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INTRODUCTION

· Sixty per cent of Australian workers say that the level of stress in their jobs has gone up in just 12 months.

· The same number say that they are working harder, with two-thirds saying that they are now doing more tasks.

· One-third feel that their job security has deteriorated, and more than one-quarter feel that opportunities for promotion have declined.

· A quarter of workers say that they are working longer hours, and not all are getting paid for them.

· The situation at work has deteriorated particularly rapidly for migrant workers and those in the public sector.


This is the world of enterprise bargaining and Labour’s workplace reform agenda as revealed in the Government’s own 1994 survey of 11,000 workers.


It’s also the world of the future for Australian bosses, with their peak bodies pressing for “reform” to be pushed further and faster.


And yet this strategy is enthusiastically endorsed by the ACTU, which has been the Government’s strongest backer in getting workers onto enterprise agreements.  After years of the Accord, when our union leaders told us that the centralised wages system was the key to maintaining wages, social welfare and worker unity, they now promote a system driving workers to turn against each other, to out-compete each other, to cut costs and raise productivity – all for the sake of pitiful pay rises.  As a result, union solidarity is being undermined, profits are soaring, and there are still fewer full-time jobs than at the beginning of the last recession.  It’s obvious that workers are getting a raw deal. 


How did we get into this terrible situation?  What is enterprise bargaining and what are its dangers?  And what can we do to bury it once and for all?


This pamphlet looks at these questions and argues that tinkering with the present wages system is not enough: trade-offs and all kinds of productivity agreements have to be rejected out of hand. Union activists need to be armed with the politics to answer the arguments put up by our union leaders and the media pundits about the “need to compete”, about “working smarter not harder”, and all the other soft soap that is used to sell a second decade of sacrifice to Australian workers.  This means looking to socialist politics that can explain the crisis that we are in and which can also point a way forward.


This pamphlet is written as a weapon to be taken up by all those who want to fight enterprise bargaining, who don’t buy the argument that “there is no alternative”, and who want to turn the tide on the employers and the Keating government.  There are signs that if given a lead, workers are prepared to fight: we’ve already had 12 years of Liberal policies from a Labor Government.  It’s time to say “enough is enough”.

September 1995

CHAPTER 1
ENTERPRISE BARGAINING: WHAT’S INVOLVED?

E

nterprise bargaining has been sold to Australian workers as a way of making our workplaces more productive so that jobs will become secure.  Its supporters tell us that workers will reap dividends with increased flexibility at work.  Laurie Brereton says that his Government’s policies “will promote business flexibility within a framework of employee protection – what could be more in the interests of employees?”  Well, let’s have a look at the record: what’s involved in the agreements that have been struck to date?

	(
	Longer working hours, increased shift work, reduced penalty rates and more casual and part-time work


EMPLOYER efforts to ensure that hours of work now reflect “the needs of the enterprise”, rather than the family lives of ordinary workers, is the single most common change to working conditions arising out of enterprise agreements.  Eighty per cent of all companies responding to the Government’s 1994 survey reported that they had changed hours of work, and twenty per cent of workers now work more than 49 hours each week.


Partly this is done by the virtual abolition of penalty rates and shift loadings.  In the public service, management has tried to remove penalty rates for work on Saturday mornings and public holidays. At the Commonwealth and Advance Banks, weekend and evening work at ordinary rates has been introduced. At Email Appliance plants, ordinary hours (paid at base rates) have been spread between 6am and 6pm. At a Thiess-Linfox joint venture, the shift penalty is cut from 50 per cent to only 15 per cent.


The basis for removal of penalty rates and the reduction of shift work allowances is the introduction of round-the-clock work and lengthening the working day: at Alcoa workers are tied to continuous shift work and the extension of the working week from 38 to 42 hours, while the City of Richmond agreement increases the working day from 7.2 hours to 7.7 hours in exchange for a one-off lump-sum payment.  All of this, despite the fact that the extension of shift work is widely known to increase stress, to put pressure on families and social life and to increase the incidence of a variety of medical ailments.


Another way in which employers are now given greater control over working hours is through the loss of predictable fortnightly or monthly rostered days off.  Many enterprise agreements now stipulate that RDOs are to be taken according to the needs of the business and banked up in busy times. Hence the explosion in stress claims and the widespread feeling that people are being overworked.


Alongside these changes is increasing casualisation of the workforce: forty per cent of agreements registered in the private sector in 1994 made provision for increased use of part-time, contract or casual labour.  For example, agreements at Australia Post and Email Orange have reduced restrictions on the use of casual or part-time labour, while the agreement at Boral Elevators allows management to introduce contract labour during busy periods.

	(
	Workers are split up and common conditions eroded


A STANDARD feature of enterprise agreements is the breaking-up of common conditions and the attempted fragmentation of worker solidarity.  In the liquor trades, for example, agreements have created a two-tier workforce, with overtime payments eliminated for new employees and existing casuals, but maintained for existing full-time workers.  The obvious intention is to eliminate overtime pay altogether in the long-term, but in the short-term to divide the workforce.


In the oil industry, the traditional pattern of company-wide bargaining by a working committee of unions has been replaced by section by section bargaining.  In August 1995, this resulted in the off-shore workers being left high and dry as they were forced to take strike action on their own without support from their on-shore workmates.


“Divide and Rule” is also the name of the game at Telecom, where management has tried to use bargaining to force white-collar workers off awards and onto individual contracts.  Only prompt threats of industrial action by the PSU forced management to back off.  Management at Telecom have also split the organisation up into 22 business units, each of which has to negotiate its own terms and conditions.  It’s obvious that management will use concessions at one business unit to drive down conditions at the others. 


Enterprise bargaining, in combination with the carve-ups of members resulting from union amalgamations, has led to increasing divisions between unions, from which employers are the main beneficiaries.  This is obvious in the grab for members by the Australian Workers’ Union, which has made deals with employers which undercut existing working conditions in return for exclusive coverage. The AWU has gone on a poaching spree, and has won or has applied for sole union coverage of workers at Mount Isa Mines, two Daikyo Australia hotels in Cairns, the Hamilton Island resort in the Whitsundays, and Sea World and Movie World on the Gold Coast.  At the Coca-Cola bottlers plant in Sydney, management struck a single union deal with the Electricians’ Union and cut out the previously dominant Miscellaneous Workers’ because the Electricians agreed to conditions blocked by the “Missos”.


Finally, enterprise bargaining undermines union strength on the shopfloor, as union delegates who had formerly stuck up for their workmates in rows with management are now forced to promote “efficiency” at work.  This usually doesn’t mean cutting back on directors’ fees or executive perks but finding ways of working harder and cutting out labour. The fact that delegates are now required to act as extensions of the personnel office is clear from the report by a metalworkers’ union organiser that:

When the union and management come along and say “let’s change things”, there can be strong resistance, especially in hard, dirty work environments where the culture can be pretty tough.  When the shop steward, who is their mate and their own representative, is saying the same thing about the need for change, things can get pretty ugly for the people involved.


What this means in practice is evident from the ANI Bradken foundry in Brisbane, where workers’ hostility to their union delegate making concessions in enterprise negotiations led to a fist-fight between the delegate and one of the workers.  The result was that both were sacked on the spot.  Rather than helping to build shopfloor union strength, enterprise bargaining only weakens it.

	(
	Work is intensified and jobs are lost


FOR THE PAST 12 years our union leaders have agreed that workers have to take responsibility for improving productivity.  Enterprise bargaining takes this one step further as employers use enterprise agreements to remove limits established by workers over past years to control the pace of work and enhance job security. A review of the first 1,000 agreements by the Government’s Department of Industrial Relations (DIR) points time and again to the way in which new classification structures, a redefining of jobs, multiskilling, and reorganisation of work has led to a “broadening of responsibilities” and the “removal of restrictive work practices and demarcation barriers”.  


