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INTRODUCTION 

The previous chapters have dealt, in general terms, with the 

characteristics of post-war migrants, their employment experiences, 

their involvement in worker organizations, and the reception that 

the Australian labour movement gave them. At the end of Chapter 7, 

emphasis was placed upon the concept of "industrial relations 

strategy" to differentiate modes of job regulation that might be 

associated with particular patterns of union and employer organiz

ation. It was suggested loosely that migrants' work experience 

might be influenced by differences in industrial strategy, while 

conversely it could be argued that some characteristics of migrant 

employment would, in turn, have an impact upon the choice between 

centralized, representative, pro-arbitration strategies, or 

decentralized, participative pro-collective bargaining strategies. 

This part of the thesis is concerned to examine the complex 

relations between migrants, unions, employers and industrial 

relations strategies. Four case studies are used to delineate 

different aspects of this inter-relationship. 

The first industry is iron and steel - an industry which 

became remarkable for the high proportion of migrant workers, and 

the persistence of employer support for centralized arbi tral 

regulation of conditions of employment. It is also an industry in 

which the principal union underwent a metamorphosis upon several 

occasions as leadership changes took place, reflecting changes in 

union industrial strategy. The following section provides a brief 

introduction to the background of the major union, and the 

traditional industrial relations climate in the New South Wales 

section of this industry. 
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CHAPTER 8 

MIGRANTS IN THE STEEL INDUSTRY: THE FEDERATED 

IRONWORKERS' ASSOCIATION AND B.H.P. 

In order to appraise the impact of migrants on industrial 

relations in the steel industry it is essential to understand 

something of the union's history and relationship with B.H.P. 

Before the late 1930s, the F.I.A. had a short and turbulent career. 

The first union of ironworkers was formed amongst Balmain ship 

repair workers in the early 1890s. Over the next decade organiz

ation spread to Newcastle, Adelaide, Melbourne and Brisbane and in 

1909 the Federated Ironworkers' Association of Australia held its 

first national conference. Two years later the union was registered 

under the Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Act.l 

Membership was widely scattered in small 

heavily concentrated in New South Wales. 

pockets although most 

The 

crushed the modest gains made by the union in 

onset of the depression 

the preceding decades. 2 

However, the decline was accompanied by a change in the union's 

leadership as militant communists won an increasing number of 

official posts. Most prominent was Ernest Thornton who became an 

organizer for the Victorian branch in 1935 and was elected national 

secretary in 1936. At Port Kembla Pat McHenry was elected secretary 

of the fledgling branch in 1933 and, with the assistance of Ted 

Arrowsmith and Bill Frame, brought it firmly within communist 

control by 1937. In Newcastle a similar process occurred culminating 

lOfficials began organ1z1ng unskilled and semi-skilled in the 
railways, foundries, manufacturing and iron and steel industries. 
While the latter categories were eventually to form the base of the 
union's memberships, early attempts at organization met with a great 
deal of hostility from employers, especially B.H.P. Though member
ship rose from an estimated 6,000 to 7,000 in 1913 to 8,000 to 9,000 
in 1918, 10,000 in 1923 and about 15,000 in 1929, the union remained 
a fairly impotent organization. For a thorough account of the 
development of the F.I.A. see J.A. Merritt, A History of the 
Federated IrorMo:mers' Assoaiation of Australia 1909-1952 
(Unpublished Ph.D. Thesis, Australian National UniverSity, 1967). 

2For evidence of the officialS' inability to cope with this 
situation see F.I.A. New South Wales State Council minutes, 
February 13, 1932. 



418. 

in the election of R.C. Morgan as secretary in 1940. Communists 

and militant A.L.P. men held almost all posts of importance at 

state, branch and national level by 1940. 

The success of the communists within the union was not 

primarily due to their infiltration in the face of rank and file 

apathy.' Thornton built the union up from a position of abject 

weakness to one of strength in a comparatively short period of time. 

In Port Kembla, attempts had been made to set up a branch as early 

as 1927 when Australian Iron and Steel (Hoskins) Limited (A.I. & 5.) 

moved there from Lithgow. It was not until 1931 that a branch 

became operative. Even then, the high level of unemployment allowed 

A.1. & S. to operate a ''bull'' system of daily hiring which made 

union organization difficult. The A.W.U. was given employer 

preference in the coverage of other work-places such as Metal 

Manufacturers (M.M.) and Electrolytic Refining and Smelting 

(E.R. & 5.). Nevertheless, the F.I.A. was able to secure a foothold 

in these work-places through its active emphasis on delegate 

organization and regular meetings in conjunction with successful 

demands for better conditions. After 1934 the union was aided by 

improved economic conditions.' 

By 1937 the Port Kemb1a branch was sufficiently strong to 

produce a newsletter and in this year a delegates' committee was 

formed at A.I. & 5. 5 By the end of 1938 joint A.W.U./F.I.A. 

committees were operating to try to ensure 100 per cent unionism at 

M.M. and E.R. & S. Organization at the steelworks had been aided 

by a 48-hour strike at the 36" mill following the dismissal of a 

delegate, N. Annabe1. This demonstrated the growing rank and file 

support for the union with more than a thousand joining its ranks 

during the course of the struggle. The F.I.A. received the support 

of other unions and was successful in having Annabel reinstated - a 

'Merritt, op ait., p.448. 

'Between 1933 and 1934 iron and steel production at A.I. & S. 

almost doubled. Thereafter a steady rate of increase continued 

until 1944. See A.I. & S. Fty Ltd - Port Kembla Statistics Year 

Ended 31 May 1929-1975 (Company statistics July 25, 1975). 

5The Sheet and Metal Worker, January 14, 1937. 
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s~a1l but significant victory over the B.H.P.-controlled A.I. & S.6 

The F.I.A. was also able to win over workers from the A.W.U., 

eventually displacing this union at M.M. and E.R. & s. 

In Newcastle, a similar pattern of early organizational 

failure eventually gave way to strength under a militant leadership. 

The transfer of John Lysaght to Australia brought with it British 

workers with considerable union experience. A number of these, 

including W. Hopkins, R.C. Morgan and Jock Graham, were to form the 

backbone of the F.I.A.'s militant leadership. Again the early 

strategy of activists was to enrol sufficient members to form 

delegates' committees and use the delegate system itself to enrol 

further members. 7 Employers did not react favourably to the 

prospect of unionization. In 1935 a large strike at the Lysaght 

plant was unsuccessful in having a sacked delegate reinstated. By 

1939 seven sub-branches were established covering the major 

factories such as Commonwealth Steel, Lysaght and Stewart and 

Lloyd. Each sub-branch had two representatives on the branch 

committee of management. The B.H.P. steelworks remained a major 

obstacle. 8 The management of B.H.P. sacked Six sub-branch 

officials including the president of the Lysaght sub-branch. 

Nevertheless, the union did obtain right of entry for its 

officials. In both Port Kembla and Newcastle an O.K. card system 

with regular "show" campaigns was introduced to boost membership. 

The war heralded a number of significant changes for the union. 

On the one hand, wartime production priorities facilitated greater 

organizational strength and catapulted the union leadership into a 

prominent role in national affairs. On the other hand, the 

centralization of union control and attempted suppression of some 

6IronwoPKers in Port Kembla (F.I.A. pamphlet authorized by 
P. McHenry, state secretary, 1952). Also referred to by red Arrow
smith, former F.I.A. organizer, interviewed December 21, 1978. 

7Much of this information was provided by R.C. (Charles) Morgan 
and Jock Graham (both interviewed on November 30, 1978), former 
A.E.U. delegate Neil Gow (interviewed on the same date), Alex 
Dowling, George Mulholland and other former union officials. 

8Morgan estimated that there were 300 members in the B.H.P. 
steelworks at this time. 
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rank and file dissidents sowed the seeds of later challenges to the 

leadership. 

Union membership grew rapidly throughout the war to reach a 

peak in 1944. One factor underlying this growth was the F.I.A.'s 

involvement in a series of amalgamations. In 1940 it absorbed the 

Victorian Foundry Labourers. Four years later it amalgamated with 

the Wire Workers' Union and the Amalgamated Explosives and Ammunition 

Workers' Union. A more general reason for membership increases was 

the union's success in organizing the expanding semi-skilled work

force in basic industries. The F.I.A. leadership took advantage of 

full employment to pursue an aggressive policy on wages and working 

conditions. In general, officials were cynical about arbitration, 

viewing it and Judge ~antor (the New South Wales Industrial 

Commission judge responsible for the steel industry since 1928) as 

biased, having kept ironworkers' wages below the level that the 

industry could afford. 9 The union used arbitration but did not rely 

solely on this mechanism, often preferring direct action. The 

effectiveness of this tactic was soon evident in the F.I.A. 's 

success in winning improved conditions and in attracting workers 

away from the employer-preferred and arbitration-bound A.W.U. 10 

The membership recruiting drive was assisted by the election of 

a federal Labor government and special wartime legislation which 

circumscribed the ability of employers to resist unionization. ll 

9Cantor was accused of splintering the margins on job 
classifications by as little as 1 d. per hour, resulting in more 
than 600 separate margins classifications. By 1946 the union had 
managed to have the number substantially reduced, simplifying 
negotiations. See The Ironworker, June 1939; and J.A. Merritt, A 
History of the Federated Ironworkers' Assoaiation of hustraZia 1909-
1952, op ait., p.447. 

lOThe F.I.A. was not slow to point to this difference. See The 
Ironworker, December 1940 and February 1941. 

llNational Security Regulations made it more difficult to 
resist union organization through intimidation. In October 1943, 
for instance, the suspension of a union official at B.H.P. Whyalla 
was over-ruled by the Manpower Authorities. Tribunals were also 
quick to intervene at the first sign of a stoppage over victimiz
ation, retrenchment, obnoxious foremen, etc. where union 
action failed to resolve the issue. For examples of this 
see Labor News, October and November 1943, April 1944, August and 
September 1944. 
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Even B.H.P. was obliged to concede before joint pressure from the 

F.I.A. and other unions. In 1942 the company suffered the first 

plant-wide stoppage over the issue of financial unionism. The 

Newcastle branch of the F.I.A. was able to extend its foothold 

within the steelworks. Union action on safety issues 12 and the 

heightened level of industrial unrest were not well received by 

B.H.P. management. On November 29,1943 the company's chief 

industrial officer, N. Jones, wrote to the Iron and Steelworks 

Manager at Newcastle and informed him that: 

Our directors on meeting last Friday conSidered the 
Company's future attitude with regard to stoppages of work 
whether they are the result of strikes or stopwork 
meetings, general or confined to sections of the plant. 
It was agreed that continuation of the present episodes 
will soon lead to chaos in the industry and to prevent 
this firm action must be taken by the Company entailing 
probably a substantial loss of production but in the long 
run less than the loss from allowing the present tendency 
to go unchecked. Normal steps taken by the Company (and 
which were previously taken) have been impeded by Manpower 
regulations. It is often open to Company to initiate 
prosecutions but this would seem to be impractical where 
large numbers of men are involved. Regulations also 
permit suspension for serious misconduct but this is not 
considered advisable under some circumstances owing to the 
interpretation that may be placed on this phrase. The 
regulations also prohibit terminating the employment of a 
person without the permission of the authorities. And for 
the reason mentioned no reliance can be placed on 
obtaining permission not withstanding the serious nature 
of the stoppages under review. 

It is desired that you should act upon the above lines. 
If after a stoppage has taken place the men concerned 
present themselves for work no action should be taken 
which could be construed as termination of their services 
because that will be regarded as having already been 
brought about by the failure to report to work. Men 
presenting themselves are to be treated as if they ceased 
to be in the company's employ and this position is to remain 
unless they are re-engaged. 13 

This thinly veiled reference to the company's previous intimidatory 

12See, for example, Or Badham, Industrial Hygiene Department, 
Report on Ferro SiZicon FUrnaces at BHP NewcastZe 1941 which found 
an early incidence of silicosis at B.H.P. due to unhygienic 
conditions; and The Ironworker, August and September 1943. 

13Correspondence, N. Jones to manager, Iron and Steel Works, 
Newcastle dated November 29, 1943. 



422. 

tactics and its intention to deliberately escalate conflict were 

indicative of the lengths B.H.P. was prepared to go in order to 

suppress union organization. This policy quickly bore fruit. In 

December 1943 a lockout occurred at the Newcastle steelworks 

following the use of a staff man on a job normally reserved for 

union labour in the blast furnace. However, government intervention 

forced the company to call this off and pay workers for the four days 

they lost. 14 The company suffered a further defeat in May 1944. 

These disputes further strengthened union organization. 15 For its 

part, the company seems to have bided its time until the war ended 

and the security regu~ations were relaxed. 

The communist leadership adeptly exploited the union's growing 

financial strength, creating a large number of full-time posts at 

federal, state and branch level, and placing operations on a 

sounder footing. By 1943 the Newcastle branch employed six full

time officials including four organizers. In addition, a temporary 

organizer was appointed to service the needs of female munitions 

workers in the region. 16 The federal office established its own 

research department, thereby becoming only the second Australian 

union to take this initiative. 

The war period also saw Thornton consolidate government in the 

union. In 1944 the union introduced a bureaucratic structure 

similar to that found in the Federated Clerks' Union. The rules 

formally vested policy-making power in the National Conference, 

14Management refused to reopen the steelworks until the 
decision was made by its Melbourne head office. At this stage the 
prime minister intervened. Judge Cantor refused to order B.H.P. to 
make good lost wages. But this decision was over-ruled by the Full 
Bench of the New South Wales Industrial Commission on February 8, 
1944. 

15rn Port Kembla, the success of O.K. card "show days" 
judged by the increase in the level of financial membership 
70 per cent to 78 per cent between June and September 1944. 
1945 financial membership for the union as a whole stood at 
79 per cent. F.r.A. Port Kembla branch, minutes of meeting 
October 1944 and National Council minutes, August 18, 1945. 

can be 
from 

By June 

held 

16The union actively pursued equal pay for women. By August 
1945 all female members in New South Wales were on 100 per cent male 
rates, with women in other states being paid 90 per cent of male 
rates. 



423. 

which met annually and to which each branch sent delegates (a total 

of about thirty). Below this was the national council (with about 

13 members) composed of the national president, national secretary, 

assistant national secretary, senior vice-president and others 

designated. The first three posts being fUll-time were elected 

every three years while other representatives were elected annually 

at national conference. 17 The national council was empowered to 

interpret and enforce conference policy, decide questions not 

covered by conference and conduct the business of the union. 1B In 

effect, power was concentrated within the hands of the three full

time national officers represented on council, especially the 

national secretary.19 The president and secretary decided when 

council met. 20 A quorum of only four was necessary for council 

meetings. 2l 

Rules also provided for state councils in states where more 

than one branch existed. 22 Delegates were elected by branches on the 

basis of two delegates for the first 2,000 members and one delegate 

for each 2,000 members, or part thereof, with a maximum limit of 

six. In practice, state councils were subordinate to the national 

conference, especially in New South Wales, their main function being 

to enable registration with the state Industrial Tribunals. The 

primary local administrative body was the branch - there originally 

being six in New South Wales - which was governed by a committee of 

management consisting of the branch president, vice-president, 

secretary, two trustees and a variable number of committee men. 

Branches were established to cover an area, industry or group of 

industries and could elect their own organizers and other officials. 

Workplace-based sub-branches continued to hold a formal place within 

the union structure. In practice, however, they were steadily declining 

l71he Federated Ironworkers' Assooiation of Australia - Rules as 
amended at February 15, 1946. 

lBIb"d ~ ., Rule 19, p.26. 

19Ibid., Rule 26, p.33. 

20 Ibid., Rule 20. 

21Ibid., Rule 25, p.33. 

22I bid., State Council Rule 1, p.44. 
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in importance. Although sub-branches were retained in Newcastle, 

in Port Kembla a number were amalgamated or allowed to lapse, 

causing further centralization. 2s 

While the F.I.A. leadership formally supported the formation 

of multi-union shop committees,2" it became increasingly concerned 

that these bodies should not interfere with official union policy. 

Shop committees were supported during the war because of their 

capacity to boost production as much as to gain improvements in 

conditions. 2s 

This reflected an abrupt policy shift by the union's national 

leadership after the invasion of the U.S.S.R. in June 1941. While 

militancy in the steelworks and short stoppages elsewhere were not 

discourage~ the union became increasingly sensitive to areas 

directly related to the war effort such as ship construction and 

repair. Like other communist leaders, Thornton declared that the 

union was engaged in a "War Against Fascism". Invocations to 

avoid stoppages and boost production were perceived not so much as 

abandoning class warfare but rather defending socialism. Neverthe

less, slogans such as "Down with the lazy men in industry" and 

"Down with absenteeism" were not always well received at the shop 

floor level. 

In particular, workers at Cockatoo and Morts Docks in Sydney 

refused to adhere to the union's new war policy and continued to 

implement 'bans and stoppages in protest at excessive overtime, 

working conditions, etc. Relations steadily deteriorated between 

2SFor instance, in March 1945 the Commonwealth Rolling Mills 
and J. Lysaght sub-branches were amalgamated. The reason given was 
that the Lysaght secretary had left and there were not enough 
active delegates to maintain organization. F.I.A. Port Kembla branch 
minutes, Harch 19, 1945; and E. Arrowsmith, interviewed, 
December 21, 1978. 

2"For evidence of such sentiments see The Ironworker, 
February, October and April 1942; and Labor News, October and 
December 1943 and March and June 1944. This attitude was also 
echoed by L.J. McPhillips, interviewed October 17, 1978. 

25The Ironworker, November 1941 and February 1943; and Labor 
News, August 1943. 
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the F.I.A. leadership and its Balmain members. 26 At Morts Dock 

the federal union's attempt to elect its own Balmain delegate 

was thwarted by the election of N. Origlass, then a Trotskyist 

militant, who saw Thornton's centralized control as being an 

objectionable dictatorship.27 Origlass's involvement in stoppages 

induced the F.I.A. national council to dismiss him. Two other co

delegates resigned and all three were replaced by Thornton 

appointees. A meeting of workers resolved that unless the 

appointed delegates were withdrawn workers would refuse to work 

with them. At this stage, the Cockatoo Island Dock became involved. 

The secretary of the shop committee at Cockatoo was Laurie Short, 

a former Trotskyist who eventually became a dedicated anti

communist. The resulting six-week strike was an unprecedented 

rejection of the F.I.A. leadership by the rank and file. Mass 

meetings dismissed the communist officials of the Balmain branch 

and appointed their own officials. In turn, the F.I.A national 

leadership expelled a number of members including Origlass and 

Short. 28 

A compromise was eventually reached through the intervention 

of the A.C.T.U. which restored the membership of Origlass, Short 

and others. In September 1945 the Balmain branch was incorporated 

within the Sydney branch (Sydney branches No. 1 and 2 also being 

merged). The dispute struck a damaging blow to the F.I.A. 

leadership. Its autocratic actions united a diverse group of 

militant democrats, anti-war and right-wing political elements in 

the rank and file against it. The organizational basis for an 

opposition had been created and both Origlass and Short placed in 

positions where they could expect to command support. In 1944 both 

stood for national posts - Origlass for president and Short for 

26 In 1941 the local journal's (Rivets') criticism of the 
working ability of an elderly boilermaker led to a black ban being 
imposed. 

27N• Orig1ass, interviewed November 21, 1978. 

28A full account of the background and events described can be 
found in Daphne Gollan's "The Blamain Ironworkers Strike of 1945 -
Part I: The Factions Emerge 1942-43", Lahor History, no. 22, May' 
1972, pp.22-41 and "The Balmain Ironworkers Strike of 1945 - Part 2: 
The Strike Against the Union", Lahor History, no. 23, November 1972, 
pp.62-73. 
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secretary. The Balmain split revealed a growing gap between the 

upper echelons of the F.I.A. and its rank and file. Nor was this 

rift confined to Balmain. 29 The leadership's position was further 

eroded by a significant decline in membership. Membership fell 

from 57,674 in June 1945 to 44,396 one year later, and continued to 

decline slowly toa low point ·of 42,343 in December 1951. 30 

However,in 1945 the union could still command considerable 

support from its membership. This was amply demonstrated by the 

steel strike in this year which involved 13,000 steelworkers 

representing 15 trade unions and lasted from September 22, 1945 to 

January 6, 1946. The stoppage caught F.r.A. officials by surprise 

and it is hard not to interpret it as a deliberate attempt by B.H.P. 

management,stil1 smarting from its defeats in 1943 and 1944, to 

weaken if not smash union organization. 31 

The dispute began just five weeks after the close of World 

War 11 and the issue at stake was not improved conditions but the 

retention of seniority practices in job allocation and protecting 

29The organizational impetus for this hostility was largely 
from the right wing. In 1945 a body calling itself the "Ironworkers' 
Democratic Committee" began circulating pamphlets. One entitled, 
Red Racket in Port KembLa, drew the attention of the Port Kembla 
branch. (F.I.A. Port Kembla branch minutes, August 29, 1945.) In an 
effort to diffuse dissent an annual rank and file convention was 
introduced in 1947. See Labor News, May 1947. 

30Merritt rejects the notion that this slippage was caused by 
rank and file workers deserting the communist-led union. He argues 
that while there was some movement to right-wing led A.R.U., the 
major reason was ironworkers taking jobs in other industries. The 
decline in munitions industry could also be mentio.ned as a factor 
affecting female employment in particular. See J.A. Merritt, A 
History of the Federated IrorMo:rikers' Association of AustraZ-ia 1909-
1952, op cit., p.46. 

31Certainly this was the view of the Newcastle Trades Hall 
Council and the Illiwarra Trades and Labour Council which jointly 
issued a pamphlet, The Story of the Steel Strike of 1945, detailing their 
view of the events. This view was also expressed by former F.I.A. 
officials interviewed including L.J. McPhillips, Charles Morgan and 
Ted Arrowsmith. The events tend to support their version. There is 
also the suspicion that the company attempted to take advantage of 
the Balmain dispute. In the end, the workers at both docks did not 
join the stoppage. They did send financial support despite a right-
wing attempt to forestall this which surprised Origlass. For a . 
different interpretation see T. Sheridan, "A Case Study in Cornplexi ty. 
The Origins of the 1945 Steel Strike in New South Wales", Labor 
History, no. 41, November 1981, pp.81-109. 
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job delegates from victimization. On September 16, F.I.A. delegate 

D. Parker was instructed to relieve as a lidman (an odious task 

generally reserved for recent employees) in the coke ovens 

department of A.I. & s. at Port Kembla. He refused to do this and 

was suspended for two shifts. 32 On September 18 Parker was again 

directed to do the work and refused. On this occasion his argument 

with regard to seniority was accepted by the superintendent. 33 On 

September 22 Parker again refused a direction to do the work and was 

dismissed. The workers in the coke oven section struck in protest 

at this and were replaced by staff labour. This led to a black ban 

of this section and eventually a strike by the plant's entire work

force of 6,000. From the company's view the strike was not i11-

timed given the reduction in demand for steel and iron. 3" 

When unions approached management with a view to discussing 

the matter, the company refused to deal with the F. LA. because it 

was deregistered in New South Wales - an action later criticized 

by the Full Bench of the New South Wales Industrial Commission and 

the Minister for Labour and Industry.3s The company also refused to 

deal with the Il1awarra Trades and Labour Council Disputes Committee. 

After September 25 the dispute quickly escalated with miners being 

laid off on the south coast, a 24-hour stop-work meeting organized 

by the Newcastle T.H.C. on October 15, the closure of a battery of 

coke ovens at the Newcastle steelworks on October 28 and the closure 

of the entire plant on November ~.' 

