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Outline of ACTU Campaign Against John Howard Government's IR Legislation

The ACTU Executive met in Melbourne last week and, after one and a half days discussion, unanimously endorsed a comprehensive campaign against John Howard’s proposed industrial relations laws.

Howard’s laws aim to:

· Establish a single national industrial relations system (or ‘unitary’ system), thereby over-riding the much fairer Labor State IR systems

· Further reduce the number of ‘allowable’ award conditions

· Attack the safety net of minimum wages and allow minimum wages to fall in value

· Attack the ability of employees to organise in a union and to collectively bargain

· Further erode the powers of the Australian Industrial Relations Commission

· Mount a major assault on unionised workers and the unions themselves in the construction industry

· Promote individual contracts as the most common and widespread form of employment ‘agreement’.

The Howard Government estimates that, by establishing a single national IR system, the proportion of the workforce covered by the Federal system will increase from around 50% to 85%. Big business is urging the Government to take this step and to smash the State systems.

The new laws are being introduced to Parliament in a piece-meal way (6 Bills are currently in Parliament) but the most significant legislation is not expected until August. After 1 July the Howard Government will control the Senate and be able to pass any legislation.

If implemented this agenda will further unfairly empower employers to dictate terms in the workplace. The laws will undermine workplace safety and living standards, and directly breach fundamental human rights including the right to organise, to collectively bargain, and to take industrial action.

The ACTU Executive recognised that the most important commitment of the union movement is to work together in unity to meet this challenge.

Discussion at the Executive meeting focussed on the campaign strategy which was needed in the short term to oppose the laws, and in the long term in order to build union organisation and collective bargaining in a tougher legal environment. A summary of the key elements of the campaign are set out below:

Campaign Objectives

· To oppose the laws

· To achieve fair and decent employment rights, minimum wages and employment conditions

· To protect and build union organisation for the long term

· To build community and political support for union goals

Key Parts of Strategy to Achieve Objectives

· Campaign to oppose and mitigate the worst effects of the new laws particularly for the majority of workers who likely will be covered by the new ‘unitary’ Federal system

· Campaign to maintain and protect as many workers as possible in the State systems where they exist

· Focus campaign activity on workers rights

· Develop a comprehensive media campaign to build community understanding of the impact of the changes, and to maximise pressure on the Howard Government

· Work closely with the Labor State and Territory Governments

· Analyse the potential for legal challenges to the laws in the High Court.


Communications and Campaign Strategy 

The ACTU Executive endorsed a long-term communications and campaign strategy to support the objectives above.

The campaign will aim to build stronger community understanding and support for union aspirations and values as well as opposition to the Government's IR agenda. The ACTU Executive recognised that this will be an important basis for achieving practical improvements in industrial relations legislation and the organising environment for unions. 

The public campaign is expected to run for several years and will have a number of key phases.  It will be based on extensive research of community attitudes and will consider the use of innovative campaign techniques such as TV and radio advertising.

The first target of the campaign will be to build effective local, state and national union, community and political opposition to the Federal Government’s plans to weaken Australia’s workplace laws when it takes control of the Senate after July 1 2005.  

The aim will be to improve the Government’s planned changes to workplace laws where possible and build long-term community opposition to Government’s who ignore and attack the rights and living standards of Australian workers and unions.

Key campaign phases include:

· Informing and activating union members and the public about the Federal Government’s workplace agenda.

· the development of strong union/community alliances to broaden campaign activity beyond the union movement.

· Targeting Government MPs and backbenchers in their local electorates to create concern and uncertainty within the Government on IR issues.

· Working with ALP State and Territory Governments. 

· Intensive  workplace, community, public and political campaigning in the lead-up to the introduction of the Federal Government’s industrial relations legislation in August 2005.

· Holding the Government accountable for the negative impacts of its legislation on fairness and living standards.  This must continue through to at least the 2007 Federal election.

· Developing and anticipating an alternative union vision.