At a metal industry plant in Mulgrave in Melbourne, the enterprise agreement now makes provision for engineering tradespersons to undertake semi-skilled work such as painting, packing and labouring when there is a drop-off in workload.  At the massive Ford plants in Melbourne and Geelong, all workers can be asked to undertake any task on the shopfloor, using any equipment, “limited only by recognised and accredited skills, knowledge and experience”.  Similar total flexibility applies for staff at Sheraton Towers in Melbourne and at Meadow Lea.  At Westinghouse Brake and Signal the agreement provides for continuous operation of the plant by staggering all meal and tea breaks and ensuring that workers tend the machines of their workmates who are off on a break.


In the public service, managers are trying to reduce higher duties allowances for workers who take on jobs higher than their own classification.   Further, in several agreements, such as at Containers Packaging at Footscray, payment is now made only for skills when used, not as they are acquired.


The aim of enterprise agreements is continuous improvement by means of benchmarking and best practice.  In a range of agreements reviewed by the DIR, the unions give a commitment to increasing productivity by 10 or 20 per cent over the life of the agreement, whether measured by increasing output, decreasing costs and lead times, or improving product quality.  At Melbourne City Council and at the Tax Office, workers are now required to ‘benchmark’ their work against the costs of providing the same service in the private sector both in Australia and overseas.  In other areas, much is made of “customer service” as a “productivity indicator”: what this means at an elite restaurant in Glebe in Sydney is that the employees’ bonus payment depends on their smiling at customers!


The Government boasts that enterprise bargaining leads to increased ‘teamwork’, which leads to an ‘awareness of the needs of the company’.  It makes much of the commitment to ‘gain-sharing’, by which workers and employers supposedly gain equally from changes.  But a brief review shows who really gets the benefits.  Judged in straight cash terms, many enterprise agreements are no-lose bets for employers.  This is clear when we do the sums: the 1994 enterprise agreement at the Government Patents Office promises 700 workers a pay rise of 2 per cent, but only on condition that they cut costs by $1 million.  The total cost of the pay rise to the Government is only $400,000, leaving it with a windfall gain of more than half a million dollars.


‘Teamwork’ also means that working conditions fall by the wayside.  Increasingly, managers are expecting teams to take responsibility for cutting absenteeism in their sections, with the carrot of attendance bonuses and the stick of removal of stand-by staff.  This encourages workers to crack down on their workmates, because sickies cut the bonus and increase the workload on those who show up.  And while the Government claims that enterprise agreements can help make workplaces safer, the most common provision in NSW state agreements in the area of OHS is the ‘simplification’ or reduction of employer provision of protective clothing and equipment.


Productivity increases and work intensification have one goal: cutting staff costs with the blessing of the unions.  Telecom, for example, has cut 20,000 jobs since 1990, even while leaders of the Communication Workers Union (CWU) are sitting down hammering out enterprise agreements which will simply pave the way for future redundancies.  Similarly, the ACTU and Government often point to ICI as being a ‘model company’.  However, successive rounds of enterprise bargaining since 1989 at this company have led to the workforce being cut by one-third while productivity has increased by 15 per cent.


The connection between enterprise bargaining and redundancies is clearest at Qantas where, in return for a pay rise of 6 per cent spread over two years, the union has agreed to reduction of staff from 21,200 to 18,000.  Just when we need to be saving jobs, enterprise bargaining is trading them away for a pittance of a pay rise.


And if workers don’t toe the line, the Government’s twice-amended unfair dismissal legislation allows bosses to get away with blue murder in isolating and victimising militant unionists.  Not only does the new legislation do nothing to stop mass redundancies, but it also imposes a $30,000 limit on compensation pay-outs. Even this is not enough for Bob Carr, NSW Labor Premier, who only one month after being elected in March 1995 started a High Court challenge with the aim of  overriding even the Federal Government’s weak protections for employees, echoing the employers’ line that the unfair dismissal provisions contributed to teenage unemployment!

	(
	Workers lose access to national wage increases


FINALLY, because the ACTU, employers and Government are all committed to increasing the pace of enterprise bargaining, all parties have been doing their best to ensure that workers cannot look to “safety-net” increases from across-the-board national wage cases as an alternative way of winning a pay rise.  Such increases have become few and far between since 1991 and continually delayed. The Accord Mark 7, drawn up between the ALP and ACTU just before the 1993 federal election, was supposed to bring on a national $10 wage increase for all workers who had not got an enterprise agreement by July 1993.  However, this commitment was soon jettisoned.  Immediately after the election, the amount was reduced to $8 and deferred until later in the year.  


Accord Mark 8, developed in 1995, continues its wage-cutting logic, with annual increases of only $10 per week over the next three years. Even Murdoch’s Australian newspaper argued that this would not guarantee “any significant improvement in disposable income” for workers without bargaining clout.  What’s more, the ACTU announced up-front that even these miserable increases would be dependent upon cutting unemployment.  If the bosses don’t take on enough labour to shorten the dole queues, workers with jobs will sacrifice even more!  All of this is part of the ACTU’s plan to force workers into enterprise agreements.


Far from providing “a framework of employee protection”, as the Government would have us believe, most enterprise agreements mean more sacrifice, fewer jobs and worse working conditions.  Enterprise bargaining involves workers paying for their own wage increases and selling conditions in a never-ending chase for competitive advantage.  While the trade-offs tend not to be so damaging in strongly-unionised areas in mining and construction, some areas of manufacturing, and public utilities as they are in the poorly-unionised private-sector service industries, all agreements are premised on the idea that workers’ jobs and conditions should be determined by the needs of the employers.  In the long-term, this can only undermine unionism and eat away at established working conditions.

CHAPTER 2
WHAT'S BEHIND THE PUSH FOR ENTERPRISE BARGAINING?

The ALP/ACTU Agenda

ENTERPRISE bargaining represents a sharp break from the centralised wage-fixing methods common in the 1980s.  However, the truth is that enterprise bargaining is the logical continuation of what has been Labor policy since at least 1987.  Ever since the two-tier system was introduced that year, the Government has been pushing to make pay and conditions increasingly dependent on enterprise or industry productivity. This has given us round after round of concessions, and a worsening of working conditions in several key areas.


And we can go even further back than 1987 to see some common threads in Labor’s policy.  The Accord strategy from its very start in 1983 has been based on the idea that workers needed to restrain wages, refrain from strikes and work harder to improve business success.  The idea was that this would allow employers to increase profits, to expand their businesses, to start exporting and to take on more labour.  In fact the Labor Government, first under Hawke then under Keating, has had as its first priority not improving things for workers who vote them in, but serving those who really hold power today – big business.  Australian business sees its future in integration into the world economy, and particularly the Asian region.  This has meant opening up industry to overseas competition, privatising public services and the deregulation of banks, airlines, electricity supplies and many other sectors.


Pursuing the ‘national interest’, the Government has tried to enforce ‘international best practice’, compelling Australian workers to work ever harder for less reward, as our employers engage in cut-throat competition with bosses overseas.  The real content of this ‘national interest’ is made clear by the OECD, the club of rich countries, whose report on the Australian economy in June 1994 instructs the Government to attack established union structures and awards because they get in the way of what successful modern capitalist economies require: company-based or no unions, and pay determined by company profitability not common standards.


This is a dead-end for workers, not only in Australia but all over the world.  Just as the Australian government is promoting Australia’s ‘national interest’ (by cutting wages, driving up productivity and rationalising industry), so too are governments and companies in Asia, North America and Europe.  It’s obvious that workers are on to a hiding to nothing in this sort of dogfight and that the ‘national interest’, which Labor is so keen to promote, is really the interest of the bosses.  In practice, the ‘national interest’ in our capitalist system requires further sacrifice by those who actually produce the wealth – not the hot-shot business tycoons who only squander valuable resources, but the workers in the offices, factories, railway yards, warehouses and public services.


The union leaders see their job as policing workers in this process.  They too believe in the ‘national interest’.  Through representing workers in collective bargaining and arbitration, their role is to win the best deal for workers within the logic of the capitalist system.  But to play this role depends on being accepted by employers as ‘economically responsible’.  And in order to maintain their positions of power within their unions they must squash any threat from members which challenges cordial relations with the employers.  Negotiation and compromise, rather than industrial militancy, becomes their bread and butter.  Because they won’t actively challenge the system at its foundations, they accommodate to it.  They accept that workers’ wages and jobs should be subject to company profits as the basis for a healthy economy.  