At the same time, the Ninister for Labour and Industry 

referred the case before Judge Cantor who, in a reserved judgement 

on November 6, deClared that the dismissal of Parker was both 

32The company works secretary, P.R. Dyball, claimed that this 
was the usual procedure. According to the union, however, the practice 
was to give this work to the man with the least service and there were 
such men available to undertake the job. See S.M.H., September 24, 
1945, p.!. 

33Ibid. 

3"The output of iron and steel at the Port Kemb1a works fell from 
543,880 (iron) and 596,620 (steel) tons in 1944 to 461,270 and 481,696 
tons in 1945, 289,942 and 333,448 tons in 1946, before rising to. 
366,681 and 475,894 tons in 1947. Source: A.I. & S., Port Kembta, 
Statistics Year ended 31st May 1929-1975, op cit. 

3sNew South Wales Legislative Assembly, Hansard, October. 18, 
1945. 
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justified and reasonable. On November 7, a Central Strike Committee 

was established with representatives of both the Port Kembla and 

Newcastle committees and each of the. unions involved. 36 On the 

following day the New South Wales Labor Council assumed control of 

the dispute. Numerous calls were made by officials and mass 

meetings for federal government intervention. In November and 

December there were demonstrations, stoppages, meetings and black 

bans by miners, seamen and ironworkers throughout New South Wales 

and spreading into Victoria. In early January the Full Bench of 

the Industrial Commission ordered A.I. & S. to reinstate Parker and 

a later hearing granted the re-registration of the F.I.A. 37 The 

F.I.A. viewed this not so much as a victory but rather the defence 

of an essential right during a period of renewed victimization and 

anti-union offensives by employers. 

With the war over, 

wages and conditions. 38 

the union renewed its campaigns to improve 

On November 6, 1946, following eight months 

of negotiations between the Victorian branch and the M.T.E.A. over 

pay and conditions of foundry workers, a strike erupted with the 

issue of dismissal notices. 39 The union appealed against the 

settlement handed down by the Arbitration Court in May 1947 and 

succeeded in obtaining further increases in margin rates. While the 

union was officiallY opposed to piecework payment systems, it 

supported strikes aimed at improving rates such as one at Cresco in 

Geelong in March 1948. 40 

Wage increases were also won at the Sydney shipyards in 

December 1946, the ELMA Lamp-Works, Newcastle (March 1947), Thompson 

and Scougall, O.T. Lamprieres, Waddington's and Austral Bronze 

(June 1947), I.C.I. Sydney (September 1947), Brisbane and South 

Australian foundries (May 1947), and B.H.P. Newcastle and A.I. & S., 

36 The total payout of this body and the F.I.A. was £78,058. 

37Labor News, January and February, 1946. 

38Labor News, May 1946. 

39 Labor News, November 1946. 

4oFor evidence of its opposition see Labor News, February 1947 
and October 26, 1949; F.r.A. National Rank and File Convention . 
April 21-24, 1950; and F.r.A. National Council minutes, January 
1952. 
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Port Kemb1a (October 1947). In January 1948 the F.I.A. succeeded 

in having its gains in the New South Wales steelworks passed on to 

S.H.P. subsidiaries in Newcastle (Ry1ands, Lysaght, Stewart and 

L1oyd, Australian Wire Rope Works and Commonwealth Steel) and 

Port Kemb1a (Commonwealth Rolling Mills, Lysaght, Metal Manu

facturers and the Electrolytic Refining and Smelting Company).41 

The leadership retained its scepticism upon arbitration, 

particularly with regard to S.H.P. and Judge Cantor. Where 

arbitration did not deliver the goods the union did not hesitate to 

resort to direct industrial action or endorse rank and fi1e

initiated actions. 42 In 1948 and 1949 the union resorted to 1arge

scale strike action at S.H.P. in addition to numerous unplanned 

sectional stoppages. In its half-yearly industrial report to 

May 31, 1951 A.I. & s. reported with displeasure the union's 

"disregard" for arbitration. 43 

The F.I.A. also strenuously resisted increases in overtime and 

shift arrangements which would intensify work patterns. In 1948 

S.H.P. made an application before the New South Wales Industrial 

Commission that in view of a backlog of orders it should be allowed 

to introduce a rotating six-day roster embracing Saturday. Cantor's 

response to F.I.A. opposition was somewhat predictable. He stated: 

that the policy of his [Thornton's] organization is to 
have this basic and vital and almost primary Australian 
industry restricted to 5 days per week, Monday to Friday, 

41The latter included increased shift work rates. See Labor 
News, June 1947, July 1947, August 1947, November 1947 and January 
1948. The union also actively supported the Queensland railway 
strike in 1948. 

42This attitude was clearly revealed in interviews with 
former (communist) officials of the F.I.A. including Morgan and 
McPhillips who saw collective bargaining as a means of 
countering Cantor's margins tactics of minutely splintering job 
classification rates. (See also Labor News, February 1946, November 
1946, February 1947 and July 1948.) As before, a strong distinction 
was drawn with the A.W.U. which Labor News accused of being funded 
with S.H.P. money and betraying the interests of workers. Labor 
News, March 1946, April 1946, May 1946, June 1946, January 1947 
and January 1949. 

43A.I. & S. Industrial Report to May 31, 1951, July 3, 1951.
Source: S.H.P. Archives, Melbourne. 
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in all but departments where the process itself makes it 
necessary for work to proceed continuously.44 

The upshot was the insertion of a needs of industry clause: 

For the purpose of meeting the needs of the industry the 
company may require any employee to work reasonable 
overtime including work on Sundays and holidays at a 
rate prescribed by this award, and unless reasonable 
excuse exists the employee shall work in accordance with 
such requirements. 45 

The F.I.A. leadership reacted adversely to the Chifley 

government's amendments to the Commonwealth Conciliation and 

Arbitration Act in 1949. 46 It viewed both federal and state 

tribunals as an intolerable encumbrance upon active independent 

unionism. Assistant secretary, L.J. McPhillips, produced a 

pamphlet describing arbitration as a means of controlling unions, 

depressing wages, favouring employers and fining unions or gaoling 

their officials forgoing on strike. 47 According to Merritt there 

was some point to the union's argument~ that arbitration kept wages 

below the level industry could afford. 48 

were 

The industrial strategy of 

heavily conditioned by the 

the F.r.A. in the years up to 1952 

difficulties of 

and its subsidiaries. The communist leaderShip 

working with B.H.P. 

was liable to be 

truculent and displayed a clear preference for a method of job 

regulation that differed from B.H.P.'s chosen means of referring all 

matters for resolution by a friendly judge. While the opportunities 

for direct bargaining, job organization and participative action in 

union affairs were limited, the F.I.A. became committed to such a 

policy almost as an expression of defiance to B.H.P. In the midst 

of the bitter battle with B.H.P. which ensued, the communist 

leadership found itself subject to an internal challenge for control 

\ 

44J. Cantor, New South Wales Industrial Commission, Steel 
Industry Award Hearing, February 23 to October 8, 1948 Judgement 
(493-563), p.498. 

45 bOd I 'Z- ., p.498. 

46Labor News, August 31, 1949 and December 21, 1949. 

47L.J. MCPhi11ips, Arbitration? (Sydney, undated). 

48J.A. Merritt, A History of the Federated Ironworkers' 
Association of Australia 1909-1952, op oit., p.447. 
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of the union. In this context little opportunity existed for the 

union to consider other matters. Yet a significant change was about 

to take place which underwrote these developments. The F.I.A. was 

gradually becoming a "migrant union", experiencing a massive change 

in the composition of its membership. The next section will consider 

how the union responded to this internal upheaval. 

Responses to Immigrants 1945-1952 

Unlike many unions, the F.I.A. displayed a prominent interest 

in immigration from the very outset. 49 Luckham argues that before 

1952 the F. LA. generally took a hostile line on immigration at 

A.C.T.U. Congresses with Labor News making bitter attacks upon 

immigration. 5o However, this over-simplifies the position with regard 

to national officials, branches and the rank and file membership. 

The concern of the leadership with immigration was explicable not 

only in terms of their political philosophy but also their 

responsibility to maintain the living standards of a semi-skilled 

membership faced with some early retrenchment problems following 

the wind-down of wartime production. The initial response from 

Thornton was indeed far from being totally hostile. In his annual 

report to the 1945 national conference Thornton stated: 

The question of immigration will be a pressing and 
controversial one as soon as the war ends and I think 
we should clear up our attitude to it. Obviously 
Australia needs a much greater population than will 
be obtained by natural increase. I don't think I need 
traverse all the arguments for a greater population. 
Just one will suffice. Any country's property, its 
standard of living, is dependent, while capitalism 

49No survey was undertaken of the union's attitude prior to 
1939. The matter was not discussed during the war years as far as 
Labor News was concerned. Merritt reports that in 1916 a motion 
to exclude all aliens from the F.r.A. was easily defeated. In 
1925 the union urged the New South Wales Labor Council to adopt a 
motion calling for an immediate cessation to all immigration until 
unemployment had been eliminated. Ibid. 

5 OB. Luckham, IrrD71igration and the Australian Labour Movement, 
op cri-t., p.38. 
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continues, on markets for its goods. No country can for 
long be prosperous if it depends mainly on exports. A 
large home market, provided by a large ~opulation on a 
high standard of living, is necessary. 5 

National conference resolved to support planned immigration, 

in line with A.C.T.U. policy, but warned: 

There is a necessity for proper safeguards against an 
influx of migrants from low-wage countries in such 
numbers and at such a rate that Australian standards 
might be menaced, and for that reason a strict quota 
system should be introduced. But the quotas should 
operate for economic reasons and should not be based on 
race, colour or religious denomination which is part of 
the Fascist creed which the people of the United Nations 
have suffered so much to eradicate. 52 

Thornton's speech and the national conference resolution raised 

a great deal of public controversy, not because of the union's 

stance on the safeguards advocated but because of the national 

secretary's denunciation of the "White Australia" policy. 53 

Irrespective of this criticism, Thornton maintained a policy of 

closely liaising with Immigration Minister Calwell on the 

implementation of the programme. 54 The first serious test of this 

liaison came with the proposal to introduce displaced persons into 

the steel industry and other areas of employment covered by the 

F.I.A. 55 

On February 13, 1948 the Secretary of the Department of Labour 

and National Service wrote to Thornton informing him of proposals 

to establish hostels for displaced persons in Newcastle and 

Port Kembla. Thornton replied that the F.I.A.'s national council 

51Quoted in White Australia and Yellow Press (J. McPhillips, 
Sydney, undated). See also Labor News, June and July 1945 and 
February 1946. 

52F.I.A. Annual National Conference minutes, 1947. 

53See White Australia and Yellow Press, op oit.; and The 
SUnday SUn, July 15, 1945. 

54See correspondence, E. Thornton to A.A. Calwell, October 9, 
1947 and Calwell's reply, October 22, 1947. 

55For evidence of early criticism see Labor News, January, July 
and December 1948. 
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was opposed to the project. 56 Following further enquiries Thornton 

stated: 

This union has no prejudice against foreigners being 
employed in our industry and is certainly not opposed 
to extra labour being put into the steel works, but as 
I said in my letter of February 27th, the union is 
concerned about the attitude towards trade unionism 
already shown by a number of these displaced persons in 
public statements, and we fear that to employ such 
people in a strong trade union centre such as 
Port Kembla is to invite friction and industrial disputes. 
Industrial relations between this union and Australian 
Iron and Steel have never been very satisfactory and we 
don't want something else to happen which will make these 
relations worse. However, I wish to assure you that we 
will be quite willing to take part in further discussions 
about this matter which may result in some substantial 
agreement being reached. 57 

National council referred its opinion to the Port Kembla branch 

which endorsed its action. Displaced persons with a "clean" trade 

union record would be acceptable provided they were not housed in 

exclusive hostels and were approved by the Port Kembla branch prior 

to employment. 58 Thornton refuted press allegations that the F.I.A. 

was attempting to sabotage immigration, stating that the union had 

always contained a high component of foreign-born members, did not 

operate a discriminatory policy and was merely trying to safeguard 

the interests of its members and avoid friction. 59 Council's 

policy was unanimously endorsed by the annual national conference 

held in May.60 

Following this rebuff Calwell informed Thornton that the 

government was.doing all it could to introduce British migrants by 

operating only three of the fourteen selection priorities (the 

provision of accommodation), but was limited by the shortage of 

56Thornton alleged that the prov1s10n of accommodation 
constituted preference to displaced persons over British migrants. 
Correspondence, Thornton to Calwell, February 8, 1948. 

57Quoted in a letter from Calwell to Thornton, June 22, 1949. 

58F.I.A. Port Kemb1a branch. minutes, March 9 and March 23, 1948. 
See also the S.M.H., /.larch 26, 1948, p.1. 

59See the S.M.H., March 27, 1948, p.2 (editorial); and 
Thornton's reply dated March 30, 1948. 

6oF.I.A. Annual National Conference minutes, May 17, 1948. 
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shipping and local housing. He stated that displaced persons under

went thorough security screening prior to selection and while they 

were usually sent to remote regions (where they would not aggravate 

the housing situation) labour was urgently required for industries 

producing basic materials. He further assured Thornton that: 

Before any workers are allocated to industry the full co
operation and agreement of the appropriate trade union 
is sought and new workers advised of the advantages of 
union membership.61 

This did not completely allay the F.I.A. leadership's misgivings and 

a series of conditions governing the employment of displaced persons 

were devised. The union proposed the trial engagement of 

twenty displaced persons per month for three months, hostels to house 

both migrants and local men, union membership to be a condition of 

employment, displaced persons to be retrenched first and gain no 

advantage in promotion to higher jobs outside the seniority order, 

that they must act as ordinary unionists or be dismissed and pending 

this trial they should be employed only at A.I. & 5. 62 These 

provisions were intended to ensure the assimilation of displaced 

persons and preclude their use as strikebreakers. 63 

In November, Thornton wrote to Calwell informing him of these 

conditions. 6. Calwell replied that such small batches were 

uneconomic, workers would need to be spread amongst companies in 

,order to boost production and displaced persons would need a period 

of grace before they could afford union dues, although organizers 

would be offered every facility at reception centres and hostels to 

enrol them. Calwell assured Thornton that no migrant unwilling to 

join the union or whose inability to speak English presented a 

safety hazard would be employed. Nor would these migrants displace 

Australian or British-born workers (in case of redundancy they 

61Correspondence, Calwell to Thornton, June 1, 1948. 

6 2 "Condi tions of Employment of Balts", attached to letter from 
L.J. McPhillips, assistant national secretary, to W. Frame, F.I.A. 
Port Kembla branch secretary dated October 21, 1948. 

63This intention is made clear by a letter from McPhillips to 
Mr Richardson, Trades Hall, Bendigo, Victoria dated November R, 
1948. 

6'Correspondence, TQornton to Calwell, November 9, 1948. 
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would be laid off first), or be introduced in an undertaking where 

there was an industrial dispute. 65 

Despite these written assurances, negotiations dragged on. In 

February 1949 National Council authorized officials to continue 

negotiations on the basis that the smallest number of displaced 

persons be employed, that seniority should apply in dismissals and 

promotions (with displaced persons starting as labourers), that 

employment be restricted to A.I. & S. and Commonwealth Rolling Mills 

at Port Kembla and the steelworks at Newcastle and the other 

conditions already mentioned. 66 At its 11ay meeting Council 

resolved to submit government proposals and agreed safeguards to 

the membership.67 

Assistant secretary .McPhi1lips referred the matter to the 

Newcastle branch where the government proposed to introduce 

400 displaced persons - 341 going to S.H.P. 68 The branch called 

two special meetings of S.H.P. members on June 1, 1949 to consider 

the matter. 69 The proposals generated a great deal of debate with 

members pointing to the housing situation, the likelihood of 

unemployment, threats from S.H.P. superintendents such as "Wait 

till the Salts come here, we will fix you" and the general 

attitude of S.H.P. At both meetings proposals to give the displaced 

persons a trial were rejected and a resolution passed expressing 

distrust at S.H. P. for "its misuse of labour" and calling for 

improved wages and conditions as a solution to labour shortages. 70 

65Correspondence, Calwe1l to Thornton, December 23, 1948. 
Calwel1 referred to relevant extracts from departmental instructions 
of January 1948 prohibiting the use of displaced persons in an anti
union capacity such as strikebreaking. 

66 F•I •A• National Council minutes of meeting held on February 7, 
1949. 

67Ibid., May 12-14, 1949. 

68 F. LA., Newcastle branch, minutes of meeting held on May 22, 
1949. 

69Two meetings were necessary because shift arrangements 
prevented all members attending any single meeting. See F.I.A., 
Newcastle branch, special meeting of S.H.P. members held on June 1 
at 10.00 a.m. and second special meeting, June 1, 7.30 p.m. 

70I bid. For further evidence of branch level hostility see 
F.I.A. Newcastle hranch minutes of C.O.M. meeting, June 20, 1949; and 
special branch meeting, June 22, 1949; and Labor News, June 5 and 
July 6, 1949. 



436. 

The events in Newcastle and the hard line taken by the B.W.I.U., 

W.W.F. and Miners' Federation caused the leadership to rethink 

its conditional acceptance. 71 

On June 15 Calwe1l convened a meeting with the union after 

receiving a deputation from the Newcastle branch which requested 

further undertakings from B.H.P. management. The minister was 

successful in extracting an agreement from B.H.P. that it would not 

engage unnaturalized displaced persons for its operating staff, 

that migrants would be employed in the least attractive jobs 

allowing Australians to transfer to more preferable positions and 

those working short time at Lysaghts would be given an opportunity 

to move to B.H.P. The company also agreed to the formation of a 

tripartite committee to supervise problems arising from migrant 

employment. 72 On June 22 Calwel1 sent Thornton a full copy of the 

negotiations, undertakings by B.H.P. and an eight-point agreement 

covering the employment of displaced persons. The agreement 

specified that displaced persons who refused union membership were 

to be dismissed. 73 

While Luckham sees these moves as politically motivated, this 

ignores the union's prior experience with B.H.P. which could be 

expected to make workers suspicious. 74 The evidence of branch and 

sub-branch meetings suggests that the rank and file membership 

were not simply being led on by obstructionist union officials. At 

a well attended meeting of the Port Kembla branch in July, the 

national officials' report for accepting displaced persons was 

accepted, but with 51 dissenting votes. 7S Following the arrival of 

displaced persons at the Newcastle steelworks in September, meetings 

71Correspondence, L.J. McPhillips to W. Frame, June 10, 1949. 

72 S•M• H., June 18, 1949, p.4. 

73Correspondence, Ca1well to Thornton, June 22, 1949. 

74 B• Luckham, Irmrigration and the AustraUan Lobour Movement, 
op cit., p.39. 

7s F• I •A• Port Kembla branch minutes, July 12, 1949. 
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of the B.H.P. sub-branch called for further restrictions. 76 

National officials, indeed, claimed that they helped sell the 

proposals. While Labor News had been critical of displaced persons, 

it also published articles praising their involvement in industrial 
disputes. 77 

However, if the union leadership was prepared to accept 

displaced persons, its attitude to immigration in general had 

hardened. Annual national conference expressed its opposition to 

the government's immigration policy, arguing that there were "signs 

of depression". 78 This hardening was also associated with the 

union'S push for improved wages and conditions. 

In September, October and November 1949 the secretary of the 

Department of Labour and National Service and other D.L.N.S. 

officials informed Thornton of plans for introducing displaced 

persons into A.I. & S., Lysaghts, Commonwealth Rolling Mills and 

Australian Fertilizers (Port Kembla).79 The union continued to be 

notified of additional placements 80 and even helped facilitate the 

introduction of more migrants into B.H.P. Newcastle. 81 Neverthe

less, Thornton remained acutely sensitive to any associated problems. 

On September 27, 1949 he wrote to Ca1we11 complaining that displaced 

persons had been introduced to B.H.P. Whya11a and E.R. & S. at 

Port Kembla where the A.W.U. and F.I.A. were competing for members. 82 

The F.I.A. used its close liaison with the D.L.N.S. to forestall 

76F.I.A., B.H.P. SUb-branch, minutes of meetings held on 
September 22, 1949 at 10.00 a.m. and 7.30 p.m. See also the S.M.H., 
September 13, 1949, p.3 and September 21, 1949, p.3. 

77See , for instance, Labor News, October 12, 1949 and 
September 27, 1950. 

78 F• I •A• Annual National Conference minutes, September 12-16, 1949. 

79Correspondence between Funne11 and R. Marsh (D.L.N.S.) with 
Thornton dated September 7, 20 and 23, October 6 and November 30, 
1949. 

80See correspondence from Marsh and Funnell to Thornton dated 
February 14, 21 and 29, March 3 and 6, May 1, 3 and 30 and August 22, 
1950. 

8IS.M.H., June 9,1950, p.5. 

82Correspondence, Thornton to Calwell, September 27, 1949. On 
October 25 Calwell stated the displaced persons were informed that they 
were only eligible to join the F.r.A. Thornton replied (October 25) 
that this explanation was insufficient. 
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or delay the introduction of displaced persons into work-places 

where there had been recent redundancies, industrial disputes were 

taking place, the jobs were extremely dangerous, management's 

attitude had been discriminatory to foreign labour or there was 

strong resentment amongst indigenous employees. 83 

Although both parties saw the procedures as operating smoothly, 

problems could arise when union officials suspected employers were 

taking advantage of the situation. In Victoria the local branch 

of the F.I.A. expressed concern at the influx of migrants whose 

ignorance of the language and industrial practice along with their 

need to repay their fares were seen as a dangerous incentive for 

them to break down local conditions. Labor News reported that 

workers in a Victorian foundry had asked the company to 

speak 

limit the 

English. 84 number of migrants until some already there could 

Luckham states that during 1949 the branch issued a circular to job 

delegates requesting that they secure a limit to the number of 

displaced persons employed, restrict their promotion and seek the 

dismissal of those who proved objectionable to other workers. 85 

The state secretary, B. F1anagan, laid most of the blame with 

employers, accusing them of influencing migrants in their choice of 

unions and getting them to start early without pay; 

83For instance, in correspondence with the Department of Labour 
and National Service in October 1950 the F.I.A. opposed the 
application by Scougall and Thompson for additional displaced persons 
because a number of union members had been dismissed recently, the 
plant was extremely dangerous, labour relations in the foundry 
were bad and their introduction might lead to trouble. A similar 
stance was adopted with regard to Commonwealth Engineering because 
redundancies had led to an overtime ban and the union felt members 
would react strongly to the introduction of displaced persons at this 
time. The union called for limited entry at Metters where the 
S.M.W.U. and F.I.A. had overlapping coverage. At Malleable Castings 
a delay was requested until the delegate returned and could overcome 
the uncompromising attitude Australian members had previously 
displayed. 

84The company was reported to have agreed to this proposal. 
Labor News. November 9, 1949. 

85B. Luc kham , Immigration and the AustraZian Labour Movement. 
op cit., p.39. In December, the Sydney Morning HeraZd reported that 
the branch was seeking to limit the number of displaced persons 
admitted to membership. S.M.H., December 30, 1949, p.3. 
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Although there are some bad types among them, European 
migrants in the main are playing a good role in Victorian 
industry. They are at a disadvantage in that they are 
under government control for two years and can be sent 
back to the depot from whence they came or even their own 
country.B6 

The vulnerability of migrants to exploitation continued to be a 

source of concern to the union. B7 

The effectiveness of the restrictive devices proposed by the 

Victorian branch is open to doubt. National secretary Thornton 

denied claims by the Daily Telegraph that the union had restricted 

the employment of displaced persons and their rights. Referring to 

the F.I.A.'s agreement with the federal government, Thornton stated 

that the union had to protect its members from 

to employ Australian and 

unscrupulous 

British workers and employers 

played on 

practice. 

who refused 

migrants' language difficulties and ignorance of industrial 

The number of nO~-English speaking workers had also been 

limited on dangerous jobs for safety reasons. BB Faced with continued 

press criticism, Thornton wrote to Immigration ~Iinister Holt 

requesting him to clarify the position. Bs 

B6Labor News, February 15, 1950. See also Tribune, March 1, 
1950. 