· Campaigning in the lead-up to the federal election to make the Government’s failure on industrial relations a key election issue.  Unions will also develop strategies to make sure worker and union interests are better represented in the Federal Parliament and particularly in the Senate.

	Key phases of the long term campaign endorsed by ACTU Executive
	Key Dates

	1)  Information and issues

· Inform union members and activate union delegates and activists

· Define issues – focus on effects on employees  - not just unions

· Establish local, State and national alliances

· Inform and lobby politicians – especially with union members in their local electorates

· Refine, test and run messages

· Develop materials for workplace and public campaigning
	Underway through April and beyond

	2)  Intensify campaigning

· Intensive public and media campaign activities

· Work with State Governments

· Influence laws where possible

· Week of public, union and community campaign activity
	May through August introduction of legislation

	3)  Hold Government accountable

· Highlight impacts and sheet home blame to Government
	Second half 2005 – 2007

	4)  Policy development

· Unions debate, develop and adopt IR legislation policy – articulate alternative vision
	October 2006 Congress

	5)  Influence progressive parties’ IR policies
· Unions lead IR policy development on progressive side of politics
	ALP National Conference

	6)  Election strategy and campaign
· Ensure worker and union interests are represented in post 2007 Senate

· Union political campaigning building on lessons of 2004
	Federal Election 2007



Key messages

In the first phase of the campaign, workplace and public campaigning will focus on the following messages:

Members and delegates:

Simple information - not political or attacking bosses

The first job of unions is to raise levels of awareness that the Government has got plans to change the laws and how it will impact on people.  

Examples of the type of membership information unions could be working on:

· "The 10 things you need to know about the Federal Government’s plans to change workplace laws"

· "The 10 things that will impact on you when the Federal Government changes our workplace laws"

· "For over 100 years, Australian workplaces have been underpinned by laws that have provided safe, decent and fair conditions at work. This August, these laws are going to be torn up by the Federal Government.  How will this affect you?"

Different unions will want to tailor these to their memberships.  The ACTU is working on some generic materials.

Free Media and the Public

Every time a union official is in the media it adds or subtracts from our campaign objectives and core messages. We need discipline and solidarity and we need to talk about employee rights, not just union rights

“For over 100 years, Australia has had a system that has kept our workplaces decent, safe and fair.  It has made sure that working families are not left behind. This is the system the Government now wants to get rid of. We are heading towards the American system where the minimum wages are $5.00 an hour”

The economy and interest rates
“Costello and Howard promised to keep interest rates down, now not only are interest rates going up, they want to make it harder for people to get a decent wage at work.”

Member Information A Key

Our challenge is to ensure every member understands the way in which the Howard/Costello agenda will affect them and their families.

Many of our members have faced changes to industrial laws before and came through relatively unscathed.

The Federal Governments control of the Senate from July 1 means the challenge we face this time may be far more serious.

The big business lobby group (BCA) is urging the government to introduce "radical change".  The BCA has argued the government should not to get bogged down in debates about the "fairness" of workplace laws.  Last year the top 40 CEO's who are part of the BCA paid themselves on average over $4.3 million each or $166,346 per fortnight. 

The Federal Government Minister for Workplace Relations, Kevin Andrews, described the BCA's proposals as a "good summary of the government's intention".  (Australian Financial Review, 16 February 2005).

On February 19 in The Age newspaper, the government's deputy leader, Peter Costello said : 

" We should be trying to move to an industrial relations system where the predominant instrument is the individual contact,… and where there’s ease of entry, ease of exit,..”

For many years we have relied on the ALP and minor parties in the Senate to block the excesses of the federal government.  For the first time in over 24 years the Howard government has a legislative blank cheque, with control of both houses of Parliament.

The government has signalled they are determined to use their powers to takeover the regulation of over 85 percent of the workforce. They have made it their priority to take over the State Industrial Relations Systems, which currently protect about half the workforce.

The government agenda is a recipe for unfair treatment and interference in the workplace.  All the signals are they will take the side of big business at the expense of workers and their families.