When business is booming this doesn’t seem to be a problem: there is enough fat in the system to allow for regular wage rises while profits are maintained.  The interests of both workers and bosses seem to be met.  But when the system is in a prolonged period of weakness, as it has been since the mid-1970s, the job of our union officials comes to be one of acting as enforcers for Government and business.  Because they see themselves as delivering only ‘what the system can afford’ they have no interest in challenging redundancies, cuts to working conditions and all the other attacks on workers’ rights that arise in economic crises.  Indeed, they take responsibility for the crisis, even if this means undercutting all the conditions they negotiated at the height of the boom.


In its vain efforts to make the system work, the ACTU has been right behind the Government since its election in 1983, through every twist and turn of the Accord, as we have lurched from dizzy speculative booms to chronic bust. The involvement of senior union officials in national and industry tripartite bodies, and their support for the Accord more generally, indicates their willingness to underwrite industrial stability as the economy undergoes substantial restructuring. In July 1995, Martin Ferguson claimed “We have really driven improvements in productivity and efficiency at workplace level, and that has meant changes in work practices.  I think in some instances, that has alienated workers, but we had no alternative”.  In practice, this has meant that “The signing of the Accord has seen unions do the dirty work of employers by being forced to sell unpalatable workplace reforms to the members in the name of structural efficiency and award restructuring”, as the issue was put by the secretary of the North Australian Workers’ Union in 1995.  Union support for economic restructuring has been invaluable to business and Government, as the ALP has been able to use its union links to deliver wage restraint for the bosses.  Former Treasurer John Dawkins, a Cabinet Minister from the mid-1980s until 1993, made this clear in a speech to a business function in July 1994:

While the Business Council occasionally laments its lack of success and lack of influence, it and its predecessors have, by their proxies in the Government and the ACTU, achieved more than they could have expected from a Government of their friends.


It is little wonder then that union organisation is declining across the country.  Union density (the proportion of workers in unions) slipped from 50% to 48% under the conservative Fraser Government of 1975-83 but under the Hawke and Keating Labor Governments, it has fallen to 35%.  Union membership plummeted 16% in 1990-94, or by an average of more than 100,000 each year!  Far from protecting the union movement, the ACTU’s strategy has contributed to its rapid decline.

The Accord: the rich rake it in
It’s clear that the Accord has represented a gift to business, as more astute employers such as Ford and BHP recognise. Profits rose by at least 10 per cent each year between 1985 and 1990 while real wages for most workers fell by about 10 per cent. Company taxes were cut from 48 per cent to 39 per cent.  The fortunes of the Business Review Weekly ‘Top 100’ rose from $3.1 billion to a massive $21.2 billion between 1983 and 1989.  The result was a major redistribution of wealth from wages to profits (see Chart 1).  


The ACTU defended wage cuts by arguing that workers’ real living standards were being protected by increases in the ‘social wage’ (welfare, health, education etc.).  But, as we can see from Chart 2, the increase in the social wage did not nearly make up for the cut in real wages in pay packets.

[image: image1.jpg]Wage and Profit Shares,
Australia 1970-90
Private Non-Farm Corporate Sector

« % Profit/non-farm GDP (1) % Wages/non-farm product (2) 3%
4

Ll Sl b ey e e R e s vk~

2 60
7172 73 74 76 76 77 78 79 80 81 82 83 84 85 86 87 88 89 90
Year to June

— Profit Share —— Wages Share

(1) Private non-tarm gro erating surplus/non-farm GDP

(2) Privete nen-farm wa alaries and supplementin/gross
nen-farm product at factor coest

Source: Economic Division, Treasury
CHART 1




[image: image2.jpg]Living Standards - Real and
Social Wage, Australia 1976-90

Real Wages ($) Social wage ($)
16,500 2,600
16,000 - - 2,300
CHART 2
16,500 - 2,100 —
16,000 - L 1,900
14,500 1,700 Source:
P.Ewer et al:
Politics and
14,000 1,600 g:etAc;:ord.
7677787980 81828384 86 86 87 8889 90 : 9‘:)? 1858,

Year (to June)

—— Real Wages [l Social Wage





For a while the Accord strategy appeared to work.  The world economy picked up in the early 1980s and Australia began to recover from the 1982-83 recession.  National output increased annually on average by 3.4 per cent between 1983 and 1990, employment grew by 3 per cent each year, and unemployment fell from 10 per cent to 6 per cent. 


However, the Australian economy could not escape the system’s historic boom-bust cycle and in mid-1990 Keating’s ‘soft landing’ turned into a nose-dive.  Manufacturing output fell by 8 per cent and profits by 40%.  However, it was workers who suffered most, as employers took to ‘downsizing’ with a vengeance. Two million (or one in four) jobs disappeared in the three years 1990-93 as Australian employers cut staff at more than double the pace of their competitors in the United States. Unemployment increased rapidly to 11 per cent, the worst performance of any Western economy.


After two years of sharp recession the economic recovery officially started in early 1992, and by mid-1994 Australia and New Zealand, with growth rates of 4-5 per cent, led the OECD.  But just as in the 1980s, it’s the business sector that has creamed off the wealth being created.  Company profits doubled from 1991 to 1994 as productivity in the manufacturing sector jumped by more than 25%.  Company taxes were cut further, from 39 per cent to 33 per cent in the August 1993 budget, representing a windfall gain of $2 billion to the business sector.  Even with the cutbacks of the 1995 budget, this was only lifted back to 36 per cent.  


Australia’s top executives have done themselves proud out of the recovery as their salary packages increased from an average of $400,000 to $800,000 between 1989 and 1994, with the top high-fliers at Westpac, BHP, Pioneer International and Westfield raking in between $1.5 million and $2 million in 1995.  In Telecom, the number of senior executives ‘earning’ packages of at least half a million dollars jumped from one to 11 in 1994 as the company made profits of $1.7 billion.  One result of all this has been that Australia has experienced the fastest growth in inequality throughout the West since the early 1980s, with the exception only of New Right nirvanas, Britain and New Zealand.  The Government plans further hand-outs with its proposed privatisation of airports, Telecom and other infrastructure, following its plans to fully privatise the Commonwealth Bank and Qantas.


While business coffers swelled, the recovery was truly a jobless recovery in its early stages as corporate balance sheets were revived by further mass redundancies. Unemployment actually rose over the course of 1992-93.  Since Labor’s re-election in 1993 however, employment has grown, and by the middle of 1995 unemployment was down to 8.3%.  Even so, this is still a recovery from which workers are getting precious little.  Many of the new jobs are distinctly low-grade: a 1994 study by the Government’s Bureau of Industry Economics found an increasing proportion of part-time jobs, a tendency for unemployed workers to use their redundancy pay to set up in back-yard self-employment, and a general recycling of better jobs into worse jobs, from unionised to non-union and from permanent to casuals, the so-called ‘McJobs’.  Between 1982 and 1994, only 15% of all the jobs created were classified as ‘full-time permanent’ for (as the Bureau’s study put it) “to the extent that firms need additional labour resources, they will usually be temporary employees or sub-contract labour”.  The result has been that the number of full-time jobs in mid-1995 was still 180,000 fewer than at the beginning of the recession.


What’s more, the situation is not going to improve, because many employers plan further cuts.  A University of Queensland survey of 650 senior managers in 1995 found that 33% of private companies and 71% of public enterprises were planning to cut full-time jobs in the following two years, while 60% of all managers were also planning to increase workloads at the same time. So the prospects for full employment are as dim as ever.