B70n September 12, 1951 the Victorian secretary stated that 
many "New Australians" were being paid below award rates especially 
in work-places where the bulk of the workforce was migrant. Later 
the same month the Adelaide branch secretary stated that many 
employers refused to accept a week's notice from migrants and claimed 
that they were compelled to work for two years with the firm to which 
they were sent by the Immigration Department. (Those refusing to 
adhere to this often lost their hOliday entitlements.) See Labor 
News, September 12 and September 26, 1951. 

BBCorrespondence, Thornton to the editor, Daily Telegraph 
dated February 22, 1950. See also Labor News, September 14, 1949. 

BSCorrespondence, Thornton to H.E. Holt, February 14, 1950. On 
July 28, 1950 Holt wrote to assistant national secretary, L.J. 
McPhillips stating that he was not unaware of the union's co
operation in the employment and assimilation of displaced persons 
including metropolitan foundries and the grace it had given with 
regard to union dues. Holt said he realized that non-English 
speaking and industrially inexperienced migrants created 
administrative difficulties for trade unions but argued pressing 
labour and material shortages necessitated immigration or the 
importing of steel. See also Tribune, February 11, 1950. 
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From 1950 onwards the union's problems changed from dealing 

with the absorption of a few thousand displaced persons to coping 

with a migrant influx on a scale sufficient to bring about a rapid 

alteration in the composition of the F.I.A.'s membership. According 

to Merritt, older workers had begun to leave the industry from 

1943 onwards. After the war there was an accelerated tendency for 

ironworkers to seek jobs in other industries. 9D The Victorian 

branch was already concerned at the problems associated with a high 

proportion of immigrants in particular work-places. 91 In October 

1951 it issued a circular drawing attention to the language problems 

which were making the holding of meetings difficult and the decisions 

of workers in some shops not to accept any more foreign labour. 92 

The union was also facing some problems in enrolling migrants 

and ensuring they remained financial. One Victorian organizer 

accused "New Australians" of causing trouble by wasting the time of 

officials who had to chase them up for dues. He suggested that some 

refused to join the union so they would be transferred to a better 

job by the Department of Labour and National Service. 9' This claim 

was refuted by a migrant at the South Australian Railways Boiler 

Shop, Islington who stated that 80 per cent of his workmates had 

joined the F.I.A. in preference to unions with cheaper dues and all 

supported unionism. 9" The Port Kemb1a branch of the union dealt 

with the issue of migrants who were not union members or were 

unfinancial on a number of occasions. 9s In Newcastle, local union 

officials opposed the introduction of additional non-British migrants 

into the B.H.P. steelworks in August 1951. An organizer claimed that 

of the 774 "New Australians" already employed, 221 were not union 

9DJ.A. Merritt, A History of the Federated Ironworkers' 
Assooiation of AustraUa 1909-1952, op oit., pp.417-419. 

91At the 1950 annual national conference, branch secretary 
Flanagan proposed that the union publish literature in German for New 
Australians. F.I.A. Annual National Conference minutes, April 24, 1950. 

92B.F. Flanagan, secretary, F.I.A. Victorian Branch Circular, 
October 19, 1951. 

93Labor News, May 9, 1951. 

9"Labor News, June 6, 1951. 

9s F•I •A• Port Ke~b1a branch. C.O.M. minutes, September 22, 1949 
and March 10,1952. 
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members and a further 331 were unfinancial. 9f 

Luckham suggests that the union's organizing problems derived 

from the communist leanings of its leadership.97 This view was 

also propagated in the press. In June 1950, the Newoastle Morning 

Herald, Daily Telegraph and Sydney Morning Herald all reported 

that many migrants at the Mayfield and Nelson's Bay Hostels had 

refused to accept their copy of Labor News with thousands 

accumulating at the post offices at Mayfield and Nelson's Bay.9s 

Acting national secretary, L.J. McPhillips, wrote to the post offices 

concerned and could find no evidence of the alleged events taking 

place. 99 It is significant that the organizing problems referred to 

in Newcastle and Port Kembla continued after the local communist 

union officials had been defeated. Although the attitudes of 

eastern European migrants cannot be ignored it would seem that 

language, apathy, ignorance of local practices and a desire to avoid 

unnecessary costs were the prime reasons for membership problems. 

Union responses to the organizational problems associated with 

migrants were mixed but generally unfavourable. In Victoria the 

union had begun to produce multilingual material. At the National 

Rank and File Convention held in 1950 a migrant delegate from 

Victoria assured members that foreign-born workers would stand with 

their Australian-born counterparts while another asked that 

publication of multilingual union information should be 

carried out on a national basis. 100 However the mood of the 

9fA meeting of shop stewards at B.H.P. also carried a motion 
stating that migrants represented a safety hazard. S.M.H., 
August 14, 1951, p.4. For evidence of later protests see the 
S.M.H., May 8, 1952, p.6. 

97B. Luckham, Irrurrigration and the Australian Labour Movement, 
op ait •• p.41. 

9sS.M. H., June 23, 1950; Daily Telegraph, June 23, 1950; and 
Newoastle Morning Herald, June 23, 1950. 

99L.J. McPhi1lips, correspondence with the Postmasters of 
Mayfield and Nelson's Bay dated June 26, 1950 and the editors of 
the Sydney Morning Herald, Daily Telegraph and Newoastle Morning 
Herald all dated July 7, 1950. 

looF.I.A. National Rank and File Convention minutes, 
April 17-21, 1950. 
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convention was directed more towards an end to migration than 

helping migrants already resident. A resolution was passed 

unanimously declaring convention's opposition to the government's 

immigration programme because of the danger it posed to the 

housing shortage and future unemployment. The resolution also 

called for the interests of migrants to be defended and their active 

participation as union members encouraged. 'O' For its part, the 

union's National Council passed a motion condemning the present 

immigration intake in July 1951. '02 

Overall, throughout its period of control the communist 

leadership of the F.I.A. was very cautious, though not entirely 

obstructive to the introduction of migrants. The early suspicion 

and rank and file hostility can be readily understood within the 

context of bitter struggles in the 1930s and 1940s. Although the 

Victorian branch published some multilingual material, the union 

generally relied on informal interpreters passing on the message. 

The absence of a more positive approach undoubtedly isolated some 

migrants from the union. Problems did arise when migrants became 

concentrated in particular sections, plants or shifts, making 

unionization difficult especially with regard to companies such as 

B.H.P. which had always attempted to suppress shop delegates and 

rank and file organization. The union was able to use government 

authorities to counter this to some extent. The union leadership 

was fearful that the introduction of immigrants would erode its 

bargaining power and strategy which showed scant regard for 

arbitration. Workers at the Newcastle steelworks were particularly 

worried about seniority practices which had already been challenged 

by the company in 1945. There was some friction over overtime 

allocation in a number of work-places but most officials reported 

that only a minority of migrants attempted to break down conditions 

101Ibid. See also minutes of F.I.A. Port Kembla branch 
C.O.M. re Rank and File Convention held in Wollongong, 
March 5-6, 1950. A Western Districts branch motion called on the 
government to ensure that all migrants were required to learn 
English while at work. 

102A motion from Flanagan calling for greater assistance for 
foreign-born workers was referred to national conference. F.I.A. 
National Council minutes, July 25-30, 1951. 
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and these were often drawn into line by fellow workmates who 

understood the importance of award provisions and local custom. 

The union leadership's concern was also based on its belief that 

the employment situation would deteriorate. In addition, it was 

acquiring something of a siege mentality in the face of attacks 

from the press, a conservative government, employers, arbitration 

tribunals and factions within the union itself. 

The F.I.A. response to migrants during the declining years of 

communist leadership can only be described as low-key. The 

characteristic inertia of Australian unionism exhibited itself while 

the union tried to conduct "business as usual" in a crisis 

atmosphere. 

Defeat of the Communists and Rise of the Industrial Group 

One aspect of this crisis was the right-wing challenge to the 

communist leadership. Communist' officials suffered their first 

major rebuff when their wartime policy of minimizing strikes and 

promoting production led to a dramatic confrontation in the Balmain 

branch of the union. In the late 1940s a co-ordinated right-wing 

opposition faction crystallized with the formation of industrial 

groups within the union. In 1949 Laurie Short launched a strong 

campaign against the leadership. The first breakthrough came in 

Newcastle where a "Grouper" returning officer was appointed at a 

mass meeting in November for the forthcoming election which 

Industrial Group candidates subsequently won. I03 In the national 

ballot, Short was defeated for the post of national secretary by 

1,682 votes with other Industrial Group candidates losing by 

considerably larger margins. 

that the national ballot had 

Convinced by the events in Newcastle 

been rigged, Short took advantage of 
recent amendments to the Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration 

Act to lodge an application alleging irregularities in the 

election early in 1950. 

I03Merritt attributes the early demise of the communist officials 
in Newcastle to local members' fears of B.H.P. and their decision (in 
the light of the coal strike experience, anti-communist propaganda and 
the influx of migrants) that an anti-communist leadership would be 
better able to live in peace with the company. J.A. Merritt, A 
History of the Federated IrOnWorkers' Assooiation of AustraZia 1909-
1952, op oit., p.436. 
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Short rejected a proposal at the 1950 Rank and File Convention 

in April that a committee (of which he would select half the 

members) be set up to investigate the election prior to legal 

proceedings taking place. The case heard before the Arbitration 

Court dragged on for 16 months involving 64 witnesses and more than 

400 exhibits. lo • In his decision J. Dunphy found that at least 

1,800 ballot papers had been forged by persons unknown but favouring 

Thornton. lOS Short, who had been expelled from the union during the 

case and reinstated by the Court, was declared to have been 

elected national secretary and assumed office in November 1951. 

Industrial Group candidates won all national positions in March 1952 

and by the end of this year had defeated the last incumbent 

communist officials. lo6 

The struggle was extremely bitter. At one stage Short was 

physically assaulted, considerably increasing the support for him in 

the press. Broad factors aiding the groups have already been 

outlined in Chapter 6. In addition to these, a number of influences 

are worth mentioning. First, as already suggested, the Balmain 

strike in 1945 was the first sign of a rift between the union'S 

communist leadership and the rank and file. Merritt suggests that 

Thornton's stance on "White Australia" and his association with the 

lO'A notable exception being E. Thornton who was overseas at 

this time. For a detailed account of the trial see Fred Wells, 1he 

Defeat of the Communists in the Federated Ironworkers' Association 

(unpublished typed paper, 1972). 

lOSThere is almost no doubt that the ballot was rigged. 

D. Gollan, a former employee of the F. LA., admitted "adjustments" 

had been made at a paper given to the "Women and the Labour Movement" 

Conference held at Macquarie University in 1978. Such ballot rigging 

had gone on long before the communists won office. 

l06Whi1e Some defeated officials - the secretaries of the 

Port Kembla, Newcastle and Sydney branches for instance - were able 

to obtain employment as ironworkers, others were not, including 

E. Thornton, the former national secretary whose attempt to gain 

F.r.A. membership failed even after an application to the New South 

Wales Industrial Commission in 1955. This precluded him from 

mounting a challenge to Short. In 1959 Thornton attempted to 

establish a rival Riggers' and Scaffolders' Union but this bid too 

was unsuccessful. Ted Arrowsmith alleged he had been blacked by 

A.1. & S. (interviewed November 21, 1979). For evid~nce pertaining 

to these points see Labor News, May 1952 and February 1956; 

Tribune, February 17, 1954; and F.I.A. National Council minutes, 

June 27-28, 1955. 
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World Federation of Trade Unions further alienated him from the 

rank and file. 107 His somewhat brash and arrogant personality was 

hardly endearing. The centralization of union government in 1944 

and 1945 also alienated militants as well as anti-communists. 

Second, the union's declining membership and growing financial 

problems did not aid the incumbent leadership's survival chances. lOB 

Third, the F.I.A. memberShip was undergOing significant changes. 

Many of those who had witnessed the bitterness of the union's early 

years and the dramatic improvements in conditions won by Thornton 

and company had left the industry. Newcomers accepted these new 

conditions. 109 

Fourth, Merritt makes the point that the introduction of the 

40-hour week by the Commonwealth Arbitration Court from January 1, 

1948 and legislation by the New South Wales government granting 

compensation for silicosis and improved leave provisions made the 

communist officials' "class war" propaganda less attractive. 110 

On the other hand, the success of peaceful arbitration negotiation 

and government reforms made the non-militant approach of Short appear 

both effective and desirable. 

Fifth, if the communist leadership saw election rigging as a 

justified short-term measure to ride out the storm of the "cold 

war" assault and give them time for the rank and file to "catch up", 

its long-term effects were disastrous. It enabled the Industrial 

Group to condemn communist officials as corrupt, enabling a clean 

sweep of all posts when there is reason to believe that some 

officials were well respected and might have hung on given the 

107J •A• Merritt, History of the Federated IrorMorkers' 
Association of Australia 1909-1952, op cit., pp.407-408. 

10BFor an account of F.I.A. finances see Reasons for the 
Decline in the Financial position of the Federation from the last 
Four Years of Communist Control 1949-1952 Inclusive (undated 
roneoed). 

109Attempts were made to inform them of these achievements. 
See, for instance, the pamphlet, IrOrMorkers in Port Kembla 
(P. McHenry, New South Wales state secretary, F.I.A., undated). 

110J.A. Merritt, History of the Federated IrorMorkers' 
Association of Australia 1909-1952, op cit., p.41S. 
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closeness of the voting. 111 Indeed, the Victorian branch leadership 

and one Port Kembla official, W. Frame, did hang on until the end of 

1952. Short made good use of the ballot rigging issue to entrench 

his own position; 112 It also made it difficult for the left wing to 

mount a new campaign to win back control of the union. 

Sixth, the communists were not favoured by postal ballots 

which tended to make voting very much a public issue with both the 

press and church strongly advocating the cause of the Industrial 

Groups.'1S 

Seventh, the Industrial Groups actively sought the allegiance 

of migrants, especially eastern Europeans who could be expected to 

have no sympathy with communism. They could have had little impact 

on the 1949 ballot since few were employed at this time. In 

September 1950 Labor News reported that the anti-communists were 

publishing leaflets in German. '" In November it was reported that 

more than 600 "New Australians" employed in the steel industry on 

the south coast had decided to vote against communist candidates at 

the forthcoming elections after weekend meetings at hostels. "S 

The workers were told by speakers including a migrant candidate for 

the Port Kembla branch Committee of Management and L. Short that 

communists were trying to keep them out of the union and had 

forbidden their employment in skilled positions within the industry. 

Replying to this criticism, the secretary of the Port Kembla branch, 

Bill Frame, stated the union had no racial prejudice, protected the 

interests of all members and migrants were to be found in all 

sections of the steelworks apart from the jetty.'16 Frame rejected 

11'A pamphlet issued by the Committee for Free Trade Unions, 
The Truth about the Ironworkers' BaZZot (Democratic Press, Sydney, 
undated) can be seen as a somewhat rueful attempt to make this 
point. However, the damage had been done by this stage. 

l12See Labor News, May 2 and May 16, 1952. 

11SMost of the former communist officials interviewed from 
Sydney, Wollongong and Newcastle referred to instances where 
Catholic priests actively urged their parishioners to vote for the 
anti-communists. 

l14Labor News, September 27, 1950. 

llSDaiZy TeZegraph, November 12, 1950. Short alleged that 
communists in Australia took their orders from Moscow. 

116 IUawarra Daily Meraury, November 4, 1950. 
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Short's allegation that the union's communist leadership had 

bitterly opposed the arrival of immigrants, stating that the union's 

concern had been with the contract system, hostel accommodation and 

the exploitation of "New Australians" by unscrupulous employers who 

intended to break down existing conditions to the detriment of all 

employees. 117 

In October 1951 Short alleged that migrant members of the Sydney 

branch were being intimidated by communist job delegates into voting 

for the militant ticket. Standover tactics were being used to 

obtain ballot papers. Short stated, "If we are elected there will 

be no more political strikes, overtime bans or stoppages". 116 For 

their part, communist officials also alleged that Industrial Group 

organizers were collecting and/or filling in ballot papers from the 

homes of migrants on weekends. 119 The communists also began to 

issue their own pamphlets warning migrants that the arbitration 

court was being used to weaken unions and: 

some people in the union actually assist Menzies. They 
are not friends of New Australians although they pretend 
to be. So, hoping you will lick-up anti-communist 
propaganda and forget about prices, wages, homes and 
other urgent needs they hurl anti-communist abuse at 
other members of the union. Mr Menzies does exactly the 
same thing. But anti-communist abuse will not feed you 
or bring your families together. So don't listen to 
these false friends and don't vote for them in the union 
elections. Vote for and support those candidates who 
want to use all the union's strength to fight for 
better living conditions, homes, a peaceful life and a 
stronger union. That is the way for New Australians to 
play their part in helping to solve their own economic 
problems.'2~ 

The battle for the allegiance of migrant voters became more 

intense in 1952. Foreign-language pamphlets were issued by both 

117r bid. Frame also suggested that an earlier speaker had, 
himself, bitterly opposed non-British migrants. 

116DaiZy TeZegraph, October 22, 1951. 

119E. Arrowsmith, interviewed November 21, 1978. 

120N~ AustraZians - This Concerns You (pamphlet issued by the 
Rank and File Committee elected at a special ironworkers' Sydney 
branch meeting, October 3, 1951). 
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sides in Victoria, New South Wales and South Australia. 121 In 

November 1952 the Sydney Morning HeraZd published a cartoon 

following unspecified reports that migrants in Port Kembla had 

been: 

threatened by communists that unless they voted for the 
unity ticket in the current union ballots, reprisals 
will be made against their relatives in Iron Curtain 
countries. 122 

ALL WI:\D 

~~"" AUltralbn lro .. ,..orken .t Port K~mbla If It reported 10 haye hetn Ihrutened 
by Communillls that unlft5 thty yOle the unity ticktt in tbe cutTrnt union hallol, repr~lIl~ 
will be .... dt 'pi""l thrir rt'l.fi1le!!l in Iron Curtain eounlries. 

In the subsequent election, the last incumbent communist official 

was defeated by six votes. 

Despite evidence of fierce electioneering it is difficult to 

assess the impact of the migrant vote. Laurie Short felt the 

121For example, Per TUtti I NUovo AustraZiane (W. Frame, 
Port Kembla secretary (Italian, 1952)), IroYMorkers! MetaZarbeiter!!, 
VerwaZtungskomittee (Adelaide branch, 1952) and F.I.A. WahZen jUer die 
AdeZaide Branch-RUs and programme der EinigheiZskandidaten - waehZt 
und Kaerrrpft dafver!! Pamphlets may have been issued by other 
branches. 

122S.M.H., November 20, 1952, p.2. 
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migrant vote had been valuable but not decisive. 123 The leader of 

the communist faction, L.J. McPhillips, felt the language difficulties 

of migrants made them easy prey for grouper propaganda. Further, 

some migrants sympathetic to the communist cause had been fearful of 

resuming activism in Australia in case they were deported. Because 

few attended mass meetings they were prone to be swayed by 

electioneering material. However, overall, he believed migrants 

themselves were not as important as the church which was also active 

in altering the allegiance of Australian-born workers who still made 

up the overwhelming majority of F.I.A. members. 12 ' This view was 

shared by Newcastle officials. Port Kembla officials did feel 

migrants played a role in their defeat in 1952. 125 The material 

evidence and the closeness of the voting suggest that even a few 

migrant votes could well have been decisive in the elections within 

this branch. A Polish-born migrant was even elected to the 

Port Kembla branch Committee of Management in December 1952 as part 

of the "Short" team. 126 A significant impact (of migrants) can also 

be discerned in the Victorian branch elections at this time. 

Overall, however, migrants were not central to the communists' 

defeat. It is notable that neither faction made, with one or two 

exceptions, any use of migrants as candidates for union posts. 

The political struggle that has been described so far had 

apparently little relationship to the changes in membership being 

wrought by migration. However, the kind of union that was to emerge 

under the new right-wing leadership was one especially suited to a 

large uninvolved and ethnically divided membership, unlike the 

preceding communist leadership which had relied - at least in part -

upon a solidaristic and active membership. The following section 

cannot claim to show that the industrial strategy of the right-wing 

F.I.A. leadership was a product of the ethnically-mixed membership, 

123L. Short, interviewed October 13, 1977. 

12'L.J. McPhi11ips, interviewed October 17, 1978. 

125W• Frame and E. Arrowsmith, interviewed November 21, 1978. 

126Labor News, December 1952. 
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nor that it contributed - through its ineffectiveness - to the 

increasing importance of migrants as the steel industry was 

allowed to become an entrepot employer by a tame unaggressive 

union. This section merely sets out the kind of industrial strategy 

that the right-wing leadership was to employ. 

The New Leadership: Industrial Strategy 

On gaining control, the Industrial Group did not make any 

dramatic changes to the administrative structure established by 

Thornton in 1944 for this structure permitted an effective and 

centralized bureaucratic control of the union's affairs. 127 A 

number of changes were made to focus membership involvement upon the 

triennial election of officials and away from branch meetings. 

Annual national conference altered the union's rules to provide that 

all elections be conducted by an independent returning officer. The 

branch C.O.M. was empowered to appoint Labour Council delegates and 

fill vacancies among officials by appointment. The quorum for 

branch meetings was altered from 25 members to 15 per cent of the 

branches' financial membership. The quorum required for branch 

meetings calling for a referendum on a National Council or national 

conference decision was also significantly increased. 12B The 

justification for the latter changes was that it removed the capacity 

of small minorities to disrupt the activities of elected officials 

through general branch meetings. 129 

While this appeared democratic in intent, the effect was to 

make it almost impossible for rank and file members to sanction or 

directly influence the decisions of branch or national officials. 

At the larger branches an attendance of several thousand would be 

required before a decision binding on officials could be passed. 

Given the fact that many members were engaged on shiftwork, a 

127J.A. Merritt, E£story of the Federated Ironworkers' 
Association of Australia 1909-1952, op cit., p.452. 

12BFor evidence of the old rules see Federated Ironworkers' 
Association of Australia Rules as Amended 1949, p.29 and pp.47-58. 

129See J.R. Kerr, "The Struggle against Communism in the Trade 
Unions", Quadrant, vol. 4, no. 4, Spring 1960, p.35. 
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turn-up of this size would have been extremely difficult unless 

stop-work meetings were called. The calling of such meetings was 

nominally the prerogative of the branch executive - a "Catch-22" 

situation. 130 The changes effectively stifled prospects of 

communists and militant A.L.P. elements opposed to the Industrial 

Group's industrial philosophy whose activities centred at the rank 

and file level and branch meetings. Indeed the rules were 

subjected to challenge before the Commonwealth Arbitration (and 

later Industrial) Court on the basis of their oppressive and 

"tyrannical" nature, being contrary to the Act. 131 

At the Industrial Court hearing in 1957 it was found that after 

early 1952 (the period when Short assumed full control), no branch 

attendance exceeded the quorum of 15 per cent. Indeed, attendances 

at the Sydney Metropolitan branch between June 1952 and the end of 

1955 had ranged from 100 to 200 while the quorum requirement was 

more than 1,850. 132 Nevertheless, recognizing the factional issue 

in these questions, the different organizing strategies and the need 

not to plac'e "committees at the mercy of minorities or mischief 

makers", the challenge was dismissed. 133 This decision was also 

influenced by an earlier modification making the quorum requirement 

for the purpose of calling a referendum of the membership 5 per cent 

at branch meetings called for this purpose. 134 

The importance of these and later rule changes can be understood 

not only in the context of the communist/grouper struggle but also as 

part of a centralization of power essential for the maintenance of 

the industrial strategy of the new leadership. As already suggested 

the industrial philosophy of the Short-Hurrell leadership, maintained 

130F.I.A. Rul-es (1949), op eit., p.53. 

