendants. Increasingly, the TWU was going to have to pursue new members actively rather than relying on the security of the closed shop. The meeting decided that ‘workers have had enough of being pushed around’ and authorised the state secretary to conduct stop-work meetings and pursue industrial action ‘as he sees fit’. The concerns about the milk, bus and quarry industries were pursued through the NSW Industrial Commission.45

The fight against Greiner’s cuts to jobs, services and the new industrial relations laws also manifested in TWU support for wider community campaigns. In August 1991, John Allan told the BCOM that there was ‘major opposition’ to the NSW government’s decision to dismiss the local Area Health Board in Newcastle. Another rally had been held in the central NSW city of Orange to protest at RTA job losses in the area, and a ‘big rally’ had opposed cuts to the ambulance service in Albury, in southern New South Wales.46

In November, Steve Hutchins reported on the TWU’s campaign to ‘derail’ Greiner’s agenda through a series of protest rallies in Wagga, Cowra, Tamworth and South Grafton. ‘The rallies were a great success and certainly raised awareness of the effects of the Premier’s decisions on NSW jobs and business opportunities.’ John Allan reported that the Newcastle Trades Hall’s campaign against cuts to health services was receiving ‘wide support from the public’.47 The TWU also warned its membership that ‘Greiner Attacks Your Rights’, emphasising that individual workers, not only unions, could find themselves subject to harsh penalties under the terms of Greiner’s legislation if they participated in industrial action.48

Unions like the TWU provided a statewide support base to sustain community activism. Community protests like those supported by the TWU helped erode the Greiner government’s electoral popularity, resulting in the government losing its majority and a hung parliament following the May 1991 state elections. Greiner was forced into minority government relying on the support of independents. The pressure of opposition to the government’s reforms and political scandals persisted after the May election, resulting in Greiner’s resignation as premier in June 1992.49

‘Back to the Basics’ strategies

Greiner’s industrial relations reforms had a profound influence on the organising strategies of the TWU. In May 1992, the union’s BCOM approved a detailed range of measures developed by Adam Hatcher, the TWU’s chief legal adviser, ‘to ensure the union’s survival and growth under this legislation’.50
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