The problem is that the tremendous redistribution of workers’ income from wages to profits does nothing to solve Australia’s underlying economic difficulties.  Throughout 1995, only two years after unemployment stopped rising, business commentators were anxiously peering at the balance of trade figures, convinced that the Government would have to step in once again to bring recovery to a halt by jacking up interest rates. This indicates the gradual decay at the heart of the system, which means that employers have to use the opportunities presented by enterprise bargaining to intensify work pressure and cut jobs as a way of maintaining their competitive edge over their rivals. The problem for them, and for us, is that bosses all over the world are doing exactly the same, which means that, no sooner have they won a temporary competitive advantage than it is eroded by similar ‘breakthroughs’ (attacks on workers’ rights) in other countries.


Labor’s economic policies, supported to the hilt by the ACTU, have got Australian workers nowhere. Rolling back enterprise bargaining means turning back the whole economic rationalist agenda and would be a step forward for workers’ interests.

CHAPTER 3
QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS ABOUT ENTERPRISE BARGAINING

WE CAN see that enterprise bargaining threatens jobs and working conditions.  But how can it be stopped?  To answer this question we need to be clear about the facts and the arguments that can win.

Don’t we have to increase productivity to keep our jobs?
WHILE many workers understand that the whole ALP-ACTU programme has given them nothing, they still accept idea is that if we work harder, allowing our employer to keep ahead of the competition, to cut costs and so forth, we can ensure profits and therefore maintain our jobs.


But the evidence shows that this argument is full of holes.  A Government study has measured the changes in employment and productivity at all the major government enterprises in the five years to 1992-93.  These are the results:

	Productivity and Employment in Government Enterprises

1987-88 to 1992-93

	Sector
	Labour Productivity
	Employment

	Electricity Supply
	+113%
	-34%

	Gas
	+54%
	-22%

	Water
	+54%
	-26%

	Urban Transport
	+46%
	-17%

	Ports
	+154%
	-50%

	Railways
	+64%
	-32%

	Australia Post
	+23%
	-4%

	Telecom
	+112%
	-17%

	All Government Enterprises
	+102%
	-24%

	Source: Steering Committee on National Performance Monitoring of Government Trading Enterprises, 
Second Annual Report, 1994, AGPS.



A follow-up report showed that productivity in the key utilities increased by a further 14% in 1994 largely due to “a large fall in labour inputs”.


The situation is the same in the private sector.  At BHP’s steel division the number of workers employed has fallen by more than 40 per cent since 1983 while productivity has tripled from 200 to 600 tonnes of steel per worker.  The reward for the company was a combined two-yearly profit of $2.2 billion out of the recovery of 1993-95.  This is the company whose chief executive proudly boasts that “improving  productivity is an endless task”.  Similarly at the National Australia Bank, which cut thousands of jobs during and after the recession, profits came in at nearly $2 billion in 1994-95. The car industry represents the most extreme case of this no-win chase for productivity: despite significant increases in productivity and cuts in employment in the 1980s, Nissan has shut up shop, Ford has closed its Homebush plant and Toyota is closing its plants at Port Melbourne and Dandenong.


Every industry shows the same gloomy record.  No matter how much we increase productivity, management’s reply is the same: more sackings.


Of course, it’s no coincidence that jobs are being massacred at the same time as productivity is climbing rapidly.  As workers work harder, give up long-accepted working conditions, agree to cover for each other and become ‘multi-skilled’, they invite the bosses to cut the number of workers employed.  


The connection between productivity increases and job losses is clearest in industries where there is no physical output to be measured. In areas such as education, health and other public services, wage increases through enterprise agreements are dependent almost entirely on ‘productivity increases’ achieved through reducing staffing levels, leading to increasing class sizes, decreasing numbers of nurses on each hospital ward, the closure of hospital wards and reduced client service.  Workers employed in these industries and those who don’t have access to private education and private health are the clear losers.  Four out of five staff in the health, community services and education sectors reported to the Government’s 1994 bargaining survey that they were worse off as a result of workplace changes that occurred in 1994, with those in workplaces with federal enterprise agreements feeling the most aggrieved. 


What’s worse is that employers use workers’ willingness to compete to knock down conditions for all of us. The best example of this is at Heinz, which made profits of $18 million in 1991 and whose chief executive, Tony O’Reilly, enjoys an annual salary package of $8 million.  Results such as these weren’t enough for the company’s directors, however.  Having taken over Wattie’s, a New Zealand food company, in the early 1990s, Heinz Australia then told workers in Melbourne in 1992 that unless they matched the concessions made by workers at Wattie’s, the plant would close.  Using divide and rule tactics, they were able to screw down wages and conditions for workers in both countries.  The ACTU agreed to an ‘emergency package’ of 210 job cuts and the introduction of 7-day, 24-hour operations, with continuous shift-work.


Heinz is a good example of what has been happening to Australian workers for the last five years: all pain and little gain. Every trade-off that we make in enterprise bargaining negotiations, far from improving job security in the future, actually prepares the way for yet more job cuts.  

Aren’t our conditions safe with awards as minimum standards?

The Government and many union leaders say that the award system protects us by maintaining certain minimum conditions. The Industrial Relations Commission’s enterprise bargaining principles state that agreements must not “involve a reduction in ordinary time earnings or departures from Commission standards of hours of work, annual leave with pay or long service leave with pay”.  And the amended Industrial Relations Act says that the Commission must certify any agreement that “does not disadvantage the employees covered by it”.


However, while this may look OK on paper, any skilled employer representative could drive a coach and horses through this at a tribunal hearing.  What constitutes ‘disadvantage’ to workers?  In practice, the Commission need only be satisfied that workers are not disadvantaged when all elements of the agreement are looked at as a whole. This means that penalty rates, for example, can easily be scrapped because there may be some crumbs of compensation for workers in other areas of the agreement.


Overall, we can be sure that enterprise bargaining will erode award conditions in the long-term.  As Laurie Brereton himself boasts, the no-disadvantage test “allows for a wide range of variations to award conditions”, while his Department’s 1994 survey of several hundred agreements comments that “the high incidence of clauses dealing with employment conditions suggests that changes to award conditions are common”.  Employers may be willing to offer what seem like good deals as a first step to getting workers involved in enterprise bargaining.  The concessions involved, such as multi-skilling, removal of demarcation and changes in rostering arrangements may seem minor.  In the long-run, however, such concessions help employers shed jobs and undermine union organisation.  


In the Queensland transport industry, for example, where the Transport Workers Union (TWU) has negotiated agreements for $25 pay rises without touching award conditions, the union has also agreed to co-operate with management to cut absenteeism and to eliminate the traditional demarcation between drivers and maintenance and repair crews.  More generally, it has agreed with the employers that it is the union’s responsibility to find ways to cut costs as a way of funding pay increases.


At Australia Post, the enterprise agreement maintains the award in most areas but it also offers shift workers the ‘right’ to sell back their extra one-week leave entitlement, making a nonsense of award provisions for annual leave.


In Telecom, the CWU promised members that their enterprise agreement would not affect award conditions and assured them that they weren’t giving away much to get a 3 per cent pay rise.  In practice, the union has agreed to forced retrenchments, to management being allowed to assign rostered days off on any day of the week (limiting the possibility for workers to take three-day weekends), and to the use of one-person operations out on the road.  Management have come back in the second round, demanding the introduction of ‘performance reviews’, further multiskilling, an extension of hours and cuts to a series of over-award conditions.  All these changes simply pave the way for further mass sackings.


In conditions of large-scale unemployment there will always be pressure on workers to accept agreements, even if they undercut award conditions, for fear of losing jobs if they refuse.  Brereton has made this clear: the new regulations allow for “agreed reductions [in pay and conditions] if these are judged not to be against the public interest, for example, as part of a strategy for dealing with a short-term business crisis and revival”.  What company couldn’t make a case that it is undergoing a “short-term business crisis”!  We’ve already seen the cuts to conditions at the SPC fruit cannery in Shepparton in 1990.  More recently, at the Bond’s clothing factory in northern NSW, a region with one of Australia’s highest regional unemployment rates, the agreement signed by the union increases the spread of ordinary hours, such that all work done between 7.00 am and 10.30 pm is paid at ordinary rates only.  The agreement also contains no guarantee of minimum weekly hours, while allowing a working week of up to 48 hours.  This clearly undercuts the award, but the company argued that ‘economic circumstances’ allowed them no alternative and the agreement was duly certified.