131See Tribune, March 31, 1954 and June 8, 1955. See also 
Byrnes versus Federated Ironworkers' Association of Australia, 
Commonwealth Industrial Court, Sydney, March 5-7, 26, 1957. 
FederaZ Law Reports [1957], pp.309-317. 

132The meeting-place could accommodate only 500. Ibid., 
pp.313-314. 

133Ibid., p.314 and p.317. 

134Ibid.; p.316. 
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with little modification throughout the post-war period, was quite 

different from that followed by Thornton et aZ. First and 

foremost, central arbitration negotiations were to become the 

keynote of the union's strategy for improving conditions (rather 

than as a base-line for further negotiations) in conjunction with 

legislation reforms introduced by Labor governments. 135 According 

to Merritt, Short saw arbitration as performing a useful protective 

function. Whilst collective bargaining might extract greater 

concessions from more prosperous employers, industry-wide 

arbitration safeguarded small, less profitable establishments and 

. helped extract gains made through over-award campaigns, strikes and 

industrial agreements. 136 This attitude was also influenced by 

B.H.P., the largest private employer in Australia, which accounted 

for almost half the entire F.I.A. membership - almost all of those 

engaged in the iron and steel industry - and was committed to 

sticking closely to award provisions. 137 In June 1952 the National 

Council of the union gave an early indication of its policy when it 

rejected a motion from the Port Kembla secretary, W. Frame, calling 

for militant action and stated that the fight for increased margins 

in the metal trades would abide by machinery of the constituted 

trade union movement (A.C.T.U. and T.L.C. dispute committees).138 

At its next meeting Council rejected similar moves from the Victorian 

branch which was then still under communist control. 139 

In general, the new leadership adopted a less hostile 

attitude to management, viewing strikes as a last resort when efforts 

135Labor News, July 18, 1952. In an interesting reference to 
the latter Labor News reported Short as stating that the greatest 
gains for the Australian worker had not been made as a result of 
strikes but legislation enacted by Labor governments. Labor News, 
March 1965. 

136J.A. Merritt, History of the Federated Ironworkers' 
Association of AustraZia 1909-1952, op ait., p.447. 

137The remainder of F.I.A. membership were employed in metal 
fabrication, aluminium smelting and a wide range of associated 
activities. 

138F.I.A. National Council minutes, June 10-13, 1952. 

139Ibid., July 30-31 and August 1, 2 and 5, 1952. 
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at a peaceful resolution proved untenable. Not only were the "push 

button" stoppages of the communist era condemned but also unofficial 

local stoppages not in the context of a broader campaign for 

improved conditions and lacking sanction by the central leadership.'·D 

The union's dispute rule made it imperative that if a problem arose 

that could not be solved amicably, the branch secretary or other 

full-time official be notified before any action was taken in 

furtherance of the dispute. The directions of this officer were to 

be complied with subject to any further directions received from the 

branch C.O.M., national conference or National Council. ' " The 

clear intention of the rule was to prevent direct industrial action 

being initiated without the authority of the union leadership. Such 

disputes could disrupt the union's industrial strategy, delay award 

hearings and render the union liable to fines under penal 

provisions. 

In its journal and pamphlets the F.I.A. leadership stressed the 

requirement that it must be contacted and its officials given a chance 

to discuss the matter with management: 

before embarking on action which inevitably leads to loss 
of wages, in some cases completely unnecessarily, at 
times as the result of wrong information, deliberately 
spread by peo~le with an interest in industrial 
disruption. " 

The union was prepared to sanction industrial action if, after the 

foregoing measures had been met, officials felt a genuine issue 

was involved, all other methods of settlement had failed, there 

was a definite chance of a successful strike without undue hardship 

to members, a majority of members on the job supported the strike, 

and the overall position of the union would not be jeopardized by 

launching or continuing a particular strike. ' " 

1.DThe union made its policy with regard to strikes clear in 
Labor News, May 2, 1952 and May/June, 1964; and in a pamphlet, 
Strikes and You: Ironworkers' Polioy on Strikes (authorised by 
L. Short, national secretary, F.I.A., undated). 

1"tabor News, January 1964. 

1.2I bid. 

""Strikes and You: Ironworkers' Polioy on Strikes, op oit. 
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Such provisions placed considerable discretion in the hands of 

full-time officials and the national office in deciding when a strike 

was justified. The attitude of Short to strikes can be gauged by his 

address to the 1969 National Conference when he stated that the 

notion that strike action was the only way to make industrial gains 

was a "carefully cultivated myth". 140 Although the policy of 

controlling rank and file activism proved impossible to implement 

entirely the goal of dampening independent dissent was no idle piece 

of rhetoric and sanctions were used on recalcitrant elements. In 

June 1955, for instance, Nick Origlass, a job delegate, was 

expelled for organizing strikes in defiance of union directives at 

Morts Dock. He and 23 other F.I.A. members were also fined £10 

each. 145 

Central to the control of strike action was the control of job 

delegates. Accordingly, National Council stressed the shop steward's 

responsibility to the union leadership: 

A shop steward owes his first loyalty to the union and its 
policy. No union could allow any shop steward to 
continually engage in activities detrimental to the union 
and its policy. All unions properly insist shop stewards 
carry out union policy and decisions in the interests of 
good union organization. 146 

This statement was induced by the independent actions of F.I.A. 

delegates at Yallourn, Victoria. Council went on to point out that 

branch Rule 9 made the delegate's election subject to C.O.M. 

endorsement - endorsement which could be withdrawn if the delegate 

failed to carry out his/her duties. 147 In addition, Council drew 

delegates' attention to Clause 24 of the Metal Trades Award stating 

this confined their duties to: 

representing the union in that section of the industry 
in which he is employed. Hopeless confusion can only 

144Reported in Labor News, May/June 1969. 

145S.M. H., June 29, 1955, p. 7. 

146 F•I •A• National Council minutes, November 14-17, 1960. 

147Pederated Ironworkers' Association of Aus"ralia RuLes As 
Amended July 1976. Branch rule 9, p.48. 
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result if shO~ stewards interfere in other departments 
or workshops. 4S 

Council concluded: 

No shop steward is authorized to convene a general meeting 
of shop stewards. This is a function of either sub-branch 
or branch C.O.M. Any member of the union has the right to 
lay charges against any other member of the union, whether 
he be a sub-branch, branch or national official or any 
other member. '49 

The attitude of the leadership to the role of delegates is 

further revealed by a letter from Short to a delegate in the cement 

industry: 

without detracting from the good job that delegates do, it 
is important to remember that the delegate represents the 
union as a whole, as well as those members on a particular 
job. On the other hand, the secretary represents the Union 
in his branch, which, of course, is made up of members from 
every workshop, he having been elected in secret ballot of 
all financial members ••• It is our experience that, in 
general, disagreements can be ironed out by the parties 
sitting down and discussing their problems in a 
conciliatory way, and the Union commends this course to 
you if there is any difficulty at Portland, as you 
suggest. 'SO 

The strict delegation of authority and the steward's role as a 

conveyor of union policy and minor grievance handler is made 

explicit. 

In October 1968, the Sydney branch resolved: 

that when the "Job Delegates Handbook" is distributed a 
circular inform delegates that the policy of five names 
calling for a stop work meeting is against union 
rules. ISl 

Branch C.O.M.s did on occasion expel delegates for their activities, 

fine members involved in unauthorized mass meetings and warn 

l4SF.I.A. National Council minutes of meeting, November 14-17, 
1960. 

l49Ibid. 

lsoCorrespondence, L. Short to W.H. Williams, Portland, 
New South Wales, September 13, 1963. 

lSlF.I.A. Sydney branch C.O.M. minutes, October, 10, 1963. 
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delegates that it would not support area meetings of shop stewards 

called together to conduct broad campaigns but only those conducted 

by the Labor Council and other officially constituted union 

bodies. 152 

The situation was little different in the steel industry where 

numerous isolated sectional stoppages could and did bring about 

long delays in award hearings, heavy fines and the risk of 

deregistration. 153 The F.I.A. discouraged its members from becoming 

involved in margins campaigns initiated by other more militant 

unions, rank and file committees or regional labour councils. In 

November 1959, the Newcastle branch C.O.M. took action against two 

F.I.A. delegates at the steelworks elected by their members to 

attend a margins conference convened by the Newcastle Steering 

Committee. This action was fully endorsed by the F.I.A. National 

Council which stated that the committee contravened union policy, 

the delegates had been warned by the B.H.P. superintendent and their 

actions could have incited the entire afternoon shift into 

industrial action. 154 Council warned the delegates that any further 

acts would lead to their suspension or expulsion from the union. 155 

In November 1967 an unofficial stoppage by 750 Newcastle steel

workers prompted immediate action by officials against job delegate 

"ringleaders". 156 National secretary Short attributed blame to "a 

small band of strike-happy disrupters". 157 

152See, for instance, F.I.A. Sydney branch C.O.M. minutes, 
. May 29, 1973, November 27, 1973 and August 26, 1975. 

153See, for example, 
September 4, 1964. 

154F.I.A. National Council minutes, February 29-March 3, 
1960. Council was hearing an appeal by the delegates against the 
C.O.M.'s action. An interesting aspect to the case was that one of 
the delegates had formerly been a member of the F.E.D. & F.A. 
(whose members in the steel industry had been recently absorbed by 
the F.I.A.) who denied membership of the F.I.A. and stated that he 
had no further faith in the F.I.A. leadership. 

155Ibid. At its June 29-July 1 meeting Council reduced the 
fine of another delegate involved in this incident. 

156N~wcastte Morning Heratd, November 18, 1967. 

157Quoted in the Daity Tetegraph, November 18, 1967, p.8. 
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Irrespective of its stance, the union became involved in 

numerous stoppages, both authorized and unauthorized, and was 

subject to frequent penal proceedings. In May 1964 National Council 

expressed concern at increasing employer use of "fabricated· 

contempt proceedings" and. "extortionate fines" and reaffirmed its 

belief in the right to strike. '58 National Conference echoed 

these sentiments and the need for "workers to build living standards 

through overaward payments where real award standards are below 

levels previously operating."lS9 Nevertheless, Council affirmed 

the union's strong support for the arbitration system despite its 

apparent faults. 

The increasing use of penal provisions by employers during the 

late 1960s placed the union in an invidious position. '6 ' Although 

it preferred to avoid stoppages where possible, strikes were often 

inevitable given the push for overaward increases, isolation of 

groups of workers within the steelworks, the non-conciliatory 

attitude of B.H.P. management and other employers, and the independ

ence of delegates influenced by the example of more militant craft 

unions. In May 1969 National Council condemned the levying of fines 

upon it and affirmed its commitment to pursuing strikes that were to 

the advantage of members. However, this did not represent a change 

in philosophy. Following reports that there had been more than 

80 stoppages at the Newcastle steelworks in recent months - most 

conducted in· defiance of union rules - State Council resolved to 

remind delegates of their obligation to report impending disputes to 

the union or face disciplinary action. 161 In a further effort to 

restrain disputes two years later, the union's rules were amended to 

empower National Council, branch C.O.M., branch or union officers to 

authorize a secret ballot of members involved or likely to be 

158F.I.A. National Council minutes, May 19-22, 1964. 

I59F.I.A. Annual National Conference minutes, May 25-29, 1964. 

I6'For a good account of the union's dilemma, see M.E. Heagney, 
"Some Case Studies of Industrial Disputes that led to Penalties", 
Journal of Industrial Relatione, vol. 7, no. 3, November 1965, 
pp. 332-335. 

I6IF.I.A. New South Wales State Council minutes, October 29, 
1969. 
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involved in a dispute. 162 Council also declared that the union 

reserved the right to make its own decisions on strikes so that any 

decision by the Metal Trades Federation or South Coast Labour 

Council had to be approved by it before it bound F.I.A. members. 

An integral part of the union leadership's preference for 

centralized arbitration and desire to circumscribe the actions of 

shop stewards, already apparent from the foregoing, was its general 

hostility to shop committees. There were three inter-related 

reasons for this opposition. First, shop committees involved 

delegates from a number of unions (some with very different 

attitudes to independent strike action at the rank and file level) 

and their role in general campaigns to improve conditions at plant 

and industry level could disrupt the F.I.A.'s own policy of 

negotiating at a central level through officially constituted 

bodies. Second, the involvement of F.I.A. delegates in workplace, 

industry and area committees would bring them continuously into 

conflict with the union leadership with its desire to involve full

time officials in decisions to strike. Third, shop committees, 

area committees, etc. were seen to be hotbeds of communist influence 

from which challenges to the leadership could be mounted. It is 

also worth mentioning that B.H.P. was implacably opposed to such 

bodies and attempts to establish these bodies within the steelworks 

would have interfered with the closer, more peaceful relationship 

the union was trying to build with the company. 

Of course, it was impossible for the union to eradicate the 

committees that already existed in foundries and general manufactur

ing. The Foundry Workers' Joint Management Committee first 

established in 1935 was reformed in a new role with its emphasis on 

health and safety matters. The union refused to recognize or co

operate with central bodies of railway shop committees and its 

attitude to other committees was contingent on the way they behaved. 

One of the first actions of the new National Council was to request 

162p• I •A• National Council minutes, July 5-9, 1971. See F.I.A. 
RuLes as Amended JuLy 1976; Federal Rule 19 Clause (m), p.21; and 
Branch Rule 11 (3), p.49. 
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the A.C.T.U. to investigate the activities of "co-ordinating 

conunittees".163 

For their part, communists and other militants opposed to the 

Industrial Group leadership saw shop committees not only as a key 

area of independent rank and file organization and activism but 

also as central to mounting a challenge against the incumbent 

union leadership. In 1952 the beleaguered communist leadership of 

the Victorian branch stressed that shop committees must be built in 

all shops to combat employer attacks and the actions of the new 

right-wing leaders. Short warned members that rank and file control 

meant nothing more to the communists than communist control. '6 ' 

The F.I.A. was a keen advocate for the limitation of shop committee 

powers established under the 1961 A.C.T.U. charter. In 1962, 

following reports of strikes in New South Wales and Victoria, 

National Council-!arned ironworkers of a renewed communist campaign 

to cause disruption. It stated: 

Wherever possible, Communists are using these committees 
to undermine the authority of those unions and Labour 
Councils which refuse to accept Communist domination. 
The principal way in which Communists misuse shop 
committees is by organizing stoppages of work in 
defiance of the Rules and policy of the unions which are 
not under Communist domination. National Council is 
particularly concerned at the setting up of so-called 
"Area Committees" which seek to cover a number of jobs 
and usurp the functions of constituted trade unions and 
labour councils. The F.I.A. will not participate in any 
shop committee or area committee which operates outside 
the rules of the F.I.A. and whose constitution and 
activities have not the approval of the F.I.A. So that 
Ironworkers will not be misled by the activities of 
those shop committees under Communist influence National 
Council directs that full publicity be given to this 
ma tter. 16 S 

The policy that shop committees should confine themselves to local 

matters, should comply with the rules of respective unions and 

labour council and A.C.T.U. procedures and that all matters 

l63 F•I •A• National Council minutes, May 9, 1952. 

l6'Labor News, May 16, 1952, June 13, 1952 and July 1957. 

l6S F•LA• National Council minutes,-l-.iarch 15, 1962. 
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affecting wage rates and conditions covered by awards or agreements 

shall be determined by the union concerned was affirmed by 

National Conference. 166 

National Council continued to raise the matter of shop 

committees periodically.1G7 The 1964 Annual Conference instructed 

members not to attend meetings called by shop committees or other 

meetings called without consultation or approval of the union. 

Labor News repeatedly emphasized the illegal activities of many 

committees and warned members against becoming involved in them. 1G8 

The union also issued a pamphlet warning: 

communists and their stooges to keep out of Ironworkers' 
Affairs. 26,000 Ironworkers in Newcastle and Port Kembla 
have just told you to jump in the lake and stop trying to 
involve them in Sinister political strikes ••• The 
Communist outfits in Newcastle and Port Kembla - the 
Newcastle Trades Hall Council and Illawarra Trades and 
Labour Council - have NO AUTHORITY to stampede iron
workers into strikes. 1G9 

Despite the bravado of this pamphlet the union was never 

successful in its attempts to prevent independent rank and file 

organization. 170 In February 1970 New South Wales Council directed 

Port Kembla and Newcastle branch officials, delegates and members to 

refrain from setting up shop committees, site committees and 

steering committees because these set up a union within a union, 

were not elected by the general body of members and usurped the 

functions of full-time officials. In a reference to militant 

activists Council asserted, " ••• further this union knows who steers 

lGGReported in Labor News, March 1962. 

l67See, for instance, F.I.A. National Council minutes, July 31-
August 2, 1963 and May 19-22, 1964; and Sydney branch minutes, 
February 24, 1976. 

l68Labor News, March 1963, December 1963, March 1964, May/ 
June 1964, August 1964, September 1964, September 1965 and 
February 1970. 

169AustraZian Trade Unions - Shop Corrrnittees, eta. (F.I.A. 
pamphlet, undated (early 1960s?)). 

l70 See , for instance, Tribune, September 29, 1964. 
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the Steering Committees. ,,1 71 

Two other features of the new leadership's industrial philosophy 

are worth mentioning. First, as part of its less hostile approach 

to employers, the union adopted a favourable approach to piecework 

and bonus payment systems. On occasion it even advocated their 

introduction. 172 The new leadership attempted to ensure that systems 

did not prejudice workers or undermine their entitlements. '73 In 

1963, National Council declared that: 

where members of the Association work under bonus schemes 
in lieu of overaward payments the objective of the 
Association is for the bonus payments to be paid on all 
occasions when legal absences are taken by employees. '7 • 

Two years later, National Conference declared that "Bonuses and 

piecework rates are to be assessed by striking an average earned 

over the 12 months before leave is taken.,,175 The union also opposed 

bonuses being used to penalize workers for lateness or other minor 

misdemeanours. The union's policy on piecework and bonus systems 

led to friction with other unions. In December 1966 the A.E.U. 

Commonwealth Council secretary wrote to national secretary Short 

alleging that the Victorian branch of the F.I.A. had connived with 

management at Luke Singer's in offering A.E.U. members a bonus 

system and increased wages if they transferred to the F.r.A. '76 

Second, as part of its strategy for unionizing workers, the 

union became a firm advocate of compulsory unionism. In March 1954 

the National Council requested Labour Council intervention in the 

171F•I .A. New South Wales State Council minutes, February 18, 
1970. 

172See correspondence, assistant national secretary to manager, 
Comalco, Bell Bay, December 6, 1963. 

173 For evidence of this concern see correspondence between the 
assistant research officer and the Victorian branch secretary, 
September 19, 1965. 

17·F.I.A. National Council minutes of meeting, July 31-
August 2, 1963. 

175Thus leave was to include loadings, overawards, bonuses and 
piecework rates in normal wages. F.I.A. Annual National Conference 
minutes, May 10-14, 1965. 

176Correspondence, A.E.U. commonwealth secretary to Short, 
December 12, 1966. 
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in the F.C.U., Shop Assistants and A.W.U. case for compulsory 

unionism. 177 Following the failure of this case,the F.I.A. 

followed the practice of the previous leadership in organizing 

regular O.K. card "show days" in particular workplaces and 

industries. However, it also attempted to reach agreement with 

employers on the introduction of post-entry closed shop arrangements. 

By the early 1960s the union was approaching many companies with a 

view to introducing a check-off system. 178 This removed the problem of 

delegates who defaulted on handing over dues they collected - a not 

inconsiderable problem. 179 In April 1966, National Council resolved 

that check-off systems be established in as many workshops as 

possible in all branches and a campaign was organized accordingly.18D 

It became, indeed, a major priority of the union. 181 While the union 

achieved considerable success with companies such as Nylex, Metal 

Manufacturers and Humes Ltd, the B.H.P. group of companies remained 

strongly resistent to these measures until after 1970. 182 The 

introduction of these systems. improved union finances and helped 

correct some undesirable trends with regard to unionization and 

financial membership. 

As a derivative of its changed industrial philosophy, the 

F.r.A.'s relations with other unions altered dramatically. Relations 

with the militant leadership of the F.E.D. & F.A. (coastal branch) 

A.E.U., Boilermakers' and Blacksmiths' unions deteriorated because 

the F.r.A. frequently refused to support independent rank and file 

actions undertaken by the members of these unions. The F.r.A. 

l77F.r.A. National Council minutes, March 15-17, 
1954. 

l78See, for example, correspondence between H.P. Hurrell, New 
South Wales secretary, F.r.A. and Managing Director, Australian 
Aluminium Co. Ltd., 8 August, 1963. 

l79See Annual National Conference minutes, June 27-July 1, 1966. 

l8DF.r.A. National Council minutes, April 18-22, 1966. 

l81I bid., November 2-7, 1966, February 20-24, 1967, April 1-3, 
1968, September 27-30, 1971, June 13-16, 1972 (the latter two referring 
to rule changes made to facilitate the introduction of the system) and 
Annual National Conference minutes, May 22, 1967. 

l82F.r.A. Annual National Conference minutes, Decemher 9-10, ·1970; 
and Deductions of Union Dues (F.r.A. document, undated). 
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leadership also sought to restrain its members from being drawn 

into strike action during broader campaigns for improved conditions 

in the steel industry. The communist-led South Coast Labour Council 

and Newcastle Trades Hall Council were repudiated by Short et al. 

for leading ironworkers into needless disputes. 183 Indeed, the 

F.I.A. disaffiliated from both bodies although it eventually 

rejoined the S.C.L.C. after an absence of some eleven years in 1965. 

Poorer relations with the A.E.U. were reflected in accusations of 

membership poaching and the inability to resolve demarcation 

problems amicably. 

An indication of the deteriorating relations with other unions 

can be discerned in the F.I.A.'s policy with regard to the 

F.E.D. & F.A. In 1953 National Council deplored the refusal of 

B.H.P. and A.I. & S. to assure the F.E.D. & F.A. (then deregistered) 

that they would meet to discuss margins upon the union'S 

reregistration. 184 However, two years later the F.I.A. leadership 

ordered its members to work with staff labour in the steelworks 

while the F.E.D. & F.A. was on strike. An application was made for 

the steelworks job classifications covered by the F.E.D. & F.A. and 

the F.I.A. opposed the former's reregistration application in 1957 -

a move condemned by the A.E.U. and other unions as poaching and 

collusion with B.H.P. management. Outside the steelworks the F.I.A. 

continued to compete with the conservative A.W.U. although relations 

with non-militant unions had generally improved. Close relations 

developed with the A.S.E., the A.E.U.'s main rival, with Short 

making repeated overtures for the establishment of a joint F.I.A./ 

A.S.E. liaison committee and eventual amalgamation. 185 

The industrial philosophy of the new leadership differed in 

many respects from that of the communists. Recognition of this and 

the union's more conservative political outlook is essential to any 

understanding of the role of migrants in the F.I.A. 

183 See , for instance, F. loA. New South Wales State Council minutes, 
February 18, 1970; and National Council minutes, February 5, 1970 
and July 5-9, 1971. 

18 4 F. LA. National Council minutes, ~!ay 5-7, 1971. 