At the moment members have little understanding of what is about to hit them. This is our urgent challenge.


An Attack on Australian Values

The government agenda is an attack on the rights and aspirations of Australians.

Australian workers and their families want to live in a country where people are treated decently and fairly.  We do not want an American-style underclass in this country, where people are paid as little as $5.15 per hour.

Australians want to do a good job and be recognised for it.  We want respect at work and financial security for our families.  We want opportunities for our kids.  We need the capacity to have a life outside work and we want to enjoy the Australian lifestyle.

These basic aspirations are under threat by the radical big business and Howard agenda.  Our challenge is to generate the political awareness that the Howard agenda is about taking sides with the self-interest of big business.

Many members may have voted for John Howard. But few expected that he would be handed control of the Senate and a blank cheque for radical change.  No one recalls Howard saying in the election campaign he would take over state industrial systems and attack fundamental worker rights and living standards.

Inoculated against Government Spin

Kevin Andrews Minister for Workplace Relations said :

"What we want in place is a system that provides certainty, one which is sustainable over time and will lead to increased prosperity for Australia” 
Who could disagree with that?

It is important to discuss with members how the government will portray the changes.

The government has attempted to link the need for "reforms" to keeping interest rates down. But almost every reputable economic commentator argues that the real pressure on interest rates is the failure of the Government to invest in skills training and infrastructure.

Getting the Information Out
This will take a big effort from unions.  Delegates meetings and conferences, member meetings, journal articles, mail outs and television advertisements.

We need to take every opportunity we have to talk to members. 

The ACTU and TLC's will help with:

· Union Updates 

· A Web Site devoted to these issues to which delegates can be referred for more information.

· Production of fact sheets / fliers / speeches / articles / campaign kits / posters etc

· TLCs will hold cross union delegate forums or assist with resources at single union delegate forums

· Delegate education and kits

· Kits on adequate union fees, how to lobby, and moving off payroll deductions.

· Voice @ Work- a flexible education kit for use with delegates, members and community groups
Every Workplace Is Worth the Effort

We need to be close to members in the workplace and be honest about the challenges we face.  We need to seek members active involvement in the campaign.

The government can provide bad laws that make workplace relations adversarial, but employers have to choose to use those laws. 

Many employers belong to employer associations which propose a radical winding back in the protection of workers. Members need to be aware of the position taken by their employer. 

Members can influence the behaviour of their employer and seek to protect their own conditions.

A resolution or petition to the employer will generate discussion and educate members regarding the issues.

The resolution will hopefully generate a positive response from the employer. Unions cannot fight all employers at once -- as a minimum the tactic narrows down the employers we need to focus on.

Strengthening Workplace Organisations 

When we were discussing the changes with a group of members, one of them said,  no matter what the legislation "they can't take away our support for each other".

Members best protection is to ensure they have collective bargaining power.  Members need to understand the risks of individual contracts and the importance of securing collective agreement. 

The environment we face provides an opportunity to strengthen union organisation in the workplace:

· we need a stronger voice in the workplace and that means improved membership levels and more active involvement of members

· now is the time for all workers to come under the union umbrella

· our communication networks need to strengthen, with more delegates and area contacts

· we need to secure collective agreements were possible

· we need to secure union rights

· we must move members away from payroll deductions onto direct debit

We can use this period to be stronger and increase membership in our core areas.

It Doesn't Stop in the Workplace

Members will understand the importance of winning this battle in the court of public opinion.

We need members active assistance to:

· get the message to our friends and family
· talk to community groups
· hold the blow torch to the feet of politicians who pretend to represent our interests
· help get the message to other workplaces 
· help fund the fight we need, including fund the paid advertising campaign.
The ACTU and TLCs are developing an activist register which will be maintained on a website.

Public and Community Activities

We need to inform the public about the government proposed changes.

This should not be pitched as a battle of the unions against the Howard government, where the public remains interested bystanders.