The threat to award conditions has been made even more plain with Labor’s two gifts to the bosses in 1994: non-union enterprise agreements and the so-called ‘training wage’.


As soon as the Government was re-elected in March 1993, the big employer groups put it under intense pressure to increase the pace of enterprise bargaining.  In April Keating promised the Institute of Company Directors to make enterprise agreements “full substitutes for awards”, and in October the Government tabled its Reform Act introducing non-union enterprise agreements.  Like all of Labor’s “reforms”, the provision in the Industrial Relations Reform Act for non-union agreements is simply one more option for employers to cut jobs and conditions.


The main danger with these ‘enterprise flexibility agreements’ (EFAs) is not that a flood of non-union companies will suddenly rush to negotiate them: in the first 15 months of the new Act, only 70 EFAs were registered in the Commission and most were at unionised companies. Rather, the problem is that they give unionised companies the opportunity to dictate conditions at their non-union sites and exclude relevant unions with members elsewhere in the company from having any real say in setting wages and working conditions.  Any objections from unions are put down to the activities of an ‘external organisation’ or a ‘third party’.  The intention is clearly to put pressure on unionised bargaining elsewhere in the company concerned.


Thus EFAs are a gun that bosses can hold at the head of union negotiators if they are ‘obstinate’ in trading off conditions.  This was done in July 1995 at Hallmark Cards where the metalworkers and printing unions were refusing to make concessions demanded by the bosses, in particular on the issue of overtime.  The company then approached workers directly, won their support for the company’s proposals in a ballot, and then had the changes cemented in place as an EFA. 


To the extent that non-unionised companies do use non-union agreements to undercut awards, such agreements can be used as a battering ram to break down conditions of unionised workers. One look at the first non-union deal in the metal industry is enough to see what employers will introduce if given a free hand.  Stratic Pty Ltd, a company employing 73 workers making security doors in Brisbane, has introduced an EFA which provides for:

· no guaranteed pay rise and any wage increase to be determined by ‘performance’

· a minimum of 4 hours work a week

· no guaranteed knock-off time

· the boss to decide whether he is “satisfied” workers are sick

· all overtime cut to time and a half

· health and safety issues decided by the boss


These kinds of agreements are a cancer threatening conditions for workers throughout the metal industry, but they can be stopped.  In July 1994 250 wharfies at Fremantle went on strike against a small company introducing a condition-cutting non-union enterprise agreement.  While the agreement only directly affected 7 workers, the wharfies knew that bosses in unionised companies would soon start arguing for similar conditions in their own organisations. 


In other areas, employers are putting pressure on workers to leave their unions and sign staff contracts.  The mining giant CRA has declared war on the unions at its worksites and has successfully bust the unions at several sites.  The problem for unionists is that the carrot of a 10-15% pay rise dangled in front of workers, in exchange for signing onto ‘staff conditions’ and the complete destruction of demarcation, becomes an attractive option when their unions are either failing to win any pay rises at all or when they regard a 4% pay rise as a significant victory.  When challenged by workers to outline the advantages of staying in their union in these circumstances, leading officials are unable to give convincing answers.  Although outright union-busting of this type is still not the dominant employer tactic, moves by Qantas and the Commonwealth Bank in August 1995 to stop collecting union dues may be a straw in the wind.


The bosses have also been given another weapon in their armoury, with new provisions in the Industrial Relations Reform Act that enable employers to take legal action to prevent unions from striking except in the most restricted circumstances: the ability of unions to strike to block scab non-union deals is further weakened by this legislation.


Figures from the Bureau of Statistics show what’s at stake for workers and employers if non-union agreements take off.  Non-union blue and white-collar workers get at least $50 and as much as $150 less in wages than unionised employees (Chart 3).  Non-union workers also get inferior conditions of employment in areas such as superannuation, holiday leave, sick leave and long service leave (Chart 4).
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The second give-away for Australian bosses, introduced within a year of Labor being returned to office, was the ‘training wage’ which was sold, quite accurately, as “Labor to its bootstraps”.  The whole Employment White Paper was actually a testimony to Labor’s failure in eleven years in office to deliver anything like full employment.  In 1978 the Labor Party had denounced the callous ‘Horror Budget’ introduced by Malcolm Fraser when there were 60,000 long-term unemployed.  By the time Labor took office in 1983, the recession of 1982-83 had resulted in long-term unemployment increasing to 200,000.  Ten years later, under Labor, the figure had grown to 370,000. The Government’s reaction was to introduce its ‘Jobs Compact’, allowing employers to take on cut-price labour with subsidies of up to $260 per week.  Combining the cheap wage and subsidy, employers are able to hire labour for $10 per week, with no requirement to keep the ‘trainee’ on the payroll when the subsidy expires after 6 or 12 months.  The main purpose of this scheme is not to offer hope for young workers of real jobs at decent rates of pay but to increase the pool of ‘job-ready’ labour which can be used to increase competition for jobs and keep down wages in the current recovery.


The ACTU has accepted both the provision for non-union enterprise agreements and the training wage despite the obvious threats that they pose to unionised workers.  It is hamstrung in its opposition to further attacks because it accepts the business and Government agenda that our wages and conditions should be determined by the demands of international competition. Workers will be driven into competing ever more vigorously with workers in other companies, or even with workers in other divisions of the same company or enterprise, all for the sake of the profit margins. 

Won’t wage restraint help cut unemployment?
Union support for wage restraint in the 1980s and the training wage in the 1990s is based on the idea that employers will take on more labour if wages are kept down.  But this is completely mistaken.  In the case of the training wage, the likely impact is that those taken on will simply substitute for workers currently employed on full wages – as the ALP itself argued when it campaigned against the Coalition’s youth wage proposal before the 1993 election.  More generally, there is no evidence that the overall level of wages has any significant impact on employment or unemployment.  We’ve already seen how the jobs created in the 1980s were swept away by the recession of 1990-92.  A study conducted by the Department of Industrial Relations in 1990 found that in only 4 per cent of cases did bosses sack workers because wages were too high.


The situation is the same overseas.  There is a massive unemployment crisis throughout the West, with 24 million unemployed in the big G7 economies alone,  but there is no relationship between unemployment and countries with high wages.  Traditionally, the relationship has been the opposite: European countries with high wages (particularly in Scandinavia and Germany) have had low unemployment and those with low wages (particularly in Southern Europe) have had very high unemployment.  Two separate studies by German and Swedish economists in 1986 and 1991 reviewed the OECD experience from the 1960s to the 1980s and concluded that wage levels or changes in wages had no relationship to the growth of unemployment throughout the West.


Clearly, any idea that accepting wage restraint through concessions in enterprise agreements will soak up the unemployed is a non-starter.
Can’t enterprise bargaining be used to improve things for women?
Some supporters of enterprise bargaining suggest that women can negotiate to have their working week reorganised to take account of childcare arrangements or their need to look after sick children.  But the reality is very different.  The argument relies on the idea that women workers will get to decide how they would like to reorganise their week.  In practice, it is the employers who decide on the schedule, not on the basis of workers’ needs, but on the basis of peak work requirements.  This has been the experience of flexible work scheduling at Australia Post and in the public service, and two-thirds of women responding to the Government’s 1994 survey say that changes at work over the course of the year made balancing between work and family more difficult. 


And when we look at the overall package of enterprise bargaining, it’s clear that it is a no-win situation for women workers.  ACTU President-elect Jennie George lamely claims that “the jury is still out” on the issue, but enterprise bargaining, by deregulating pay and working conditions in a period of high unemployment, clearly hits the most poorly-organised workers the hardest.  In many cases, this means female workers in industries such as clothing, retail and service sectors.