185See, for example, F.I.A. National Council minutes, December 2-5, 
1963. 
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Attitudes and Responses to Immigrants 

After 1952 the membership of the F.I.A. grew steadily from 

43,119 (78 per cent financial) to 51,157 in December 1957, 58,430 

(80 per cent financial) in 1960, 61,611 in 1973, 68,000 in 1976 

followed by a decline due to retrenchments in the metal industry.'8G 

Female membership remained at less than 3,000 for most of the 1950s 

but grew steadily thereafter. However, the union's membership 

remained overwhelmingly male and concentrated in New South Wales -

the heart of steel production in Australia - although membership in 

other states has grown rapidly. Throughout the post-war period 

foreign-born workers became an increasingly significant component of 

the membership. In February 1953, approximately 5,000 migrants 

belonged to the union. 187 In 1955 the figure had grown to 8,000 

and by December 1957 exceeded 12,000. '88 By the late 1960s 

migrants constituted more than half the union's membership the 

majority of them being of non-British origin, representing almost 

60 different nationalities. 

In contrast to most unions, the new leadership strongly 

supported post-war immigration. However, on winning control in 1952 

officials found themselves faced with a sharply deteriorating 

employment situation. In August, following strong pressure from the 

still communist controlled Victorian branch, National Council 

declared: 

that the present migration programme of the Federal 
Government should be immediately suspended until there is 
full employment in Australia. However, Council 
recognizes that there could be a need for immigration of 
a limited number of people possessing special skills in 
scientific, industrial and agricultural pursuits. '89 

Council views were transferred to the special All Australian Trade 

Union Conference held in this year. Labor News publicized the 

union's view that the present level of intake exacerbated unemploy-

18GSource: Labor News; National Council minutes; and 
submissions to the Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics. 

187F.I.A. National Council minutes, February 2, 1953. 

188 See Chapter 7, Footnote 127. 

189F.I.A. National Council minutes, August 1, 1952. 
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ment and adversely affected the living and working conditions of 

both Australians and newly arrived migrants. 190 The union made 

special efforts to explain its views to migrants, stating that it 

would support migration once full employment was restored and 

sympathizing with the plight of unemployed Italian workers. 191 At 

the same time, the officials did not want to endanger their standing 

amongst Australian workers, given evidence of strong rank and file 

hostility to immigration. 

The union, in fact, quickly dropped its criticism once full 

employment was achieved. In 1957, following some deterioration in 

the employment situation, National Council adopted a report on 

immigration prepared by its research department and stated: 

Our conclusion is quite definitely that there should be no 
pruning of the migration programme; that the migration 
inflow has not had a major detrimental effect on our 
employment; that Australia'S economy today is strong 
enough to absorb additional migrants and that this 
absorption should result in a strengthened economy.192 

At the same meeting, a sub-committee report on unemployment was 

adopted with a resolution calling on employers in the Newcastle

Maitland region to give first preference to local unemployed, 

irrespective of their birth place, when engaging workers. Council 

noted with concern attempts being made to use the coal crisis to 

stir up feeling against workers from other countries. 193 National 

Conference pledged its assistance to migrants. 19" Unemployment was 

seen to be a regional problem and not a function of the 

immigration programme. 

During the 1960s the union placed motions before A.C.T.U. 

congresses affirming the need for immigration. The F.I.A. neither 

formally condemned nor supported "White Australia". In 1963, and 

again in 1965, Annual Conference resolved that "Our immigration 

1957. 

19 ° Labor News, September 19, 1952. 

191Labor News, November 7, 1952 and February 27, 1953. 

192F.I.A. National Council minutes, January 29-February 1, 

193Ibid. 

19"F.I.A. Annual National Conference minutes, 1957. 
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policy must be carefully administered so that its purposes are 

not misunderstood by friendly Asian countries. ,,19 5 This indicates 

a tacit acceptance of "White Australia" in contrast to the 

preceding communist leadership. 

Despite support for immigration, Conference expressed concern 

at the level of unemployment in 1961, 1962, 1975, 1977 and 1978. 

In Some branches general meetings passed motions calling for a 

reduction in the immigration intake but these were not passed on 

to Council or Conference. 196 In June 1972, delegates from the 

Port Kembla branch, now controlled by a rank and file reform group, 

called for a restriction of immigration and an overtime limit to 

counteract unemployment. National Council rejected the notion of 

an overtime limit but did agree some modification in immigration 

was in order. 198 However, these events did not shake national 

secretary Short's conviction that immigration did not necessarily 

exacerbate unemployment. This view was affirmed by National 

Council two years later and at Annual National Conference in 

1975. '98 In 1978 the union criticized a M.T.I.A. proposal to 

import skilled tradesmen. However, it stressed that this criticism 

was directed not against the importing of workers but rather towards 

the need for adult training of locally unemployed ironworkers. 199 

The generally positive attitude of the F.I.A. to immigration stands 

in stark contrast to the bulk of the union movement. 

In addition to its support for immigration, the new leadership 

sought to reduce the friction between migrants and local workers 

apparent in the early 1950s. Short called for tolerance from both 

sides and an understanding of language and other problems facing 

migrants. 200 In May 1952 Labol' News introduced a "New Australian 

1961. 

195Ibid., April 29-May 3, 1963 and May 10-14, 1965. 

196 5ee F.I.A. Port Kembla branch minutes, July 18, 

197F• I •A• National Council minutes, June 14, 1972. 

198Ibid., August 14, 1974; and Annual National Conference 
minutes, February 24-28, 1975. 

199Labol' News, February/March/April 1978. 

2ooLabol' News, May 2, 1952. 
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Section" in German, Polish and Italian providing information on 

the union, stressing its non-discriminatory policy upon foreign

born workers and describing special services offered to migrant 

workers, activities in the area of workers' compensation and the 

importance of becoming familiar with awards. 20l In May 1953 

National Council resolved that migrant hostels in Newcastle and 

Port Kembla would be provided with Labor News in bulk rather than 

individual postings. 202 

The new leadership showed initiative in translating member 

correspondence, providing translated notices to job delegates upon 

request and producing multilingual pamphlets outlining the union's 

operations and upon union elections. In 1953, National Council 

authorized branches to provide foreign language bulletins and 

interpreters. Part-time interpreters were employed at union 

offices, usually on Saturday mornings. These activities were widely 

publicized in the press and there was no shortage of migrants 

volunteering their services to the union. In 1953 National 

Conference deferred a proposal to employ a migrant organizer. 203 

In 1955 a Czech migrant, L. Censky, fluent in Czechoslovakian, 

German and a number of other languages, was appointed as a full-time 

employee with special responsibilities for migrant members. 204 The 

Victorian branch co-operated with six other unions to finance a 

New Australian Nationalities Bureau providing information on 

awards, compensation, union affairs and other matters as well as 

distributing a paper New Country among migrant workers. 205 

201Ibid., October 24, 1952, May 1, 1953, October 30, 1953 and 
February 1954. 

202F.I.A. National Council minutes, May 4, 1953. 

203F.I.A. Annual National Conference minutes, 1953. 

204 L• Short, interviewed October 13, 1977. 

205B. Luckham, Immigration and the AustraZian Labour Movement, 
op ait., p.41. One of those associated with the bureau was 
V.B. Borin who helped the industrial groups win control of the F.I.A. 
in Victoria and was also active in the Movement's political operations. 
The national leadership was careful not to be explicitly identified 
with this. Hence, in January 1957 National Council deferred a 
motion to purchase and distribute 250 copies of New Country and 
placed the matter in the hands of the national secretary. F.I.A. 
National Council minutes, January 29-February 1, 1957. 



468. 

Short also tried to establish links with various national 

organizations and enlist their aid in bridging the gap with 

migrants. 2 06 The F.I.A. took out advertisements in prominent 

foreign language newspapers such as La Fiamma and Die Woahe. 

Short also dealt with a continuous flow of migrant inquiries, many 

not normally handled by the union. These included requests for 

information and aid relating to immigration of relatives, naturaliz

ation, job-finding (it was not normally the practice of the union to 

act as an employment exchange), ill health, economic misfortune, 

letters of introduction, taxation and other associated matters. 207 

The union also stressed the need for migrants to learn English and 

the need for English classes on the job was noted. 208 

There appear to be three reasons why F.I.A. officials undertook 

these extra duties. First, the union was experiencing considerable 

difficulty organizing new migrants. In March 1953, the Port Kembla 

branch C.O.M. resolved to take action to deal with migrants in the 

steelworks who were refusing to pay union dues. Communication 

appears to have been a key concern with the branh asking Labor News 

to publish an article upon the importance of fluency in English. 209 

Victorian organizers also reported that migrants were not 

enthusiastic to join the union, pay dues or elect delegates. 210 

Second, the leadership wished to consolidate its newly won 

position by capturing the support of the growing migrant membership. 

In June 1952 it was reported that the use of interpreters had 

enabled the union to defeat moves by communists to prolong a strike 

206Bodies such as the Italo Australian ~ureau of Public 
Relations, the Australian German, Cultural and Welfare Society, the 
Cultural Federation of Europeans in Australia and the United 
Hungarian Organizations of New South Wales. In October 1953 Short 
wrote to the Industrial Officer, Department of Immigration requesting 
a list of organizations. Source: F.I.A. correspondence. 

207Evidence of this in F. I.A. correspondence is too numerous 
to list separately. 

208F.I.A. Annual National Conference minutes, 1958. 

209F.I.A. Port Kemb1a branch C.O.M. minutes, Harch, 10, 1953. 

210 F•I •A• Victorian branch organizers' report, 1953. 
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at the Port Kembla steelworks. 211 Labor News highlighted the work 

of Industrial Group officials upon migrant problems and foreign 

language leaflets drew attention to the anti-communist position 

of· the union. Ties established with migrant national organizations 

and foreign language newspapers reinforced this position and, 

through the work of the migrant organizer, the union was able to tap 

the resources of these staunchly anti-communist bodies. 212 

Third, L. Short, the national secretary of the F.I.A., also had 

a strong personal interest in immigration and in gaining a greater 

acceptance of migrants. 213 

After 1954 the "New Australian Section" of Labor News was 

discontinued and foreign language segments were never revived 

despite attempts by the Victorian branch to have the practice 

resumed in 1959. 21 ' Luckham suggests the feature was dropped 

because it was no longer felt to be necessary.215 Unless he is 

211Labor News, June 13, 1952. 

2120n December 24, 1957 the assistant secretary of the Port 
Kembla branch wrote to Short informing him that the phrases 
"Campagna Lavarotore" and "Lodi" contained in the last Italian 
language pamphlet issued by National Council were communist phrases 
(according to branch interpreters) and implied that the union was run 
by communists. In his reply of January 1, 1958 Short stated that he 
was disturbed, having relied on Lou Censky (the migrant organizer) 
to have the translation done by the assistant editor of La Fiamma, 
and ensuring that new material would be printed. In November 1960 
Short thanked L. Urbancic for informing him that the Australian 
Jugoslav Journal (in which the F.I.A. had recently advertized) was 
run by "Ti to's consulate". In November 1966 the F. LA. sent a 
donation to The Tajekoztato, a Hungarian language newspaper which 
wrote to Short highlighting its anti-communist stance and asking 
him to submit an article in order to encourage other leading anti
communists (J. Kane, B.A. Santamaria) to follow suit. Source: 
F.I.A. correspondence. 

213Short built up ties with many ethnic organizations (see 
Footnote 206) and was a frequent speaker at functions organized by 
the Good Neighbour Council of New South Wales - the industrial 
conferences held in 1956 and 1961 for instance. 

21'The motion to have columns in Italian and Greek printed was 
amended, "That information for Italian and Greek members be sent to 
Labor News in English, so that these stories can be printed if 
appropriate." F.I.A. National Council minutes, March 23-26, 
1959. 

215B. Luckham, Irmrigrotion and the AustraZian Labour Movement, 
op eit .• 'p.41. 
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suggesting that the new leadership no longer depended so heavily 

upon migrant -members' support, it is difficult to accept this 

argument. A further reason offered by Short himself was that the 

"New Australian Section" was unsatisfactory.216 The number of 

different language groups within the F.I.A.'s membership was 

expanding rapidly. To cover only the major groups (Italians, 

Greeks, Maltese, Poles, Germans, Dutch and Yugoslavs) would have 

required a significantly longer journal or entire foreign language 

editions. 217 

Labor News continued to carry regular articles upon industrial 

questions (in English) addressed specifically to migrants. In 

particular, the compensation settlements obtained by the union on 

behalf of injured migrant workers was emphasized. 218 This was part 

of the general publicity given to the workers' compensation 

articles. Ironically, there was little mention of action taken to 

rectify the conditions that gave rise to injuries. 

Upon the general problem of migrant recruitment it was 

apparently decided that foreign language leaflets were more effective 

in winning over new recruits. 219 Labor News was unlikely to be read 

by non-unionists since it was delivered to the home of financial 

members and not to the workplace. The content, production and 

distribution of leaflets in various languages were carefully planned 

by National Council in conjunction with branch officials who also 

produced their own foreign language material. In 1967 the 

New South Wales State Council used information on the ethnic 

composition of the work force at A.I. & S., Metal Manufacturers and 

Lysaghts to produce a booklet in English, Yugoslav, Italian and 

"possibly Greek".220 

216 L• Short, interviewed October 13, 1977. 

217The possibility of rotating instalments as one solution to 
this dilemma was never explored. 

218In the period 1955-65 there were no fewer than 19 separate 
articles referring to settlements obtained for migrants. Source: 
Labor News. 

219For evidence of continuing recruitment problems see Labor 
News, April 1955 and May 1956. 

220F.I.A. New South Wales State Council minutes, May 2, 1967. 
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Despite its activities in the workers' compensation area the 

union found it difficult to cope with migrants unsure of their 

rights to compensation. 221 It is apparent that many migrants and 

especially recent arrivals, remained confused about the arbitration 

system and the union's functions. 222 As with other unions, the 

F.I.A. often relied on fellow workmates to act as interpreters. 

In an effort to improve relations with migrants, a number of 

branches set up special migrant consultative committees and 

encouraged the election of migrant job delegates or co-delegates. 

It was necessary that these delegates be fluent in English. Labor 

News reported that Victorian officials confronted with apathy and 

misunderstanding on the part of foreign-born workers had used this 

policy successfullY to foster sOlidarity in industrial disputes. 223 

In 1955 the branch organized a conference of 21 (eastern European) 

delegates representing its 1,000 or so foreign-born members. The 

conference affirmed the need to elect migrant job delegates in work

places with foreign-born members to foster unity and collaboration 

and counter separatism. 225 

The Port Kembla branch, faced with similar problems, also came 

to the conclusion that migrant group leaders were essential. A New 

Australian advisory committee was established to advise officials 

and thrash out problems confronting migrants on the job and in their 

attempt to settle in a new homeland. 225 Like its Victorian 

221Correspondence reveals instances of problems where the 
migrant was not a union member, was unaware of his rights, or was 
accused of hysteria, malingering, etc., leading to unsuccessful 
claims. In one interesting instance in 1967 a migrant refused to 
pay his dues when the union solicitor refused to take up his case. 
Source: F.I.A. correspondence files, Australian National University 
Archives. 

222For instance, some felt the union had an obligation to find 
them work or that it was neglecting its duty with regard to compen
sation. The problems with respect to misunderstanding of the 
arbitration system and procedures of dispute settlement were readily 
admitted by union officials interviewed. Laurie Short stated that 
injured migrants were frequently suspicious even of doctors and 
solicitors supplied by the union. L. Short, interviewed October 13, 
1977. 

22 3 Labor News, August 1955. 
224Ibid. 

225Tom Malcolm, Port Kembla branch secretary, quoted in Labor 
News, April 1960 (the committee having been established SOme years 
before). 
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counterpart this body encouraged the election of non-British 

delegates. By 1960 25 of the branch's 190 job delegates were non

British migrants along with five members of the branch C.O.H. 

Although non-British migrants were still under-represented (they 

constituted about 37 per cent of the branch .membership), this was 

a considerable aChievement. 226 While important in generating 

greater understanding, the simple appointment of migrant delegates 

did not solve all the problems that arose in dealing with 

30 different nationalities. A delegate fluent in an eastern or 

northern European language was of no particular advantage to the 

growing number of Greek, Italian and Yugoslav born members. 

On the positive side,these communication links did make union 

officials more aware of the special needs of migrants. In June 

1959 the Victorian branch secretary wrote to Short to inform him 

of a branch C.O.H. resolution that migrants be gi-ren exemption 

from union dues during the early stages of organizing plants and 

for those travelling overseas in order to visit a sick relative or 

arrange the migration of kin folk. He asked that this matter be 

considered by National Council or the Annual Conference. 227 It was 

not for some years that these and other moves to aid migrants were 

followed up. Other branches with a large migrant membership did 

not follow this initiative and the New Australian committees in 

Victoria and Port Kembla also faded into oblivion. The reasons for 

this are unclear. However, the rapid influx of new national 

groupings and high levels of membership turnover would have made 

such bodies hard to maintain without a strong commitment on the part 

of union officials and active migrant members. 

226Ibid. It is somewhat ironic that Halcolm's remarks were in 
response to the activies of the New Citizens' Council and the 
public criticism of the union by former migrant members. Despite 
all its efforts the union was deeply concerned at the threat posed 
by the New Citizens' Council. See Annual National Conference 
minutes, June 29, 1959, p.6; correspondence, Short to the Newcastle 
branch secretary, February 12, 1960 and Censky to the editor of the 
DaiZy Mirror, April 11, 1960 (a reply to a migrant's criticism of 
the union published on the same day). 

227Correspondence, Victorian branch secretary to Short, June 8, 
1959. . 
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Finally, in an effort to assist in dealing with enquiries from 

non-English speaking workers, branch officials increasingly employed 

multilingual office staff. In 1968 there was a total of five such 

staff out of a total clerical support of 36. By 1977 this number 

had doubled. The Victorian branch also employed an Italian-born 

welfare officer. 228 

It might be argued that the F.. LA. 's industrial philosophy was 

generally acceptable to migrants. Luckham suggests the union's 

policy of supporting incentive earnings schemes was "welcomed by 

migrants who needed to establish themselves economically. ,,2 2 9 The 

F.I.A.'s refusal to place limits on overtime - a common practice 

amongst craft unions - and its avoidance of stoppages where 

possible may also be mentioned in this regard. Again, this may be 

seen as most important to recent arrivals from non-industrial 

backgrounds who were able to work more than 60 hours per week in 

Some instances, to supplement their earnings. 2,a 

In his survey Luckham found that migrants generally played a 

minor part in union affairs, rarely attending branch meetings or 

seeking official position within the union. Those who did so were 

seen to be as competent as their Australian-born counterparts. 

He could find no evidence of a separate migrant consciousness and 

pointed to competing national interests and rivalries as a possible 

explanation of this. 2" However, Luckham also detected a growth in 

migrant participation and decline in divisions based on 

nationali ty. 232 

228L. Short, interviewed October 13, 1977. 

229B. Luckham, Irrnrigration and the Australian Labour Movement, 
op ait., p.41. 

2,aJob delegates occasionally complained that the instrumental 
attitude of migrants led to an erosion of working conditions. 
However, migrant job delegates also made pleas for overtime 
limitations and there were instances where migrants were dismissed 
for refusing overtime. See correspondence, job delegates to Short 
dated August 3, 1966, February 2, 1967 and July 16, 1967. 

2'lThis may help explain the demise of the New Australian 
committees. B. Luckham, Irmrigration and the Australian Labour 
Movement, op cit., p.41. 

232Ibid., p.41. 



474. 

Nevertheless, migrant attendance at branch meetings remained 

small. Non-British migrants were increasingly elected to minor part

time positions at the branch levels. In 1955 they held only nine of 

the 245 C.O.M. positions in the union. 233 Representation varied 

widely between branches with migrants achieving most success in 

Port Kembla and Victoria - both with large migrant memberships. In 

Port Kembla, the number of non-British C.O.M. members rose from 

one in 1952 to four in 1955, five in 1962 and six in 1960. It then 

slumped to three in 1969 and remained around this level until it 

rose to five in 1975. (In 1978 five of the 23 part-time posts were 

occupied by non-British migrants.) In 1956 a migrant was elected 

as an alternate delegate to National Conference. 234 Major inroads 

were achieved in the 1970s with two Ital ian-speaking 1·lal tese 

migrants being elected as trustees and organizers in Victoria. In 

Port Kembla an Italian migrant captured the post of branch secretary 

in 1972 and a Greek migrant was elected as trustee. 

The formal development in F.I.A. policy towards its migrant 

members and their growing representation on official posts is 

somewhat meaningless when taken out of context of the internal 

political struggles that characterized the union throughout the 

post-war period. Forming less than 10 per cent of the membership 

in the last years of the communist administration, migrants had been 

of marginal importance in the political struggles at that time. Upon 

its victory, the Industrial Group sought their allegiance in order to 

consolidate its position. Thereafter, the new leadership generally 

recognized migrants only to the extent that they were seen to 

affect union operations in the context of its preferred industrial 

strategy. Nevertheless, the growing migrant vote could not be 

ignored in the ongoing factional struggles. By the early 1970s 

migrants represented more than half the union's membership and their 

support was critical. It was sought by the competing factions within 

the union to the extent that migrants were jOining electoral tickets 

on a significant scale. 

233Adelaide and Victoria each had two, Port Kembla four and 
Tasmania one. Correspondence, branch secretaries to Short, January 1, 
1955. 

234Labor News, March 1956. 
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Union Political Conflict 1952-1978 

After 1952 opposition to the "Short" team did not disappear. 

Communist/militant members organized groups of candidates to stand 

against incumbent officials. Ironworkers' unity/rank and file 

committees were sporadically active in the Newcastle, Port Kembla, 

Sydney and Victorian branches. Although each operated with a degree 

of independence, campaigns were co-ordinated along policy lines 

stressing the need for direct membership participation and more 

frequent resort to strike action in pursuit of higher wages and 

better conditions. The committees organized candidates for national 

as well as branch posts. Besides electoral pamphlets, newsletters 

such as The Blast, Rivet and The Iro~orker were distributed in 

particular workplaces reporting militant action by workers, attacking 

companies, F.I.A. officials and their actions or lack thereof. At 

first these publications contained little multilingual material but 

during the 1960s the effort to gain migrant support steadily 

increased. 235 

For its part, the incumbent leadership continued to stress that 

the union was not run by "red bosses" in its migrant pamphlets. The 

cost of unnecessary stoppages was contrasted with the gains from 

arbitration. Ironworkers were also warned that rank and file control 

resided in clean union ballots and firm opposition to communists and 

other forms of intimidation which masqueraded as rank and file 

control. 236 The leadership went to some lengths to encourage 

migrants to become involved in elections through its New Australian 

235The November 1, 1955 edition of the Rivet (issued at 
Tullochs, Sydney) alleged that Censky had been appointed solely to 
campaign amongst "New Australians" for the return of the Short 
leadership and was organizing meetings to which non-migrant iron
workers were excluded. In 1958 an electoral leaflet, Fellow Iron
UJorkers, was issued by "The Ironworkers Strengthen Our Union 
Committee" in Italian and German. The leaflet accused the 
incumbent leadership of pretending to be friends of migrants while 
actually discriminating against them. See also The Ironworker, 
August 1964, May and July 1965. 

236 F• I •A• National Council minutes, June 26, 1959; and 
electoral material in F.I.A. records. See also Labor News, 
October/November 1961. 
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organizer, foreign language leaflets and door-to-door canvassing. 237 

One problem for migrants was the size and complexity of the 

ballot sheets. In 1961 advice was sought as to the amount of 

assistance that could be given to "New Australians" to record their 

vote. According to this opinion it was not an offence under the 

Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Act (S171) for a 

canvasser to offer advice on how a vote should be recorded or on 

receiving instructions from a voter as to how he wished to vote, to 

fill in this ballot paper and post it. 238 This view was obviously 

of some importance, although such practices were certainly not new. 