Every Australian can be affected by what the government proposes.  We need to draw the links between how people are treated at work and the impact on families and communities.

We need a broad coalition of community groups, churches, academics, politicians and some employers to speak against the changes.

Our activities need to where possible always involve community representatives and utilise members as spokes people.

The activities need to escalate, building real pressure on the government.

Members and unions can help, as you already have relationships with various groups.  Please talk to them and discuss our mutual concerns about fairness and employee rights.  Find out how they might be able to help and let the ACTU or TLC know.

Adopt a Politician

We are asking individual unions or groups of members to adopt a politician.

Politicians need to understand the views of their constituents.  We are not going to remain silent if laws are going to be changed, against the communities interests.

It is always better if grass roots members, who live or work in the electorate, approach the politicians.

Union officers can help with training and support.  The ACTU is preparing a lobby kit to assist.

It is suggested members of Parliament in marginal seats and vulnerable Senators be approached as a priority.

Week of Activity

The campaign committee and TLCs are working towards a week of activity in late June, early July.

The activities will be timed to maximise the influence on the government and direction of the legislation.  (The main legislation is expected in mid-August). 

Member and community involvement is critical in the activities.

The activities need to bring home our messages and reflect the themes of the campaign.

Please send your ideas for activities to irnews@actu.asn.au     

ACTU Executive Endorses Union Principles

Unions are determined to campaign effectively to reduce the impact on workers, families and the community.

As a result the ACTU Executive endorsed the following principles:

a) Unions will act in disciplined way, supporting the overall campaign.

b) Unions will be conscious that their messages and images are consistent with the agreed messages of the campaign

c) Unions will engage in non-violent collective activity and community protest

d) Unions will present the government's attacks as a direct attack on working people

e) Unions will reach out to the community and seek their involvement

f) Where possible, working people will present their stories to the media

g) Unions will cooperate with each other and focus on the common good

h) Unions will discuss with their members the current context in which unions operate, the cause of the hostile environment, and the fundamental importance of collective bargaining 

i) Unions where possible will aid other union members in campaigns

j) Unions will continue to campaign with members on contemporary issues

k) Unions will protects members by seeking agreement with employers 

l) Unions will improve the capacity of their union office and staff and consider better ways to work with other unions 

Unions will demonstrate these principles by meeting with relevant unions in their industry/ sector to (facilitated by a peak body):

a) scope/map their industry sector (peak body can assist)

b) identify common threats and challenges

c) develop a plan for the industry/sector and identify key priorities

d) identify ways to overcome barriers and better cooperate

e) discuss the potential for a common fee increase in line with ACTU policy

f) discuss the necessity to enter a cooperation agreement/protocol to resolve current or future tensions

g) discuss the potential for integration/sharing of resources 

Public Campaigning Costs Money

The ACTU Executive discussed the importance of using paid advertising to ensure our message gets through.

Of course this is very expensive, especially TV advertising. Given what is at stake, many members will be willing to contribute.  Five dollars per member is not much to an individual, but imagine if over 2 million people pooled their money.

The campaign committee is currently developing a plan.

Audit Workplaces

Not all employers will seek to take advantage of the new laws.  It is not possible to fight all employers at once. It is important we pick our fights by neutralising employers where possible and identify high risk employers.

This risk assessment should be conducted for all workplaces. The criteria used to assess the risk may include:

1. Federal exposure/funding

2. Hostile employer –signalled an attack 

3. Income base at risk – large number of members employed

4. Number of members on PRDs

5. No EBA/ EBA expires after July 2005

6. Weak workplace organisation

7. Weak understanding collective vs individual (likely offers of AWA’s)

8. Industry leader/likely flow on/strategically important workers
Campaign Coordination 

Each branch and national office is requested to nominate a Campaign coordinator. 

The campaign coordinators will be part of a network to help organise campaign activity, keep people informed and liaise with the ACTU and TLCs.

We know people are busy, but this must be a priority.
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