Two researchers in Sydney have reviewed the 20 largest federal agreements for the NSW Department of Industrial Relations and argue that the main outcomes of enterprise bargaining in female-dominated industries have been a wider spread of hours of work, reduced penalty rates and increased use of casual and part-time work, all in return for lower pay rises than are typical in male-dominated industries.  As a result of abolishing penalty rates, take-home pay for women can even be reduced.  Reviewing the experience of enterprise bargaining in NSW, Labor MLC Meredith Burgmann concludes: “It is quite clear that the good things that have occurred for women are small in number and that the bad things are widespread”.  Exactly the same has occurred under the New Zealand employment contracts system, where average pay rises for women have been only just over half the average for male workers.


The ACTU itself recognised the dangers of enterprise bargaining for equal pay back in 1985 when its Congress resolved that “industry and enterprise bargaining disadvantages less organised and less industrially powerful groups” while the Industrial Relations Commission in 1991 declared that enterprise bargaining “places at a relative disadvantage those sections of the workforce where women predominate”.  The only difference now is that it is the Labor Government doing it rather than the Coalition parties just proposing it!


Those who suggest that enterprise bargaining works for women are simply trying to give a gloss of ‘social justice’ to what is in reality an outright attack on all workers, men and women.  In this, they find themselves in the good company of the NSW Liberal Minister for Industrial Relations, who pretends that enterprise bargaining can ‘empower’ women with a ‘range of work options’.  Considering the kind of ‘work options’ favoured by Liberals, this should be enough to send a warning throughout the union movement.

CHAPTER 4
HOW TO FIGHT: THE WAY FORWARD
Workers’ resistance to the Government agenda
IN 1995, four years after enterprise bargaining began in earnest, newspaper columnists discovered that workers were suffering from ‘reform fatigue’.  They found that Labor's recovery was a ‘voteless recovery’ and that cynicism towards Government policies, both Labor and Coalition, is widespread.  The problem is that while many workers know that enterprise bargaining stinks, in the end they vote to accept enterprise agreements on the basis that ‘there’s no alternative’.  Our union leaders tell us that if we don’t enter into enterprise bargaining then we’ll never get another pay rise.  And so, all around Australia, those who want to fight enterprise bargaining feel that they’ll be left on their own if they reject enterprise agreements.  The real situation, however, is very different.


Enterprise bargaining is not an unstoppable juggernaut, and many employers are still hesitant to launch a frontal offensive against workers.  They understand very well the potential for enterprise negotiations and agreements to lead to a backlash.  That this fear is justified is clear when we look at the resistance to trade-offs that has been evident in every section of industry since enterprise bargaining first began.


Starting with Australia Post workers in New South Wales in 1991, there have been campaigns by both blue and white collar workers to reject enterprise agreements which had the blessing not only of employers but also of union officials and the Keating government.


At Toyota in Melbourne in 1992, the union’s proposed enterprise agreement was rejected four times by workers at the company’s Port Melbourne plant.  Only on the fifth attempt, after a propaganda war involving letters to the Toyota workers from the union, the company and the ACTU, did they accept the revised enterprise agreement.


In March 1993 workers at BHP struck nationally for the first time in ten years to press for the company to fulfil its promises to pay increased wages arising out of an earlier enterprise agreement. BHP workers were outraged because, as one union organiser put it: “the troops see that they are lifting their production, they see fewer numbers of people in the plant, but they don’t seem to be getting the rewards from it.”  After their strike the union won an immediate 5 per cent raise in the award wage.


CWU members at Telecom have consistently fought enterprise bargaining, forcing the union leadership to call meetings to discuss the issues.  In a national secret ballot in August 1993, after a sustained case was run against the enterprise agreement by socialists and other rank and file trade unionists, 34 per cent of Telecom workers (5,200 workers) voted against the second-round enterprise agreement, despite it being heavily pushed by the union leadership and management.  One year later, opposition tickets ran against the incumbent officials in the CWU national elections on the basis of a “no” vote for the third round of enterprise bargaining.


At Franklins’ warehouses, workers took a stand in April 1994 against ‘engineered work standards’ (speed-up) being introduced via enterprise agreements.  The company planned to increase the number of casual staff and to implement ‘wage incentive schemes’.  The workers, members of the NUW, struck for a week against speed-up, forcing the company to retreat and to concede an immediate pay rise of $25, with $10 to follow.  In the same month 500 workers walked off the job at the Shell refinery in Geelong in protest against the sacking of six workers, and won their jobs back.


One of the most outstanding campaigns against a rotten enterprise deal involved NSW firefighters in 1994.  Just like the Toyota workers, firefighters rejected their proposed agreement several times and argued that they had already sacrificed award conditions in previous years and should not have to give up still more to get a pay rise.  Mass meetings, work bans and a consistent publicity campaign to reject trade-offs led to the union winning a 13 per cent pay rise.


Resistance to enterprise bargaining has been just as obvious among white-collar workers.  Union pressure by the PSU in 1993 forced the Telecom management to back off from tipping white-collar workers off their awards onto individual contracts.  In the same year, the NSW Public Service Association won an immediate cost-of-living pay rise of 7 per cent with no trade-offs.


Opposition has been very obvious in the Commonwealth public service, where wage offers have been only just over half the going rate elsewhere.  Mass meetings and combined delegates’ meetings have consistently either voted in opposition to agency bargaining or have recorded votes of three or four hundred against the deals being proposed.  DSS offices have been closed on a regular basis by workers protesting against short-staffing.  As a result of this kind of pressure, the Government was compelled to grant higher pay rises for public service workers than it had originally planned.  There is also now a substantial number of public service workers who are totally opposed to the close co-operation of their union with the Government, resulting in the oppositional PSU National Challenge team winning 35 per cent of the vote in elections for leading positions in the PSU in June 1994.  


Resistance to trade-offs was responsible for resignations of senior officials in white-collar unions.  In the same month as the PSU election, the two leading officials of the Queensland branch of the SPSF were forced to resign after an enterprise agreement for Queensland public servants was rejected by the union’s state council.  In April 1994 the federal secretary of the Finance Sector Union, who had been in office for 26 years and was an enthusiastic supporter of  workplace ‘reform’, was also forced to quit after ANZ bank workers voted 7,000 to 5,000 to chuck out a proposed agreement which offered them a miserable 1.5 per cent pay rise in exchange for a substantial lengthening of ‘ordinary time’ hours, work at weekends and further staff cuts.  Six thousand  jobs had already been cut at the bank and, according to the union’s assistant secretary, workers felt ‘threatened and insecure’ because low staffing levels had led to excessive workloads and forced unpaid overtime.


Even in areas of traditionally weak union organisation workers have knocked back enterprise agreements.  In the hospitality industry, workers overwhelmingly rejected an agreement at the Sheraton Wentworth Hotel in Sydney even after the agreement signed at the company’s main hotel in Melbourne had been widely sold by the ACTU and Government as a model agreement.  In the insurance industry, workers at Colonial Mutual rejected an enterprise deal offering 4 per cent when they heard about their general manager being put on a salary of $600,000.  The deal was to extend ordinary working hours to 7 am to 7 pm and for Saturday work to be introduced without penalty rates.  Workers said that they would rather not have the pay rise than have to work still harder under these conditions.  In the clothing industry, which has been decimated in the past decade with factory closures and thousands of sackings, workers at Yakka’s four factories in Victoria struck in August 1995 and won a 9% pay rise over 18 months while also defeating management demands for tea breaks to be scrapped.  Even in the non-union private banking sector, enterprise flexibility agreements were knocked back in ballots at the Bank of Melbourne and the Bendigo Bank in 1995.


And in cases when workers do accept an enterprise agreement in the first stage of negotiations, they are often wiser when it comes to the second round: once bitten, twice shy!  And so at Ford in Melbourne, workers accepted an enterprise agreement in 1991 which gave them a pay rise of 5 per cent but took away meal allowances and dirt money.  So when it came to negotiations in 1993 they were ready to fight.  This time management asked for reductions in the provision of sick leave for long-serving workers.  Workers decided that they’d had enough. A rank and file revolt followed, with a four-hour strike and two days of sabotage organised by junior stewards and other shopfloor activists.  Although the union eventually forced the deal through in a secret ballot, 600 workers still voted against the agreement, illustrating the kind of forces that can be mobilised in the future.  