During the elections held in this year, both sides had employed 

migrant canvassers in the Port Kembla branch. 239 By 1964, more than 

12,000 migrants were entitled to vote, making their allegiance of 

some importance. 

Foreign language material was produced by both sides, including 

"how to vote" cards and lists of delegates and workers supporting 

one cause or the other. 24o Neither side offered a strong array of 

migrant candidates in order to capture the vote of foreign-born 

workers. During the 1950s the Industrial Group leadership, 

thereafter known as "Official and Labor" in order to maintain the 

idea that it continued to receive official A.L.P. endorsement, did 

promote more migrants than its "Rank and File" opponents. In 1958 

for instance the Official and Labor candidates included ten non

English speaking migrants while the Rank and File team included 

only two - both in Port Kembla branch. In 1961 the numbers were 

237Por evidence of the degree of planning see correspondence 
between the Port Pirie-Whyalla branch secretary and Short, October 20, 
1961 concerning the number of migrants and their nationality in the 
Port Pirie-Whyalla branch. 

238This process could be repeated and did not have to be done in 
the presence of the voter. Federated Ironworkers' Assoaiation of 
Australia Opinion, J.R. McClelland, November 6, 1961. 

239An abusive reference to the rank and file activist G. Pitsis 
can be found in Frank Browne, Things I Hear, p.3. 

24 ° Pamphlets from the "Port Kembla Rank and File Vigilance 
Commi ttee" in 1961 included "how to vote" cards in German, Dutch and 
Italian along with a list of 70 delegates (15 of them non-British· 
migrants) supporting the Committee's objectives. 
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16 and 10 respectively. By 1964 both sides were fielding around 

20 migrant candidates each.24l 

lfui1e some migrant candidates received prominent attention in 

the foreign language media, the running of migrant candidates as 

such was not a key issue between the two camps. 242 "Migrant" 

issues did not play a significant role in the electoral struggles 

and migrants tended to align themselves upon industrial issues. 

The Rank and File team running for the Sydney branch did pledge 

its opposition to discrimination and included "special, consistent 

attention to New Australian members, with awards and union policy 

published in suitable languages" in its list of urgent tasks. 24 3 

This was not unusual. Rank and File candidates also stressed 

that they would encourage more direct migrant participation in 

union affairs. 

For its part, the incumbent leadership continued to emphasize 

its anti-communist stance, labelling its opponents as communists 

or their dupes. However, it if could expect a sympathetic response 

from many eastern European migrants these were of decreasing 

importance. There is no evidence that the growing number of 

southern European migrants were particularly attuned to this 

message. Indeed, Italian and Greek-born migrants could be found 

on both sides. 

The most serious challenge to the Official and Labor group 

occurred in the steelworks dominated Newcastle and Port Kembla 

branches with Rank and File 

vote in the Sydney Branch. 244 
candidates also commanding a good 

In 1964 two Rank and File 

candidates were elected to the Newcastle branch C.O.M. It was in 

Port Kembla however that the Short leadership suffered its first 

241A number of migrants 
apparently without success. 
"how to vote" cards. 

ran as independent candidates - all 
Source: F.I.A. lists of candidates and 

242For a report of such publicity in the Greek press see the 
Daily Telegraph, December 3, 1964. 

243Sydney branch, Rank and File candidates' electoral pamphlets 
1964 and 1967. 

244There was also sporadic Opposltl0n in Victoria with a non
British migrant contesting the branch secretary post in 1967. 
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major setback. During the 1960s Rank and File candidates made 

successive inroads into the majorities of full-time officials and 

C.O.M. members. In the 1967 election both sides produced elaborate 

multilingual ballot material in Greek, Italian and Serbo-Croatian. 245 

The Rank and File Committee called mass meetings at which new 

members and migrants were specially invited to attend. 246 

The Rank and File candidates' campaign policies included 

improved margins, more efficiency in the branch, greater participation 

by members, no conniving with employers, no delay in attending to 

complaints and disputes and greater attention to the special needs of 

migrants. Candidate for assistant secretary P. Elder said many· 

migrants were disenchanted with the existing leadership. He also 

alleged that there had been irregularities in ballots held in 

previous years with the widespread collection of ballot papers by 

people brought from Sydney.247 The Rank and File Committee tried to 

counter this type of vote canvassing by printing a multilingual 

leaflet explaining the penalties for such practices. For its par~ 

the incumbent leadership campaigned on the basis of its record of 

achievement, its competence in handling steel award hearings and 

directed a smear campaign at the communist ties and "strike 

happy" nature of the Rank and File candidates. 248 The leadership 

made special efforts to ensure that junior members and unnatura1ized 

migrants took part in the election even though the prevailing 

participation rate of just over 50 per cent of those entitled to 

vote was already high in comparison with other unions. In the 

ensuing election the Official and Labor team was returned. 

The 1970 election occurred along much the same lines with 

the Rank and File Committee fielding a new team selected by popular 

vote at an open rally to which all financial members were 

245See, for instance, F.I.A. How to Vote for your Rank and Pile 

Candidates: Port Kembla Branch EZections, 1967. The Official and 

Labor team produced lists of job delegates (migrant and Australian) 

supporting their cause. 

246F.I.A. Port Kembla, Rank and File Committee, notice of 

meeting to be held on September 18, 1967. 

247The EXpress (Wollongong), October 18, 1967. 

248Illawarra Daily Mercury, November 23, 1967; ~nd L. Short, 

correspondence to All Full Time Officers of the Union, November 9, 

1967. 
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invited. 249 The team included F. Le11i, an Italian migrant (who 

had contes·ted a C.O.M. post in the 1967 ballot) for assistant 

secretary of the branch and a Greek migrant, J. Benetos, for one 

of the two posts of branch organizer. The Official and Labor 

team included a smaller number of non-British migrants (four as 

opposed to six for the Rank and File team) and none of these was 

contesting any of the fUll-time posts. Rank and File electoral 

material urged migrants not to give their ballot papers away.250 

The committee stressed its intention to inject life into the union 

and fight B.H.P., obtain weekly pay, pay greater attention to 

migrant needs, reaffi1iate with the South Coast Labour Council and 

restore membership control. 251 Incumbent officials again based 

their campaign on the union'S record and the radical 

irresponsibility of Rank and File candidates. 252 

The election results provided a setback for the incumbent 

leadership. The majorities of all national officials were slashed. 

In both Newcastle and Port Kemb1a the voting was close. In the 

former, Rank and File candidates captured only two C.O.M. posts. 

However, in Port Kembla they ~aptured all but one full-time post 

and 15 of the 20 C.O.M. postS. 253 An Italian migrant, F. Le11i, 

was elected assistant secretary by the largest majority (3,000 

to 2,732) of any of the Rank and File team. This cannot be 

interpreted as indicating universal migrant allegiance to a foreign

born candidate. The Official and Labor candidate, L. Ba1dwin, had 

249In contrast, candidates for the Official and Labor team 
were selected in a private meeting of the Ironworkers' Labor 
Committee. 

25 0Nevertheless , Rank and File candidates alleged that the 
Official and Labor team made considerable use of home canvassing 
and ballot collection. See Tribune, November 4, 1970 and 
January 13, 1971. 

251How to Vote: Rank and File Candidates (authorized by Rank 
and File Publicity Committee, J. Benetos secretary). 

252See Iro11lJorkers BfMare!! (authorized by H. Hurrell), a "run 
down" of Rank and File candidates; and F. I .A., Port Kembla Delegates 
Urge you to Vote Official and Labor (authorized by J. Stewart and 
T. MurphyJ. Of the 116 delegates listed about 27 were non-British 
migrants. 

253In this branch 58 per cent of the 10,089 members eligible 
to vote did so. Labor NfMs, December 1970/January 1971. 
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been the least popular of the incumbent officials. J. Benetos, a 

Greek-born candidate for the position of organizer, who had been 

extremely active in the Rank and File campaign, was not successful. 

Further, of the five Rank and File candidates who failed to be 

elected to the C.O.M. three were non-British migrants. Lelli 

himself was defeated by eight votes for the post of delegate to 

National Conference - Rank and File candidates for the other three 

positions being successful. The migrant vote was not, it seems, 

directed on ethnic lines. Instead, indu~trial issues lay behind 

the success of the Rank and File group. 

There was considerable resentment at the refusal of the F.I.A. 

leadership to be more aggressive in its dealings with B.H.P., to 

sanction rank and file activism or to join with other unions in co

ordinated campaigns against the company. In many respects, the 

defeat of the incumbent officials at Port Kembla was a revolt against 

the low pay of steelworkers, remote union leadership and the 

uncompromising attitude of B.H.P. even in a period of economic 

expanSion. The well organized opposition faction was able to take 

advantage of problems relating to bonus payment, margins, unioniz

ation, safety and workers' compensation to topple the local 

representatives of the "Short" team. The nature of these industrial 

factors will be explored in the second section of this chapter. 

Overall, it is difficult to assess the impact of immigrants 

upon electoral struggles within the F.I.A. Immigrants have not 

emerged as an identifiably distinct group. It was the opinion of the 

current national secretary, L. Short, that only a minority of migrants 

voted because of language difficulties, their sense of strangeness 

and a belief that they were not entitled to vote until naturalized. 2s4 

These arguments are persuasive and would certainly help explain the 

apparently low level of migrant participation in union elections 

generally. However, the F.I.A. situation is anomalous in a number of 

respects. Considerable effort was devoted to attracting the migrant 

vote. Why go to these lengths if the results were minimal? One 

conclusion is that the migrant vote was potentially decisive, at 

2s4Laurie Short, interviewed October 13, 1977. 
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least in a number of branches. A strong case can be made for this 

in Port Kembla, especially when the practice of collecting 

ballot papers is taken into account. There can be little doubt 

that the migrant vote assisted in the defeat of communist officials 

in 1952. Equally, there can be little doubt that migrants 

contributed to the victory of Rank and File candidates in 1970 

and thereafter. These results suggest that migrants do not 

automatically lean toward one side or the other. Of course, the 

migrants working in the steel industry on the south coast in 1952 

were very different from those to be found in the early 1970s. 

Although migrants working for the opposition Official and Labor 

candidates made strong political overtures to Yugoslav migrants 

(the largest single national grouping at A.I. & S., Port Kembla) in 

the 1972 and 1974 elections, this appears to have had little effect. 

Rank and File candidates were, in fact, returned with increased 

majorities. Their victory is largely explainable in terms of their 

industrial strategy and greater sensitivity to member needs. It was 

accompanied by an increase in migrant representation in union 

positions but this was merely one dimension of the broader 

industrial struggle. Unless the broader context is appreciated a 

simple analysis in terms of migrant representation is of little 

value. 

In other branches, and particularly Victoria, a handful of 

migrants supporting the national leadership have been elected to minor 

decision-making posts. The picture that emerges is that while 

migrants have become enmeshed in broader struggles they have not 

emerged as a distinct identifiable force to be reckoned with by 

Australian-born officials. Without entirely rejecting nationality 

divisions, language difficulties and the reticence of strangers as 

explanations of this, the over-riding conclusion to be drawn is that 

the primary concerns of migrants were industrial and they delivered 

their allegiance accordingly. 

On the face of it, the rise of migrants to union office appears 

as no more than a political reflex, revealing not an ethnic division 

within the membership, but an extension of traditional and cyclical 

faction fighting within the union. In a sense, the union was coming 

full circle as militant elements challenged again for power as they 

had in the 1930s. However, the struggle was not an automatic or 
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simple political reflex. Instead it was related closely to the 

industrial strategies that were possible in the steel industry. 

These competing strategies took shape against a powerful industrial 

adversary, B.H.P., which, in turn, had its own traditional means of 

dealing with unions and rewarding its workers. The next section 

will evaluate the employment and industrial policies of B.H.P. -

policies which could provoke both the timid centralism of the right

wing F.I.A. leadership, and the angry militancy of the opposition 

faction which harked back to the period of communist control. 

A central theme in the following section will be an account of 

the intransigence of B.H.P. management. It is important to realise 

that the company's policies left little scope for negotiation or 

conciliation. Two options remained - the first, withdrawn 

abdication of struggle, and the second, militant if problematic 

revolt. The union strategies described in the first part of this 

chapter have oscillated between the two, and indeed, the distance 

between the two approaches explains much of the bitterness of 

intra- and inter-union conflict. B.H.P.'s persistent resistance to 

dealing with unions has perpetuated this conflict. 

B.H.P.: Management Responses to Migrants with Particular Reference 

to A.I. & S., Port Kembla and the F.I.A. 

This section is intended to show the growing importance that 

B.H.P. attached to the recruitment of immigrant workers. The 

motives behind this employment policy will also be touched upon, 

although conclusive evidence upon a primary or dominant purpose is 

hard to find. Employment growth at Port Kembla in particular, 

necessitated workforce expansion above the level that could be 

supplied from the local labour market. However, several questions 

remain unsanswered. The relative failure of B.H.P.'s domestic 

recruitment requires justification in terms of competing demand for 

labour. The alliance between B.H.P. and the federal government upon 

the company's emergent role as an entrep8t employer also requires 

explanation. 
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1. Migrants and Employment 

In Chapter 4 the close relationship between B.H.P. and the 

government with regard to immigration was briefly outlined. 

Immigrants were to play an indispensible part in the company's 

programme to boost steel production. To achieve this the company 

undertook recruitment overseas. By 1948 a B.H.P. representative 

was active in the preliminary selection of prospective migrants in 

the United Kingdom. Migrants were required not only for the steel

works but also for the company's coal mines and the Whyalla ship

building works. Britain remained the focus of the company's 

organized attempts to directly recruit migrant tradesmen although 

skilled labour was also sought in West Germany and the Netherlands. 255 

Other non-British migrants were largely sought for unskilled 

and semi-skilled work. The company made no direct attempt to recruit 

these overseas - it was apparently part of the overal immigration 

'directive that only the Immigration Department would advertise 

outside Britain. 256 B.H.P. made known its future needs and wishes 

concerning immigration composition to the C.I.p.C. 257 In 1954, 

for instance, the company opposed the shift in recruitment policy 

towards families, because of its preference for young, able and 

unattached workers given the accommodation shortages at this time. 258 

A close liaison was established with ministers and permanent 

heads of both the Immigration and Labour Departments. The latter 

255See correspondence, General Manager, B.H.P. to the Secretary, 
Department of Immigration, April ID, 1951; and C.I.P.C. meeting, 
minute no. 242 27/53, 1953. 

256See memorandum of discussion between the Assistant Secretary, 
Department of Immigration and B.H.P. management, February ID, 1964. 
Source: B.H.P. Archives, "Labour Migrants" file G15. 

257 For example see I. McLennan, Chief General Manager, B.H.P., 
report of matters relevant to the company discussed by the C.I.P.C., 
September 29, 1950; B.H.P. memorandum to McLennan from the Executive 
Officer, Personnel and Training re Immigration, Melbourne, February 12, 
1965; and minutes of the C.I.P.C., 1949-1966. 

258 I.M. McLennan, "Some Notes on the Commonwealth's 
Immigration Programme", August 31, 1954, paper presented to the 
C.I.P.C. 
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were kept informed of labour needs at each B.H.P. establishment. 259 

It is no exaggeration to state that the company's wishes received 

more than favourable consideration. Within B.H.P., the managers of 

individual subsidiaries and work-places communicated their problems 

and requirements to central management which then contacted govern

ment bodies. 2so Company representatives also visited migrant 

reception centres such as Bonegilla to recruit workers. 

At the outset B.H.P. was given priority in the allocation of 

displaced persons who were directed into areas of labour shortage 

at the Newcastle and Port Kembla steelworks such as the coke ovens, 

open hearth and blast furnaces, foundry, spun pipe, ferro alloy and 

electric steel plants. In these sections labour turnover was 

highest, the jobs were least attractive and extensive overtime was 

necessary to maintain production. At A.I. & S., the introduction 

of migrants brought, immediate benefits in terms of reducing turnover 

and the amount of overtime worked, besides facilitating fuller use 

of equipment. 261 Additional labour also helped to counteract the 

effects of the recently introduced 40-hour week. By the end of 1952 

there were more than 1,700 non-British migrants at the Port Kembla 

works and 1,200 at Newcastle. In the sections mentioned above the 

proportion of non-British migrants ranged from 30 per cent to over 

50 per cent of the workforce. 262 

259 See , for instance, correspondence between the Chief General 
Manager and the Secretary, Department of Labour and National Service, 
January 21, 1951, February 20, 1951, July 10, 1958 and December 18, 
1963; and the Secretary, Department of Immigration, December 24, 
1959 and memorandum of conversation with the Acting Secretary, 
Department of Immigration, April 23, 1964. 

26o Copious correspondence in B.H.P. archives attests to the 
degree of organization in obtaining migrant labour. 

261See A.I. & S. Departmental Monthly Reports, December 8, 9 and 
23, 1949, November 30 and December 12, 1950 and May 21, 1955 for 
evidence of these findings. 

262According to Wills non-British migrants constituted 
17 per cent of the labour force at the Newcastle steelworks but 
38 per cent of those engaged in the open hearth furnaces and ferro 
alloy plant, 42 per cent in the coke ovens, 48 per cent in the spun 
pipe plant and more than 50 per cent of blast furnace employees. 
(N.R. Wills, "The Iron and Steel Industry and the Commonwealth 
Immigration Programme", op ait., pp.5-19.) At Port Kembla non
British migrants constituted 38 per cent of the electric steel plant 
work force and 51.5 per cent of open hearth furnace employees. 
A.!. & S. Departmental Monthly Reports, May 1951. 
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When the displaced persons scheme ended the government ensured 

that adequate replacements were found. While migrants were sought 

from all regions of Europe, those from southern Europe became the 

main source of unskilled labour. By April 1956 B.H.P. employed 

almost 6,000 migrants with those from Italy, Poland and Greece 

constituting the largest non-British contingents. 263 Yugoslav migrants 

became an important source of unskilled labour during the 1960s. 

In the six years up to July 1956 local steel production 

doubled. This was largely due to fuller use of existing plant 

(70 per cent) rather than expanded capacity (30 per cent).264 

Migrants constituted one-third of the steelworks labour force. 

According to Hughes, they represented 70 per cent of the additional 

labour taken on by the industry in the period up to 1960. 265 By 

1963 B.H.P. employed 14,400 foreign-born workers (32.5 per cent of 

the company's total workforce) of which about 12 per cent were 

British-born. Of this figure 10;560 were employed in Newcastle 

and Port Kembla steelworks with migrants making up the bulk of the 

wages workforce (more than 70 per cent of the semi-skilled) in the 

latter and about one-third in the former. 266 Reliance upon 

migrant labour grew throughout the post-war era. 

Migrants were not evenly spread throughout B.H.P. enterprises 

but were concentrated in steelworks and associated industries. In 

Newcastle, the mechanization of the coal industry from the 1950s 

onwards generated a surplus of local labour which could be absorbed 

by the steelworks. This, in combination with the slower rate of 

expansion at Newcastle, meant that there was less need for migrant 

263S.M.H., April 16, 1956, p.1. 

264Correspondence, Secretary, Department of Immigration to 
H. Holt, Minister for Immigration, July 25, 1956. Source: C.I.P.C. 
records. For corroborating evidence see N.R. Wills, "The Basic Iron 
and Steel Industry", in Alex Hunter (ed.), The Economics of 
AustraUan Industry: Studies in Envirorunent and Structure 
(Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1964), p.170. 

265H• Hughes, The Australian Iron and Steel Industry 1848-1962 
(Melbourne University Press, 1964), p.170. 

266B.H.P. Company Limited, Migrant Employees, September 11, 
1963, internal company report. 
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labour than at Port Kembla and Whyalla (to a lesser extent) which 

expanded rapidly. At A.I. & S. Port Kembla steelworks employment 

rose from 3,665 in 1947 to 20,823 in 1975. In the same period 

steel production rose from 475,894 tons to 4,644,063 tons. 267 The 

comparison is even more dramatic when the respective levels of 

overtime at the two plants (Newcastle and Port Kembla) are taken 

into account. 

The dispersal of migrants according to nationality was not the 

same even in those plants highly dependent on migrants. Overall, 

BritiSh migrants formed a larger proportion of the workforce at 

Whyalla (especially in the ship building works) than was the case 

at Port Kembla. Table 17 gives a detailed breakdown of the work

force at the A.I. & S. Port Kembla steelworks by nationality between 

1966 and 1977. It gives some indication of the significance of 

foreign-born workers and the multiplicity of different national 

groups employed within the plant. The experience of A.I. & S. 

is central to a closer examination of the evolving union and 

management responses to immigrant workers. 

Two aspects of the company's recruitment policy are worth 

isolating. First, accommodation proved difficult. B.H.P. was 

required to provide accommodation for migrants introduced under the 

group nomination scheme as well as for displaced persons and other 

directed labour. The government constructed hostels close to 

steelworks and collieries. In addition, the company itself built 

hostels adj acent to a number of its establishments such as "Karinga1" 

and "Steelhaven" at Port Kemb1a. These were designed to accommodate 

single males in spartan blocks of huts or even tents in the early 

years. 26B 

Accommodation in company hostels was available only so long as 

persons remained in B.H.P.'s employ - a factor no doubt important in 

helping to tie migrant employees to the company. Under the group 

267Australian Iron and Steel Pty Limited - Port Kembla, 
Statistics Year ended 31 May 1975, op eit. 

26BCompany hostels were subsidized and hence rates were lower 
than for government hostels. See comparison of accommodation rates, 
August 24, 1949. Source: "Housing - Hostels - Migrant Labour" 
file. B.H.P. Archives, Melbourne. 
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TABLE 17 

AUSTRALIAN IRON AND STEEL PTY LTD (PORT KEMBLA): 

WAGES EMPLOYEES BY COUNTRY OF BIRTH/REGION 

Country 1966 1968 1971 1973 
June 30 Feb 28 June 30 

EUROPE -

Austria 138 122 81 87 
Germany 713 655 570 507 
Netherlands 346 315 258 223 
Uni ted Kingdom 1,624 1,570 1,676 1,967 
Other Northern Europe l 138 142 138 115 

Total 2,959 ~!804 2,723 2,899 
Hungary 233 215 180 159 
Poland 355 352 318 309 
Other Eastern Europe 2 228 208 217 175 

Total 816 775 715 643 
Greece 633 533 411 359 
Italy 1,226 1,300 1,085 1,042 
Malta 261 239 222 240 
Portugal 180 250 329 409 
Spain 401 419 361 403 
Turkey 6 14 101 133 
Yugoslavia 2.608 3,011 3,413 
Other Southern Europe 3 

Total 
Total Europe 

MIDDLE EAST -

Lebanon 34 37 67 77 
Other Middle East~ 2 2 15 

Total 36 39 67 92 
AFRICA 5 7 

ASIA6 1 24 

AMERICA -

Chile 42 44 
Other South America ' 41 
North America 8 3 5 6 8 

3 5 48 93 

OCEANIA9 16 

Unspecified 8 8 

Total Overseas-born 9,191 9,440 9,515 9,800 

Australian-born 5,688 5.582 5,328 5,254 

Total Wages Employees 14,879 15,022 14,843 15,054 

Add Staff 3,647 3,990 4,745 5,076 

GRAND TOTAL 18~526 19,012 19~588 20,130 

lBelgium. Denmark. Finland. Prance~ Ireland, 
Norway. Sweden. Switzerland. 

2Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia~ Estonia. Latvia~ 
Lithuania. Roumania~ U.S.S.R •• Ukraine. 

3Albania. Cyprus, Monacco. 

1975 
July 31 

94 
504 
209 

2,075 
98 

2,980 
162 
296 
160 
618 
343 
991 
246 
440 
444 
333 

90 
22 

112 

9 

23 

103 
115 

9 
227 

22 

10,334 

5,162 

15,496 

5,219 

20,715 

~Arabia, Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Palestine, Syria. 