The situation at the Rheem plant in Sydney is the clearest indication of the long-term effects of enterprise bargaining.  This plant, which in 1992 was the first to register a metal industry agreement based on performance-based pay increases, was an early showcase of enterprise bargaining.  Since 1992, however, there has been series of stoppages and bans, which culminated in 1994 in a strike with picket line by 350 metalworkers opposing a company plan to further increase ‘flexibility’ at the plant.


The arguments for sacrifice, which were so successful in winning workers to the Accord and wage restraint through the 1980s, have worn very thin after a decade of wage cuts, rising unemployment and soaring profits.  This is obvious not just from union resistance to enterprise bargaining but also from workers’ reaction to the political and economic offensive by the Liberal Party in 1992-93.  Jeff Kennett came to power in Victoria in October 1992, full of bluster about how he was going to tame the unions. Instead, 800,000 Victorian workers struck, and 150,000 workers marched on November 10, and this staggering protest was followed in 1993 by further marches of 80,000 in March and 50,000 in May. Business got an even bigger shock with the election result in March 1993. Across Australia it was agreed by all the ‘experts’ that a Coalition Government was a certainty. On the night, Labor was returned with 10 to 15 per cent swings in some working class electorates and an increased majority. This was more than simply a vote over the GST: it was a class reaction to the Liberal threat.  The significance of this for the potential for workers to resist on a wider front was noted by an academic from the University of Newcastle who commented:

It was perhaps one of the ironies of the election debate that while the concept of ‘best practice’ was gaining wider acceptance at workplace level, the superficiality of much of the newly acquired rhetoric of trust and co-operation was expressed at the political level by the resurgence of a class-based polarisation around the unfinished agenda of labour market deregulation.


This ‘class-based polarisation’ has also been evident outside Victoria.  In 1995 there were mass demonstrations and general strikes by workers in South Australia and Western Australia in protest at state government attempts to shackle unions and impose swingeing public-sector cuts.  And workers generally are now more opposed to privatisation than they were in the 1980s: in 1994, 60% of workers were opposed to further privatisation, as against only 45% in 1987.


There is other evidence to show that employers are not getting things all their own way.  A survey of 109 top managers by researchers at the University of NSW in 1993 shows that the bosses think that the most significant obstacle to implementing change at work in the last three years has been ‘employee resistance’.  58 per cent of managers cited this as one of the three major problems that they faced.  The managers complained about “employee caution and hesitation around change”, “staff scepticism and apathy to change”, “commitment problems” and “non-uniform support for change”.  Other managers reported that “the front-line distrust the motives of top management and fear for their job security”. A further 29 per cent of employers mentioned “communication failures”, 21 per cent “industrial relations issues”, and 15 per cent a “poor workplace culture” as significant obstacles to change.  Management said that they “had difficulty getting the message through”, or that they suffered from “union inflexibility”, “entrenched industrial relations attitudes” or “the strength of the union”.


The same kind of resistance is evident in the Government’s own 1994 report on enterprise bargaining. Forty two per cent of 11,000 workers who responded to the Government’s survey said that they had become less satisfied with management compared to 12 months previously, while one-half of managers surveyed said that they had been unable to make some kind of workplace change that they had intended.  Top of the list of issues on which management had been unable to make breakthroughs were changes to work practices or working time arrangements.  This is not surprising when the survey showed that almost as many workers thought that they were worse off as a result of enterprise bargaining as thought they were better off.


With the recovery of 1993-95, employer fears of worker resistance and even wage breakthroughs increased.  They recognise the potential for strongly-placed unions to use skill shortages to bid for large wage increases.  In November 1993, Government adviser Professor Bob Gregory warned that there was a “serious danger of a wages breakout” in coming years if unemployment fell below 7 per cent because of “the presumption that if an enterprise achieves productivity increases, the firm’s workers should share in them”.


This is also recognised by the Australian newspaper, which pointed out in March 1994 that “the only thing stopping the unions from going all out for whatever wage rises they can get during the recovery is the commitment of the union movement in the Accord to restraint”.  Similarly, the Editor of the Business Review Weekly told readers:

Many big companies are telling me that their workforces are becoming increasingly difficult to handle.  Union officials also report rumblings.  The workers are saying that they did not use their muscle in the 1980s and made big concessions on work practices.  Now that business is improving, they want a share of the cake.


There is a bedrock of union organisation on which workers’ ability to resist can be built.  A survey by the Department of Industrial Relations in 1990-91 showed that 80 per cent of workers in workplaces of more than 20 are unionised, and of these members, 22 per cent are in closed shops.  Two-thirds have delegates to represent them.  This is a tremendous obstacle to union-busting by Australian management.  And even though strikes are now down to a 50-year low, there were still over 1,000 industrial disputes recorded each year in the 1980s and even 560 strikes in 1994.  Some sections of the workforce struck regularly, even in the depths of recession of 1991: the average coal miner was on strike for nearly five days and the metal and engineering worker for nearly two days. In terms of people attempting to improve their lives, there was no other undertaking in Australian society that so actively involved as many people as strikes.
The union leadership under pressure

WORKERS are showing growing hostility to further sacrifices.  Employers are worried that their agenda of ‘workplace reform’ is encountering resistance.  And our union leaders, who have done so much to promote ‘industry restructuring’ in the last ten years, are now feeling the heat from below.


The likes of Kelty and Ferguson are not nearly as sure of themselves as they were ten years ago when the Accord was first introduced.  At that time union activists and socialists who argued that it was leading workers into a dead-end were derided by the union leaders and often won little support amongst their workmates.  Some were enthusiastic supporters of the Accord, arguing that it could improve wages, jobs, social welfare and the role of unions in government decision making.  Some were more guarded but thought that we should give it a go. 


Now, as a result of “the recession that we had to have”, the Government’s determination to plough ahead with non-union enterprise bargaining and its budget cuts, some union leaders have been forced to take a stand.  This was most evident in 1993 amongst leading union officials in NSW.  Steve Hutchins, assistant secretary of the NSW TWU, told the NSW branch of the ALP at its 1993 state conference of his union’s growing concerns about enterprise bargaining:

We have seen that the unemployment figures have not changed and as far as I'm concerned when we have been involved in enterprise bargaining all we have done is trade off jobs – we have become more productive and put more people out of work.

So if we work on the basis of Accord Mark 7 we will never get to the stage where we will be able to get for the Australian worker some sort of increase, because by being more productive, more efficient, more involved in enterprise bargaining we will be putting more people out of work.  

So we will never win.


In August 1993, the combination of Brereton’s plans for non-union enterprise bargaining and Dawkins’ federal budget led to the biggest split between the government and the ACTU since Hawke was elected in 1983.  Sensing the mood of most union members, Michael Easson, secretary of the NSW Labor Council, called the budget “an act of bastardry” while Martin Ferguson called the cuts to Medicare “an absolute disgrace”.  Other union leaders threatened to mount wage campaigns to compensate for the tax increases on petrol and cigarettes. Such pressure forced the Government to back-track on some of its measures, leading the Financial Review to argue that “the Government’s reputation has been evaporating as fast as water on hot cement”.


Many union officials are now arguing for across-the-board pay rises rather than negotiating company by company or department by department.  Late in 1994 the metalworkers and transport workers put in for a 14.5 per cent across-the-board rise, and in 1995 the construction workers’ union won an increase of 15% after taking action across the major metropolitan sites.


These claims show the way forward for workers already stuck with enterprise bargaining.  Unions must push for no-strings pay rises for all members to be lodged at the same time across all relevant industry sectors.  If employers resist, the necessary action must be brought to bear to win the claim.  If enough unions follow this strategy we can prevent any further fracturing of union solidarity and pave the way for a return to universal pay rises for all workers of the kind we have had in the past.


While union officials are under pressure to give voice to workers’ dissatisfaction, it is also clear that they can never be trusted to truly represent workers’ interests.  They remain tied to the Labor Government and the whole agenda of increasing industry productivity, even if this should mean further redundancies.  Thus, sour relations between Government and ACTU in 1993 improved in the following year, as the ACTU endorsed first the Industrial Relations Reform Act and then the training wage scheme.  


The industrial record illustrates the problem with placing our trust in the union leaders.   They criticise businessmen awarding themselves fat pay rises, but this is more rooted in their fear that workers might go for the same than in any sense of anger at the injustice.  They want business to be moderate, so they can sell moderation to the rank and file membership.  In November 1994 Kelty acknowledged that “there is a lot of wages pressure out there” and defended the right of unions, such as the Transport Workers’, to make wage claims of 15%.  However, he also waved the big stick, warning unions not to engage in ‘leapfrogging’ or to make across-the-board claims.  The Transport Workers’ claim should be “based on company profitability and productivity” and must have “regard to the national environment”.


The cowardliness of the union leaders has also been apparent in a number of key industrial disputes.  They endorse or even lead action, and then shrink back for fear of upsetting relations with the Government or employers.  Thus, the Maritime Union led a strike against the privatisation of Australian National Line in late 1994 but then called it off, agreeing to smaller crews and ultimately to the corporation’s privatisation.  A few months later in early 1995, Martin Ferguson flew into Mount Isa to broker a sell-out of MIM workers who had struck for 11 days against company plans to make a deal with the AWU to rip up working conditions while denying workers the right to choose their own union.  After Ferguson’s intervention, the workers ended up forced to accept the very conditions against which they had struck.  For his efforts in promoting the Government agenda within the union movement, and in recognition of services rendered to business, Ferguson was duly rewarded later in the year with preselection for the safe federal ALP seat of Batman in Melbourne.  


Similar problems with the union leaders’ strategy are obvious in the public service, where workers were in uproar throughout 1995 over a lack of staff and overwork.  Under pressure, the leadership of the CPSU was forced to mount a campaign for more staff.  However, as the year wore on, they began to appear keener not to politically embarrass a Government facing a federal election within the year, than at the prospect of leading the kind of action that could win.  Rather than using workers’ anger to generate opposition to all cut-backs as a way both of pushing back the Government offensive and developing workers’ industrial self-confidence, they preferred to go quiet in the hope that Labor was not hurt electorally.


The problem with this strategy is that it brings about the very outcome it is designed to avoid.  Thus six years of industrial spinelessness from Queensland’s union officials in the face of public-sector cuts left the way open for the conservatives to counter-attack in the 1995 state election when the ‘unbeatable’ Wayne Goss Government came within 16 votes of defeat.  Key swings against the Government were recorded amongst public sector workers angry at the cuts.  
Where to now?
WE CAN beat enterprise bargaining but whether the potential for resistance to further sacrifice is realised will depend on leadership and politics.


It’s important for militants to be organised to fight enterprise bargaining.  Time and again our union leaders resort to secrecy and intimidation to press through the enterprise bargaining agenda.  Many trade unionists can tell stories of the secretive way in which their leaders conduct negotiations over enterprise agreements with management.  The officials don’t tell members what’s involved until the very last moment, when the agreement is presented as a finished package.  Members then don’t get a chance to listen to the issues at mass meetings but are told to vote at local workplace meetings, where opponents of enterprise bargaining don’t always get a chance to argue against the deal.  Nearly one-third of all workers responding to the Government’s 1994 bargaining survey reported that they did not have a fair say, with the most common reason being that neither management nor their union involved them.


In some cases, union officials keep holding votes until members ‘vote the right way’, and in others, the union leaders are so scared of the prospect of the deal being defeated at open meetings that they hold secret ballots.  Only in this way could the enterprise agreement be rammed through in Telecom, for example, in the face of membership resistance.


In many cases workers are sceptical about enterprise bargaining but may be bamboozled by the arguments of management and the union leaderships.  However, time and again it has been shown that rank and file workers who make the arguments against enterprise bargaining in a clear and informative way can get a good hearing.  And if the deal is not rejected immediately, fellow workers remember the arguments when it comes to the second round of negotiations.  Then it’s even more likely that the agreement will be knocked back and conditions secured.


And when activists get together, we can start building networks in each major industry and union to make the arguments about what’s wrong with enterprise bargaining and why we don’t have to put up with yet more trade-offs.  Activists need to mobilise around a series of clear demands.  The bottom line is that there should be no trade-offs, no redundancies, awards should be defended, and all wage rises should be across-the-board.


This also means that militants should be extremely wary about getting involved in negotiating committees in the hope of ‘changing the agenda’.  This tactic has been put forward by many in the labour movement, in the hope that enterprise bargaining can deliver improvements rather than sacrifices. For example, the National Pay Equity Coalition urges activists, particularly women concerned about the widening pay gap with men, to “control the agenda” and “develop alternative solutions”.  It suggests that unionists look at alternative productivity measures, including improving quality, customer service, technology, and job redesign, as an alternative to simply cutting jobs.  Workers are urged to “measure productivity of the enterprise or team rather than individual workers” and to “emphasise inter-related factors which affect how well the enterprise does”.  


But all of this is missing the point.  Enterprise bargaining is quite unlike traditional wage bargaining in that it is entirely based on trading off wages for working conditions and jobs.  The task of union negotiators in these situations is to put forward the least damaging concessions and to argue with fellow negotiators about what members would be most prepared to sacrifice for a pay rise.  The only result of such involvement will be the discrediting of union negotiators in the eyes of their fellow workers.  


This is a particularly important point, because union officials and management often approach militants to take up positions on negotiating or consultative teams with the clear aim of getting potential opponents of any draft agreement to take responsibility for selling it to members.  In some cases senior union officials know that the credibility that workplace militants have will be enough to allay any justified fears that workers may have about the impact of the agreement.  The only basis that militants should get involved in such committees is with clear membership backing to fight trade offs of any kind.  If it becomes impossible to block such deals on the committee, militants should resign and explain why to the membership.  


As well as organisation, opponents of enterprise bargaining need to be equipped with the politics necessary to deal with questions like those covered in this pamphlet.  We have to be able to explain why working harder or accepting redundancies isn’t going to save a single job in the future.  We need to be confident to argue that we have no ‘national interest’ with the bosses or the Government.  We have to say that workers have only gone forward when we have stuck together and fought together.  ‘Benchmarking’ and competition is a no-win game for workers: instead we need solidarity within the labour movement of the kind we saw in November 1992 in Victoria, when women and men, white-collar and blue-collar, young and old stood up to fight Kennett’s attacks in the biggest working-class demonstration since the First World War.  


We also need to argue that workers fighting overseas against their own bosses’ productivity offensives are our allies, not our competitors.  Every strike and every mobilisation by workers in Asia is a step forward for our rights as well as those of workers in every country.  The rise of independent unions in Indonesia, the stirring of the labour movement in Taiwan and the massive displays of industrial power by the South Korean workforce in the last ten years all show a way for Australian workers to fight.  The more we build solidarity across companies and organisations, across states, and across national borders, the less chance the employers have to play ‘divide and rule’.


The fear that haunts Government and employers in Australia is that underneath the current situation of apparent industrial passivity in most sectors of industry lies the potential for an explosion of social and political discontent of the kind that has flared up around the world in the past three years, from the Los Angeles rebellion and the demonstrations by 150,000 mineworkers and their supporters in Britain, to the student and union demonstrations in Paris over Government cutbacks.


To take the fight against enterprise bargaining forward, and to capitalise on the struggles to come, we need to build an organisation committed to fighting for socialist politics. That means recognising that it’s the bosses’ system that is in crisis and that our sacrifices now simply mean more sacrifices in the future.  It means learning to put pressure on our union leaders while organising among the rank and file for when our leaders let us down.  And it means building a genuine workers’ party that can provide a fighting alternative to Labor’s betrayals.


Employers have shown that they have no way out of their crisis other than to throw hundreds of thousands of workers onto the scrap-heap.  In the Balkans and in Africa, the crisis has led to sacrifice of an even greater, inhuman kind.


The fight against enterprise bargaining is part of the fight against the corrupt priorities of the system.  If you agree, join the socialists.
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