5Mauritius, Rhodesia, South Africa, Sudan. Tanzania. 
Tunisia. 

6 China. India. Indonesia, Japan. Korea. Laos, 
Pakistan, Philippines, Sri Lanka~ Vietnam. 

1Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Cuba, Costa Rica, 
Equador. Honduras, Mexico, Paraguay. Peru. 
San Salvador, Uraguay. 

BCanada. U.S.A. 

9piji, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea. Tonga. 

Source: Compiled from A.I. & S. (Port Kembla) Monthly Workforce 
Statements - Public Relations Department. 

1977 
Aug 30 

82 
441 
173 

1,881 
96 

~2673 
144 
268 
145 
557 
314 
948 
208 
439 
433 
244 

80 
16 
96 

7 

41 

166 
88 

9 
263 

22 

9.388 

4.930 

14,318 
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nomination scheme operating with the United Kingdom, B.H.P. was 

expected to provide accommodation until the settler could arrange 

his own accommodation. However, British migrants were not bound 

to remain within the company's employ nor was the company bound to 

employ them. The company tried to retain a policy of only 

providing accommodation for migrants (even British migrants) while 

they continued in the company's employ. In an effort to escape 

these over-riding provisions the company conducted discussions 

with the Department of Immigration over whether it might enter into 

such agreements with individual rnigrants. 269 In February 1949, the 

Department agreed to individual agreements. 270 

The progressive construction of government hostels eliminated 

the need for B.H.P. to build further hostels. The company approached 

various state governments with regard to the provision of housing 

near its estab1ishments. 271 In addition, it received special 

consideration with regard to accommodation of its employees in 

government hoste1s. 272 Recruitment and retention problems were 

experienced with regard to British migrants who, in general, were 

less tolerant of hostel living than their non-British counter

parts. 273 

The second striking aspect of B.H.P.'s recruitment policies 

was the apparent segmentation in the sourcing of skilled and 

unskilled labour. Tradesmen were largely drawn from northern 

Europe (and Britain in particular) while unskilled labour was 

increasingly drawn from southern Europe (Italy, Greece, Yugoslavia, 

Spain, Turkey, etc.) and later South America with a smaller number 

269 Correspondence, General Manager, A. I. & S. wi th the Managing 
Director, B.H.P., Melbourne, December 10, 14 and 20, 1948. 

27oCorrespondence, Managing Director, B.H.P. to General 
Manager, A.I. & S., Port Kembla, February 2, 1949. 

271See , 
A.I. & S. to 
December 17, 

for instance, 
A. Landa (New 
1959. 

correspondence, General Manager, 
South Wales Minister for Housing), 

272This is made clear in a B.H.P. memorandum to the Chief 
General Manager from the Executive Officer, Personnel and Training 
re Immigration, Melbourne, February 12, 1965. 

273See correspondence, B.H.P. 's U.K. Representative to the 
Managing Director, January 23, 1964. 
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from Asia. Of the 10,560 foreign-born workers employed at the 

Newcastle and Port Kembla steelworks in 1963, 16.8 per cent of the 

2,965 migrant tradesmen were British-born but only 7.8 per cent of 

the migrant production workers were. 274 The difference was even 

more pronounced during the 1950s and in particular plants such as 

A.I. & S. Port Kembla. 

One reason for this segmentation was the company's emphasis 

on recruiting skilled labour in northern Europe. In turn, this 

derived from the relative ease of trade recognition for migrants 

from these countries. 275 Nevertheless, the company experienced 

problems because of the specialized training of some migrants which 

made them less versatile. 27G Unlike many other employers, B.H.P. 

tried to gear up local apprenticeship although this was never 

sufficient to meet labour requirements. 277 In its efforts to 

attract British tradesmen a scheme was evolved whereby migrants 

nominated by B.H.P. had their contribution to assisted passage fares 

paid by the company. In return, the tradesman was expected to 

repay B.H.P. progressively after arrival or immediately if he left 

the company's employment. This money was reimbursed if the worker 

remained with B.H.P. more than 12 months - an inducement for 

workers to stay for at least one year. 

By the early 1960s the company was experiencing considerable 

difficulties in attracting British tradesmen. Management attributed 

this to the lower skill differential in Australia and intense 

competition with other local employers. 278 It was also found that 

British tradesmen did not tend to remain with the company very 

27"B.H.P. Company Limited, Migrant Employees. op cit. 

275 Even so, recognition problems still arose occasionally. See 
correspondence, General Manager, IVhyalla to Managing Director, 
B.H.P., February 23, 1962; B.H.P. Executive Officer, Personnel and 
Training to U.K. Representative, February 23, 1962; General Manager, 
Newcastle to Managing Director, /larch 1, 1962; and General Manager, 
A.I. & S., Port Kembla to Managing Director, B.H.P., November 27, 1963. 

27GB.H.P. Company Limited, Migrant Employees. op cit. 

277See Page 304 herein; and correspondence, General Manager, 
A.I. & S. to Managing Director, February 27, 1963. 

278Correspondence, U.K. Representative to Managing Director, 
B.H.P., January 23, 1964; and B.H.P. News Release, April 10, 1964. 
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long. 279 Reasons for this movement included an unwillingness to 

spend long periods in hos.tels, the shortage of housing in some 

regions and the lure of better opportunities elsewhere. In an effort 

to stem this flow, the assistance arrangement mentioned previously 

was consolidated into an enforceable agreement. 280 Problems were also 

encountered with British tradesmen who had no prior experience in 

the steel industry or who engaged in "industrial misconduct".281 In 

both cases tighter screening of applicants was urged. The shortfall 

was made up through non-British tradesmen and some upgrading of 

semi-skilled workers. 

In the unskilled and semi-skilled categories management saw a 

number of reasons for not emphasizing British migration. Southern 

Euroepean migrants were more readily available, did not require such 

extensive financial assistance and could be secured by B.H.P. 

through the Department of Labour and National Service. They were 

also seen to be admirably suited to the rigours of the steel 

industry. At a C.I.P.C. meeting held in 1953 at which the B.H.P. 

representative (I.M. McLennan) requested additional labour it was 

agreed that Italians were a "hard working race especially those in 

the unski lled category. ,,2 8 2 

The inference that southern European migrants were better 

prospects as unskilled labour because they were less discriminating 

and more likely to stick out such jobs than their British counter

parts can be readily discerned from company records. In 1964, for 

instance, B.H.P. management held discussions with the Acting 

Secretary of the Immigration Department at which serious misgivings 

were expressed with regard to recruiting unskilled British labour 

279Correspondence, Executive Officer, Personnel and Training 
to the B.H.P. U.K. Representative, February 18, 1963 (referring to 
experiences at both Port Kembla and Whyalla). 

280Ibid. 

281Correspondence, Executive Officer, Personnel and Training 
to the U.K. Representative, March 6, 1963. 

282C.I.P.C. minutes, agenda item no. 242 27/53 (1953). 
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because many applicants lacked industrial experience. 283 

Ironically, while this also applied to many non-British migrants, 

the Department stressed its willingness to supply as many European 

labourers as possible. 284 A more persuasive reason for the 

preference was the difficulty in retaining British migrants and 

their willingness to criticize the company's advertising brochures 

which many saw as highlymisleading. 285 

There is less evidence that the company consciously preferred 

some migrant groups because of their lack of union and industrial 

experience. In October 1950 in reply to a request for experienced 

labour from the Superintendent of Collieries, John Darling Colliery 

(Belmont) the Chief General Manager stated: 

we think you should know that in our various discussions 
with Government Authorities we have always said that 
inexperienced men would suit us well because these go 
through our miners' school, and one of the reasons for us 
taking this stand is that men who do not come from the 
coal industry would not bring with them industrial 
condi~ions from other countries. 286 

283Record of discussion, Acting Secretary, Department of 
Immigration with Messrs Butcher and Rich (B.H.P.), February 10, 1964. 
See also correspondence, Executive Officer, Personnel and Training 
with Department of Labour and National Service, June 30, 
1964. 

284The Department representative added, somewhat self
consciously, that the Department had to be careful not to give the 
company any too obvious preferential treatment! Ibid. 

285There was some foundation to this criticism. For instance, 
in 1964 literature suggested average earnings for "production 
operatives" were in the vicinity of £25 per week. Yet the company's 
own correspondence revealed that a general labourer at A.I. & S. 
could expect to earn about £17 per week and a furnace labourer 
£20-23. (Correspondence, Executive Officer, Personnel and Training 
to D.L.N.S., June 30, 1964.) In this year five British migrants 
refused to start work at Port Kemb1a on the grounds that employment 
condi tions were unsatisfactory, they had been mis led Id th regard to 
wages, that "production operative" simply meant unskilled labourer, 
that the company would finance housing after 12 months' service and 
there was no local employment for their wives. It was admitted that 
housing literature could easily be "misconstrued". Correspondence, 
Executive Officer, Personnel and Training to the Secretary, D.L.N.S., 
20 October 1964. See also Tribune, October 7, 1964. 

286Correspondence, Superintendent of Collieries, John Darling 
Colliery, Belmont and Chief General Manager, B.H.P., October 3 and 5, 
1950. Even so, the company was aware of the scrutinizing role 
played by the Miners' Federation. See correspondence, Superintendent 
of Collieries to Managing Director, A.I. & S., November 26, 1959. 
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Such explicit sentiments are exceptional. 

A company report on its migrant employees completed in 1963 

concluded that they were as satisfactory as Australian-born 

labour, with 320 (114 British) achieving supervisory posts. The 

impression of works management that migrants were less resourceful 

was partly attributed to lack of confidence in settling in. It 

was found that northern European migrants adapted more quickly 

than their southern European counterparts but that there was little 

difference between migrant and Australian-born employees insofar 

as attitudes towards work and the company.287 

Upon obtaining a satisfactory financial basis or knowledge of 

better paying jobs many unskilled migrants moved on. Thus, the 

company required a continuous supply of new recruits just to 

maintain existing employment levels. Evidence relating to the 

Port Kembla steelworks indicates the extent of this labour turnover. 

In the nine months to June 20, 1958 the steelworks engaged 

3,119 operatives and lost 2,934 workers for a net gain of 185. 288 

In the 29-month period to September 1962 11,684 workers were engaged 

and 8,589 left (net gain of 3,095).289 

As an entrep8t employer, B.H.P. was not unduly concerned by 

moderate to high levels of labour instability so long as replace

ments were readily available. However, if the labour market 

became too competitive amongst employers, B.H.P. was generally the 

loser since recent arrivals were able to find alternative work too 

rapidly. During the early 1960s the management at A.I. & S. became 

disturbed because more than 60 per cent of new engagements were 

leaving within one year. 

Investigation revealed that the most significant reasons for 

287B.H.P. Company Limited, Migrant Employees, op ait. 

288Correspondence, Acting General Manager, B.H.P. to Secretary, 
D.L.N.S., July 10, 1958. 

289The problem was worse in particular sections of the plant. 
In the six months to March 1960, turnover in the coke ovens, spun 
pipe and sinter plants and foundry exceeded 100 per cent on an 
annual basis. Source: A.I. & S. Labour Turnover Committee (a body 
established to investigate the high rates of labour turnover) 
minutes. 



493. 

departure were insufficient earnings, unsatisfactory working 

conditions and better job opportunities elsewhere. z9o The 

committee found some confusion and unsettlement amongst industrially 

inexperienced migrants, and suggested better induction procedures. 

However, the over-riding reason for turnover was the low level of 

earnings at A.I. & S. Turnover and requests for transfers were 

highest in those sections where wage rates, bonuses and overtime 

were lowest. These also tended to be the least attractive jobs 

and the ones in which migrants, and particularly recent arrivals, 

were concentrated. When these factors were taken into account 

nationality was not a significant influence on turnover - a finding 

entirely consistent with the argument suggested in Chapter 4. 

In general, overaward payments at B.H.P. establishments were 

significantly lower than at other employers. When labour fell 

short of requirements the general response was to seek additional 

migrant recruits from the Department of Labour. 291 One tactic 

apparently employed to counter turnover was to place pressure on 

companies and contractors dependent on B.H.P. not to engage workers 

who had left the steelworks less than three months before. B.H.P. 

and its subsidiaries never publicly admitted to this practice 

although the allegation was frequently made by former employees and 

by unions. 292 The effectiveness of such persuasion depended on the 

degree to which the company dominated employment in the locality, 

and upon the general level of demand for labour. 

290Revealed in interviews with resigning workers as assessed by 
the A.I. & S. Labour Turnover Committee. Minutes of meeting held on 

-May 4, 1961. 

291For instance, at the height of its problems the General 
Manager of A.I. & S. Port Kembla wrote to the D.L.N.S. requesting 
additional labour. The Department replied that it would direct 
migrants to A.I. & S. from ships arriving in Australia. (Corres
pondence, September 28 and October 23, 1962.) One reason for labour 
shortages during the early 1960s was a temporary cut-back in 
immigration. In December 1961 the General Manager of A.I. & S. Port 
Kembla wrote to the Managing Director of B.H.P. complaining of labour 
shortages. The Chief General Manager (B.H.P.) reassured him that the 
government's cut-back was temporary and its policy of ensuring a full 
rate of immigration remained unchanged. Correspondence, December 28, 
1961. 

292See, for instance, the Boilermakers' Society of Australia, 
Wollongong branch meeting minutes, April 10, 1964. 
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In its dealings with the government, B.H.P. continually explored 

the possibility of tapping new sources of migrant labour as existing 

ones became exhausted or inadequate to meet its expanding workforce 

requirements. By 1964 the possibility of obtaining larger numbers of 

unskilled workers from Italy, Greece, Malta, Spain and Turkey was 

being explored. 293 The possibility of direct overseas recruitment 

in these countries was considered but rejected. Management also 

endorsed chain migration by encouraging migrant employees to 

bring their relatives and friends to Austra1ia. 29 , 

It was not until 1973 that a B.H.P. request for additional labour 

was rejected outright by the Department of Labour. This rebuff 

caused no major adjustments in hiring policies. A small number of 

women were able to obtain jobs at Port Kembla. However, the company 

retained its view that the steel industry was generally unsuitable 

for female employment. 

B.H.P. emphasized that 

In explaining its reliance upon migrants, 

Australians tended to shun jobs in the steel 

industry. A more accurate interpretation would suggest that many of 

the jobs and conditions offered were acceptable only to new 

migrants who had little prospect of alternative employment. The 

economic recession after 1975 eased the company's labour shortage. 

In March 1977 A.I. & s. Port Kemb1a announced its intention to 

reduce its workforce by 2,000 through natural attrition although 

retrenchments were not discounted. 295 However, two years later, 

difficulties existed in filling job vacancies despite the high 

level of unemployment in the region. 296 

2. Personnel Practices and Safety at A.I. & S. Port Kemb1a 

Like most Australian employers, the introduction of large 

numbers of non-English speaking workers was not thought to pose 

293Memorandum, Executive Officer, Personnel and Training to 
General Manager, Administration, May 7, 1963; and correspondence, 
Acting General Manager (A.I. & s. Port Kemb1a) to Managing Director, 
B.H.P., July 15, 1964. 

29'Correspondence, Executive Officer, Personnel and Training 
to Secretary, D.L.N.S., October 20, 1964. 

295S.M.H., March 4, 1977, p.1. At this time the labour turnover 
rate amongst wages employees was 39 per cent per annum. 

29611~awarra Daily Mercury, January 11, 1979, p.5. 
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great problems for A.I. & S. management. Before 1972, some 

elementary induction material was prepared in foreign languages, 

signs were posted in the works urging migrants to learn English, 

and the company co-operated with the Departments of Immigration 

and Education to establish evening classes in English at the Karingal 

hostel. The latter were disbanded because of the high drop-out 

rate. 297 In spite of these initiatives, heavy reliance was placed 

on informal procedures, ad hoc interpreters and the sensitivity and 

patience of supervisors - something often in short supply given their 

commitments to production. Induction remained haphazard, providing 

only basic information on how to "clock on" and so on. 298 

In 1972, the company did attempt to revive English classes 

outside its premises and in 1974 on-the-job classes were established. 

Success was extremely limited for a variety of reasons including 

fatigue, transport, domestic and motivational difficulties. Workers 

on rotating shifts found it difficult to maintain attendance and 

manning disputes arose when workers released to attend classes were 

not replaced. The F.I.A. had made repeated demands for English 

classes in its logs of demands with the present branch secretary 

advocating a six-month continuous course. 300 Other reasons for the 

high drop-out rate included the interruption caused by annual 

leave and the high rate of labour turnover. Also A.I. & S. 

297 For evidence of some of the earlier initiatives and 
practices see T.R. Hansen, Superintendent, A.I. & S. Port Kembla, 
"The Responsibility of Industry for the Welfare of Ethnic Minority 
Employees", Address to the Fifth National Conference Of A.C.O.S.S., 
Brisbane, May 21, 1968; R.D. Butcher, B.H.P. Executive Officer, 
Personnel and Training, "Induction of Migrant Workers", Personnel 
Practice fuUetin, vol. 24, no. 4, December 1968, pp.297-304; and 
correspondence, Commonwealth Education Officer and Executive 
Officer, Personnel and Training, B.H.P., December 30, 1963. 

298 Pierina Pirisi, "English Classes at Company lI", in 
P. Robson, Evaluation and Implications of Migrant Orientated 
Programmes Introduced in Four Industries in New South Wales 
(Report produced for the Ethnic Affairs Commission, August 1978), 
pp.46-67. This was also the case at other B.H.P. subsidiaries. 
See R. Callus, Survey of the Workforce at AWI (Lysaghts) Chiswiak 
(unpublished paper, Department of Industrial Relations, University 
of Sydney, November 1976). 

299p P" " " "t 49 • ~r~s~, op c-z- ., p. • 
3ooI bid. 



496. 

introduced an Employee Advisory Referral Scheme to deal with the 

personal problems of workers. 301 Located in an isolated office, 

the effectiveness of this body can be questioned. In general, the 

initiatives taken during the 1970s appear to have been a response 

to escalating levels of labour instability and inability to obtain 

additional recruits through migration (see Chapter 4). The company 

was still accused of exploiting language difficulties to keep 

migrants in the worst jobs and keep their pay as low as possible. 302 

Classes never involved more than a small number of workers and 

appeared just a public relations exercise. 

The introduction of inexperienced workers with language 

difficulties had prompted concern by the communist leadership of the 

F.I.A. in the late 1940s and early 1950s. In response, B.H.P. had 

considered printing safety notices in foreign languages and 

displaying them in the steelworks. However, according to a later 

company report: 

it was soon realized that this was the wrong approach to 
induce migrants to learn the English language and the 
notices were removed. In order, however that the 
migrants be informed of the Company's safety requirements 
when they commence employment, the Works General Safety 
Instruction Handbook continues to be printed in several 
foreign languages. 303 

In the period 1946 to 1958 there was a substantial reduction in 

the frequency rate of serious injury at both the Newcastle and 

Port Kembla steelworks despite the introduction of migrants and 

rapid workforce expansion. 304 

Table 18 shows the respective' situation with regard to serious 

301A.I. & S. memorandum to all Managers from Personnel Manager, 
December 3, 1975; and A.I. & S. Port Kembla Circular, April 7, 1976. 

302South Coast Migrant Unity Action Committee, H. Walther 
Secretary, Letter to all Parliamentarians, September 1975. 

30 3Draft, Safety TrainirIiJ in the Steel Industry (internal 
company report, 1961). 

304The frequency rate of serious injuries fell from 68 per 
million man hours worked to 18 p.m.h.w. at Newcastle and from 30 to 
10.4 p.m.h.w. at Port Kembla. In the same period employment at the 
steelworks grew threefold. B.H.P. Monthly Safety Reports. Source: 
File G10/6 "Health and Medical Matters", B.H.P. Archives, Melbourne. 
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TABLE 18 

SERIOUS INDUSTRIAL INJURIES AT THE B.H.P. (NEWCASTLE) AND AUSTRALIAN 

IRON AND STEEL (PORT KEMBLA) STEELWORKS (1958-1963) 

Lost Sever- Fre-Employ- Time 
ees Injur- Deaths Days ity quency 

Lost* Rate~ Ratet 
(av. ) ies (av. ) (av. ) (av. ) 

1958 (June-Dec.) 

Newcastle 9,688 142 9,452 951 17.4 
Port Kembla 11,349 111 3 20,690 2,606 8.7 

1959 

Newcastle 9,791 192 1 11,525 614 9.9 
Port Kembla 11,792 168 7 45,498 1,868 6.2 

" 
1960 

Newcastle 10,043 98 2 24,226 1,173 4.6 
Port Kembla 12,755 115 1 22,361 783 3.9 

1961 

Newcastle 11 ,038 123 1 15,243 726 5.5 
Port Kembla 14,393 115 6 44,565 1,384 3.6 

1962 

Newcastle 10,903 84 2 19,663 931 3.7 
Port Kembla 15,514 133 4 34,655 1,006 3.7 

1963 

Newcastle 10,810 77 6,769 537 5.0 
Port Kembla 16,305 113 1 20,708 879 4.3 

Total 

Newcastle 716 6 86,878 822 7.6 
(av. ) (av. ) 

Port Kemb1a 755 22 188,477 1,486 5.5 
(av. ) (av. ) 

*Man days lost for permanent incapacity according 
to a set ratio. For instance, death equals 
6,000 working days lost. 

~Severity rate equals days lost per million man 
hours worked. 

tFrequency rate equals number of lost time 
injuries per million man hours worked. 

Source: B.H.P. (Iron and Steel), Lost Time Injury 
Statistics (MonthZy). B.H.P. Archives. 
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injuries and deaths at Newcastle and Port Kembla between 1958 and 

1963. It can be seen that although the frequency rate of serious 

(lost time) injuries was higher at Newcastle this was more than 

offset by a higher severity rate at Port Kembla, resulting in the 

loss of far more working days. The incidence of deaths was far 

higher at Port Kembla even taking into account differences in the 

size of the workforce. The situation was noted with some concern 

by A.!. & S. management. 305 One possible reason for this was 

the greater intensity of production, including lengthier hours of 

overtime, at Port Kembla. 306 The Port Kembla works had long been 

renowned as a particularly dangerous plant. 

In the period January 1, 1964 to March 31, 1972 at least 

43 workers died at the A.I. & s. steelworks. Of these, 35 died as 

a direct consequence of an injury sustained at work. In this group 

were 18 non-British migrants. A further eight collapsed and died 

on the job including only two non-British migrants. 307 Between May 

1975 and February 1979 a further 17 workers were killed at 

A.I. & S.308 There is no evidence to show an association between 

language difficulties or inexperience and these deaths. On 

occasion the allegation that communication problems led to deaths 

was made during court proceedings. 309 However, it would appear that 

305A.I. & S. general safety meeting, January 16, 1963. 

306While the Port Kembla workforce was 50 per cent larger than 
that at Newcastle, total man hours worked were more than 60 per cent 
above the equivalent figures for Newcastle. For instance, in the 
three months to September 1962 total man hours worked amounted to 
5.25 million at Newcastle and 8.73 million at Port Kembla (Ibid.). 
There is some evidence to suggest an appreciably higher injury rate 
amongst workers on night shift, afternoon shift and overtime than 
those on normal day work. 

307The latter cannot be strictly regarded as work-induced which 
is not to say death was not work-related. Source: "Accident 
Records, A.!. & S." File Gl/3, January 1, 1964 to March 31, 1972, 
B.H.P. Archives, Melbourne. 

308IlZawarra DaiZy Mercury, February 9, 1979, p.3. 

309In one case a British worker was killed by a slab of steel 
stacked inaccurately and inefficiently. A migrant forklift driver 
had seen this but was unable to communicate a warning. In this 
case the company was fined $500. See the IlZawarra DaUy Mercury, 
October 21, 1976. 
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many injuries simply resulted from hazardous working conditions. 

Migrants were often concentrated in the more dangerous sections of 

the works. The language/ethnic issues tended to obscure the simple 

fact that the steelworks were very hazardous. 310 

Like most employers, B.H.P. and its subsidiaries adopted a 

no-fault policy upon workplace injuries. The cause of most 

injuries was explained by the carelessness or unsafe practices of 

individual employees. According to a Superintendent of Employment, 

Safety and Health at the B.H.P. Newcastle steelworks, "It is my 

experience that I am often amazed at how ingenious humans are 

sometimes in injuring themselves and others.,,311 The management 

response was to exhort greater awareness of hazards by workers. 

This approach absolved the company from guilt apart from the 

general responsibility to educate workers in safe practices. 

However, the level of injuries in particular sections of plants such 

as A.I. & S. ·was far too predictable to be entirely ascribed to 

random factors. Such an explanation also ignores the frequency of 

negligence proceedings brought against the company.312 Recommended 

safety equipment often involved discomfort and interfered with the 

ease with which tasks could be performed. 

Regular safety meetings held in each department of the steel

works did not include worker or union representatives, thus denying 

employees an input into discussions on this subject. B.H.P. 

remained opposed to making safety an area of joint negotiation. In 

1961 industrial and legal officers opposed an award prescription 

that employees wear and use protective equipment when supplied free 

or purchased by employees because this move might result in a ful1-

310This point was also made by Maurice May, a solicitor 
handling compensation cases at the A.I. & S. steelworks. Interviewed 
August 3, 1977. 

311G •. Stuart, Supintendent of Employment, Safety and Health, 
B.H.P., Newcastle in Paper of Proceedings, National Conference on 
health and Safety at work, February 17, 1977, University of Sydney, 
paragraph 3. 

312See , for example, Somoday versus A.I. & S. [1960], N.S.W.R. 29. 
Lona versus A.I. & S. [1969], 2 N.S.W.R. 386, Ange1uccie versus 
A.I. & S. [1964], N.S.W.R. 1260. Habersi versus A.I. & S. [1961], 
N.S.W.R. 1102 and Secco versus A.I. & S. [1967], 2 N.S.W.R. 626. 
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scale enquiry into health and safety matters at the steelworks. 313 

Such was the success of B.H.P. in this area that prior to the late 

1970s few strikes or other initiatives were organized on safety 

issues. 314 

B.H.P. did claim to treat injuries as an important question 

for concern. Incentive schemes were devised to encourage safer 

practices and workers found guilty of unsafe practices were 

suspended or censured. The incentive scheme rewarded workers in 

sections free of lost-time injuries. This system had the perverse 

effect of discouraging the disclosure of injuries. 315 Company 

policy dictated that workers should return to work as soon as 

possible even if they were incapable of performing their duties. 

For permanently incapacitated workers the company offered the 

prospect of "light duti es". While this helped workers wi th little 

prospect of alternative employment, it was also seen as a way of 

limiting liability for workers' compensation payments. 316 

As one of the few self-insured employers, B.H.P. and its 

subsidiaries were in a position to deal directly with workers on 

all issues concerning workp1ace lnJury. 

was the company was generally prompt in 

The positive side of this 

making payments to injured 

workers and maintained an extensive medical service in each of its 

workp1aces. The negative aspects have already been described. 317 

313Correspondence, General ~1anager, Newcastle to Managing 
Director, B.H.P., June 23, 1961. 

314 For one exception see Tribune, February 5, 1964. 

315In one instance reported by an F.I.A. official, a worker 
received his reward while in hospital recovering from an lnJury. 
In other cases it was reported that workers were organizing their 
rosters so as to be able to recover from injuries without taking 
days off work. 

316Such workers were tied to the company and thereby 
reluctant, according to critics, to fully exploit their rights to 
compensation, especially lump sum settlements (see A.I. & S. 
versus Sinanaglov [1967], 2 N.S.W.R. 417). For a further 
discussion of the health, safety and compensation policies of 
B.H.P. see R.J. Kriegler, Working for the Company (Oxford 
University Press, Melbourne, 1980), chapters 3, 4 and 5. 

317Both sides were dealt with by R. Madgwick (barrister) in· 
his statements at the NationaZ Conference on Health o:nd Safety at 
work, op ait. See also Chapter 4. 



501. 

The Industrial Strategy of B.H.P. and Relations with the Unions 

The insular and self-interested managerial style of B.H.P. 

extended from safety to more general industrial relations matters. 

Although management were forced to make some concessions upon union 

recognition during the war, the company maintained an abiding 

hostility to employee activism. The 1945 steel strike demonstrated 

that the union's grip on the industry could not be broken as in the 

past. Company strategy then became one of dogged containment and 

resistance through arbitration tribunals. This attitude was 

retained even following the overthrow of the communist leadership of 

the F.I.A. by the far more conciliatory Industrial Group team. 

B.H.P.'s basic industrial philosophy entailed firm control of 

industry and insistence upon basic rights of management: acceptance 

of aribtration as the proper means of regulating industrial 

relationships; permitting conciliation but allowing "no compromise 

for the sake of compromise"; complying with industrial laws; and 

observing strict adherence to awards but making no payment in excess 

thereof. 31B Management viewed itself as strong but fair - a 

particularly insular view given the company's almost uniquely 

authoritarian style of dealing with disputes. What B.H.P. viewed as 

compromise was commonly seen by union officials to be nothing short 

of intransigence. 

In the steelworks the company had to deal with approximately 

a dozen unions. The F.I.A., representing unskilled and semi-skilled 

production workers, was the most important. In addition, the A.S.E., 

A.E.U., Boilermakers', Blacksmiths', E.T.U. and Moulders' repre

sented metal tradesmen while the B.W.I.U., Painters' and Vehicle 

Builders Employees' Federation also had small memberships. For 

much of the period in question, the F.I.A. pursued an industrial 

strategy less disposed to direct action than the bulk of the craft 

unions. In 1958, it had co-operated with B.H.P. in obtaining the 

removal of the F.E.D. & F.A., which represented train drivers and 

crane drivers. B.H.P. had viewed the F.E.D. & F.A., with its 

tendency towards independent rank and file militancy, as a 

31BB•H•P• Basic IndustriaZ Policy (internal company document, 
undated). Source: B.H.P. Head Office, Melbourne. 
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"troublernakerll
•

319 

Negotiation in the industry centred on the New South Wales 

Steel Industry Award. Despite a centralized industrial relations 

policy, there were 11 separate steel awards in New South Wales 

covering B.H.P. and its subsidiaries (A.I. & S., Commonwealth 

Steel, Titan, Australian Wire Ropes, Rylands, Lysaghts, 

Australian Wire Industries and Tubemakers), including two awards 

in Sydney, three in Port Kembla and six in Newcastle. Each 

subsidiary had its own industrial relations department, award and 

grievance procedure for handling local problems. However, most 

matters of importance were referred to head office often causing 

delays which aggravated relations with unions. Given the 

consequences of small cost increases when permitted to flow on and 

the company's desire to minimize operating expenditure and adhere 

to Industrial Commission hearings, even relatively minor matters 

frequently became enmeshed in centralized negotiations. 

The 11 steel awards were decided by a general steel industry 

hearing before the New South Wales Industrial Commission. The 

company rarely left room for conciliation. For example, of a log 

of 26 claims made on B.H.P. by the A.E.U. in April 1960, management 

refused to consider 19 and argued that the rest should be decided 

by the Industrial Commission.'2o Steel industry award hearings were 

extremely complex and lengthy affairs. The hearing begun on 

Ilay 14, 1951 was not completed until July 1953 and a decision was 

only handed down on November 6, 1953. The case begun in August 1956 

took 13 months and the following two cases took seven months 

" 9On December 3, 1958 the manager of the Newcastle steelworks 
wrote to the company's State General Manager expressing the view 
that the re-registration of the F.E.D. & F.A. at the expense of its 
steelworks j ob classifications was a "most satisfactory result". 
The role of the F.I.A. was also reported on favourably. Source: 
correspondence, "Industrial Matters" file, B.H.P. Archives. 

320Claims rejected included an extension of crib time to 
30 minutes, elimination of the "needs of industry" clause from the 
award, maximum pay clause, stand-down provisions, unjust dismissal 
not be considered, holding meetings on premises, retrenchments based 
on seniority, wages to be paid in company time and weekly and the
rights of shop stewards. Correspondence, Secretary of the Common
wealth Council of the A.E.U. to union officers, April 27, 1960. 
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(November 1963 to June 1964) and 12 months (December 1967 to 

December 1968) respectively. 

One reason for the delays was the complex nature of the 

industry. There were more than 40 separate departments (and many 

more individual workshops) and literally hundreds of different job 

classifications in A.I. & s. Port Kembla alone. 321 Hughes notes 

that between 1953 and 1959 the number of job classifications 

increased from 537 to 759 for the B.H.P. group.322 The job 

classifications applying to tradesmen, their assistants and a number 

of grades of semi-skilled workers were covered under a special 

clause of the steel award (2A) in 1952. In effect, these workers 

were to be paid margins and allowances under the relevant 

provisions of the Metal Trades Award. This enabled B.H.P., 

A.I. & S., Rylands and Australian Wire Rope Works to be exempted 

from the provisions of the Metal Trades Award. 324 The remaining 

job classifications were the·sole responsibility of the F.I.A. and 

subject to Steel Industry Award hearings. However, the union also 

covered some of the "2A" classifications. This created some 

difficulty for the union with regard to migrant members who had 

enough difficulty understanding straightforward award provisions. 

In one instance at Port Kembla, a group of migrant oxywelders 

demanding a higher margin rate, on being informed by a union 

official that they were paid under the Metal Trades Award, responded 

by stating that they did not care which book (award) it was taken 

from, they wanted more money and would not return to work until they 

got it. 325 

321By 1978 there were approximately 200 different workplaces 
and more than 600 job classifications at the Port Kembla steelworks 
according to T. Murphy, F.I.A. national research officer. 
Interviewed December 4, 1978. 

,322H. Hughes, The Australian Iron and Steel Industry 1948-1962, 
op ~t., p.168. 

323See Commonwealth Arbitration Reports, no. 73, p.512. 

324According to an F.I.A. document, in the history of 
clause 2A there is no published report giving reasons for its 
insertion. See History of Clause 2A Classifiaations in steel 
Awards (F.I.A. document, undated). 

325Recounted by the F.I.A. official concerned, T. Murphy. 
Interviewed December 4, 1978. 
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Job classifications not covered by Clause 2A were banded into 

a number of margin groups. At every award hearing it was the 

practice of the F.I.A. and B.H.P. each to select a job classification 

in each margin group at each steelworks. The union would select 

a job for which it could argue the degree of effort, responsibility 

or skill had increased to justify an increase in the margin. In 

response, B.H.P. would select a job classification where it could 

argue there had been no change or that the job had become easier. 

If a major change occurred in one job classification it was company 

policy to have it moved to a new or alternate margin grouping. In 

general, the union accepted this although the long-term effect was 

to further sectionalize disputation and splinter margin groups. 

Some officials saw this as a deliberate attempt to complicate and 

delay margin hearings. 326 

In time the number of margin groups grew from the 16 key 

groups at the end of World War Two to 116. Many of the new groups 

applied only to one or two companies. By 1978 there were 59 margin 

groups in the A.I. & S. steel Award (Port Kembla), each representing 

between one and 136 job classifications. Thirty-five of the groups 

contained three or fewer job classifications. 327 This meant a 

progressive escalation in the extent of inspections, witnesses 

called in hearings and the cross-examination required. In some 

cases, amounts as little as 10 cents per week separated the pay of 

different margin groups. This tendency was partly counteracted by 

broadbanding undertaken in the 1960s. 

From 1952 onwards, migrants were used as witnesses at hearings 

or interviewed during workplace inspections. This may have been 

unavoidable given the concentration of migrants in certain sections 

of the plant. Some were obviously confused by the process and were 

unsure of what information was required of them. A Dutch-born 

skimmer gave the following evidence: 

326This view is supported by B.H.P.'s own correspondence. See 
correspondence, Newcastle General Manager to the Managing Director, 
B.H.P., June 2, 1961. 

327 Z Iron and Stee Works EmpZoyees (A.I. & S. Pty Ltd Port 
KembZa) Award 1978. 
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I have never worked in a factory before. I have always 
lived an outdoor life. I have been working here [the 
steelworks] four days. Before that I was a motor 
mechanic. I came to Australia in February this year 
from Holland. 328 

Another vOlunteered that: 

I want to learn crane driving. I have been a crane 
chaser for one year now. He helps the pitman put the 
metal in the pit and the hot top. He brings hot top 
metal from the pitman to the bricklayer by crane. I am 
going all the time. It is a very busy job. If I stop 
here I will become a crane driver, perhaps in three or 
four years. 329 

How these statements were evaluated by judges is uncertain. What 

is more certain is that a great proportion of migrants had 

little understanding of complex and centralized negotiations which 

offered limited scope for rank and file participation. Even 

those with prior industrial experience were more attuned to a 

collective bargaining environment of direct plant level 

negotiation. 330 Nor did the union evolve effective means of 

dealing with this problem. 

Since award decisions were rarely made retrospective, it was 

in the company's interest to delay proceedings. The Commission's 

stand on retrospectivity was interesting in the light of its 

decision to grant the company retrospectivity when unions appealed 

against a variation (reduction) in the margin for roll turners, 

following the introduction of a new lathe. 33l There was a measure 

of retrospectivity in the 1958 decision which the company strongly 

opposed. 332 Nor was B.H.P. interested in conciliation. In 1961 

it rejected an approach by the F.r.A. assistant national secretary 

328New South Wales Industrial Commission, Steel Industry Award 
Hearing, April 28, 1952, Transcript, p.178. 

329Ibid., p.452. 

330This was admitted by a number of F.I.A. officials including 
national secretary L. Short. Interviewed October 13, 1977. 

331The company had unilaterally reduced the rate by 19/- per 
week, sparking off a major dispute. See A.E.U. Monthly Journal, 
September, October and November 1958. 

332 ' Correspondence, General Manager, B.H.P. Newcastle to head 
office, November 14, 1958. 
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to establish a Conciliation Committee to consider claims in the 

industry. Such committees were thought to offer certain advantages 

to the union including the right to choose conciliation 

commissioners; the like lihood that "radi cal" claims would receive 

a more sympathetic hearing than they would "before a responsible 

judge"; the danger that a conciliation commissioner would follow the 

lead of Judge Taylor who had amended the company's disciplinary 

powers in 1959; and while B.H.P. could appeal against the decision 

of a conciliation commissioner, the new award would operate until 

such an appeal was determined and it would be up to the company to 

show that the awarded rates were not just and reasonable - a 

significant shift in the onus of proof. 333 

Award hearings were also prolonged by frequent interruptions 

due to industrial disputation. At the first sign of a ban or 

sectional stoppage B.H.P. representatives would request a suspension 

of the hearing until the ban was dropped or work resumed. In a 

typical statement before the 1963 hearing the B.H.P. advocate 

argued that the: 

principle that is clearly established, that a union cannot 
pursue claims before the commission while its members are 
engaging in direct action. I would emphasize, Your 
Honour, that in my submission that principle does not 
depend in any way on whether there happens to be direct 
action taking place on a particular hearing day. If 
there is, of course the position is clear. But even if 
direct action is not taking place on a particular hearing 
day, if the members concerned are pursuing a course of 
direct action, that is equally fatal to the pursuance by 
it of arbitration claims. Otherwise the position would be 
completely farcical and members of unions could juggle 
their direct action so as not to coincide with particular 
hearing days.3s4 

Workers at the B.H.P. Newcastle steelworks appear to have been 

frequent "offenders" wi th regard to disputes although hearings were 

also commonly interrupted by stoppages at Port Kemb1a. In some 

instances the Commission merely warned the union and instructed it 

to take appropriate action. However, the efforts of union officials 

were often unable to forestall a suspension of the hearing. 

333Correspondence, General Manager, Newcastle to the B.H.P. 
Managing Director, June 2, 1961. Source: B.H.P. Archives. 

334New South Wales Industrial Commission, Steel Industry Award 
Hearing, 1969, Transcript, p.419. 
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For its part, the F.I.A. leadership accepted the principle that 

the union could not simultaneously have arbitration and disputation. 

Officials did their best to settle stoppages by ordering workers to 

lift bans or resume work. Nevertheless, the F.I.A. leadership faced 

a difficult task. The steel industry work force was large and 

distributed amongst a number of companies (mainly B.H.P. 

subsidiaries), none of whom had a reputation for being particularly 

conciliatory in settling local disputes. Even within one workplace 

such as the Port Kembla steelworks, groups of workers in particular 

sections were isolated with little communication between each other. 

Local stoppages were going on almost continuously in different 

areas and even a stoppage by a handful of cleaners over a minor 

matter could lead to an application to suspend a hearing. 

The company was sometimes accused of engineering stoppages 

through provocative acts although, in most instances, such action 

would be unnecessary. The normal practice of suspending workers 

who held meetings on the premises, refused overtime or to work with 

non-unionists, and the frequent dismissal of delegates served to 

generate a continuous stream of stoppages. The ability of union 

officials to pre-empt stoppages was circumscribed by their limited 

rights of entry and the inability of delegates to contact them 

quickly. 

Federated Ironworkers' Association officials inadvertently 

contributed to this tendency towards fragmented conflict by their 

attempts to localize stoppages and prevent them spreading to other 

departments. As a result, it was possible for a number of 

departments in the same steelworks to strike on the same issue in 

quick succession without any attempt at co-ordination. In turn, 

this generated a strong desire for plant level co-operation amongst 

active delegates, to the dismay of the company and union. 

Despite conciliating the company, F.I.A. officials found 

themselves struggling to extract even minor concessions. As Hughes 

notes, improvements in wages lagged behind legislated standard 

conditions. While the basic wage rose from £4/2/- to £13/14/- in the 

20 years to 195~ the movements of margins in the steel industry did 

not keep pace with movements amongst similar margins in the metal 
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trades. 335 The union leadership found itself subjected to increased 

criticism from other unions and its own members because of the lack 

of success of its non-militant policy.336 In response to this, the 

F.I.A. assistant national secretary, Hurrell, sought a meeting with 

B.H.P.'s Chief Industrial Officer at which he argued that the company 

should make voluntary concessions in view of productivity increases 

and the efforts of his own union to defeat militancy in trade union 

circles by employing constitutional methods rather than direct 

action. 337 

Although the union threatened to review its industrial policy 

this was regarded as a hollow gesture. In February 1963 the 

company acceded to a F.I.A. request for a conference to consider the 

review of margins, shift work allowances, Sunday and holiday rates 

of pay.338 At this meeting it was argued that overawards in other 

industries were £2/16/- per week - far in excess of the bonus rates 

to be found in the steel industry. In a formal response, Chief 

Industrial Officer Manuel stated that a non-militant policy was 

required by the Industrial Commission and the union submission for a 

margins review was based on "sentimental reasons". 3 3 9 In December, 

the F.I.A. Annual National Conference expressed its concern at the 

lowering of standards of semi-skilled workers. 3' o 

335H• Hughes, The Australian Iron and Steel Industry 1948-1962, 
op eit., p.167. 

336There were also complaints that officials had failed to act 
upon substantial changes within particular jobs. For instance, a 
group of mixer attendants at A.I. & S. (including a number of 
migrants) complained to state secretary Hurrell that they had met 
the union's Port Kembla branch secretary to discuss a margins claim 
based on increased effort which even company officials admitted. 
Yet more than two years later the union still had taken no action. 
Correspondence, ironworkers to Hurrell and Hurrell's reply, March 8, 
1961. 

337Chief Industrial Officer,B.H.P., Diary Note No. 6, November 23, 
1962. Source: B.H.P. Archives. 

338Minutes of conference in Sydney between F.I.A. officials 
(Short, Hurrell, Malcolm and Schofield) and B.H.P. management 
representatives (Manuel, Tennant and Jones) held on February 15, 
1963. Source: B.H.P. Archives, Melbourne. 

339Ibid. 

3,oF.I.A. Annual National Conference minutes, December 2-5, 
1963. 
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Privately, management officials were aware of the union's 

difficulties. Though the F.I.A. was seen to have a distorted view 

of the extent workers should profit from improved production 

methods, it was agreed that there was scope for a more conciliatory 

approach without affecting the cost structure of industry or 

transgressing industrial principles. S41 A further incentive to 

compromise was the F. I.A. State Council's threat to have the steel 

industry covered by the federal (arbitration) jurisdiction which 

would place in jeopardy the considerable advantages which were 

thought to arise from state awards. In March 1963 the Chief 

Industrial Officer wrote to the F.I.A. state secretary rejecting the 

union's proposals but suggesting that arguments over margins be 

limited to a very restricted number of job classifications in each 

margins group.S42 This suggestion was accepted by the union. 

At the ensuing hearing the union argued that steelworkers were 

being left behind with regard to margins. Examining the margin 

trends in 28 state awards since 1948-49 it showed that in all but 

one or two classifications the margin in the outside award out

stripped steel industry margins. In an effort to rebutt this 

argument the company made comparisons in all other state awards not 

included in the union survey. However, the pattern that emerged 

merely confirmed the union's findings. s4s In August 1964 the 

Commission increased steel margins by between 5/- and 17/6 - an 

average of 16 per cent. Nevertheless, even after these increases 

some steel industry margins still compared unfavourably with their 

counterparts in the metal trades. This is clearly shown by Table 19. 

While the lower and middle margin groups had caught up, and in some 

cases exceeded, their metal trades 

gap between higher level margins. 

equivalents, there was a widening 

Soon after the metal trades 

margins were adjusted to again leave steel award margins well behind. 

In an effort to counter criticism arising from the fact that 

S41 Note , "Request by F. LA. to Review Steel Industry Margins" 

(undated B.H.P. internal report). 

s42Correspondence, Chief Industrial Officer, B.H.P. to F.I.A. 

state secretary, March 7, 1963. 

s4sCorrespondence, Chief Industrial Officer to B.H.P. Managing 

Director, May 21, 1964. 
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TABLE 19 

PERCENTAGE OF INCREASES GRANTED IN THE STEEL AWARDS COMPARED 

WITH INCREASES GRANTED TO COMPARABLE MARGINS CONTAINED 

IN THE FEDERAL METAL TRADES AWARD 

(F.I.A. Job Classifications Only) 

Steel Awards Metal Trades Awards 

1948 1964 In- % 1952 1963 In-

s. d. s. d. crease In- s. d. s. d. crease 
s. d. crease s. d. 

6. 0 16. 0 10. 6 166.5 

14. 0 28. 0 14. 0 100.0 22. 0 31. 0 9. 0 

18. 0 32. 0 14. 0 77.8 22. 0 31. 0 9. 0 

23. 0 40. 0 17. 0 73.9 23. 0 32. 6 9. 6 

26. 0 45. 0 19. 0 73.1 26. 0 42. 6 16. 6 

32. 0 55. 0 23. 0 71.8 32. 0 53. 0 21. 0 

35. 0 61. 0 26. 0 74.3 32. 0 63. 6 31. 6 

40. 0 69. 0 29. 0 72.5 39. 0 77. 6 38. 6 

43. 0 78. 0 35. 0 81.4 42. 6 88. 0 45. 6 

51. 0 88. 0 37. 0 72.5 52. 0 106. 0 54. 0 

55. 0 94. 0 39. 0 70.1 52. 0 106. 0 54. 0 

60. 0 102. 0 42. 0 70.0 56. 6 116. 6 60. 0 

65. 0 111. 0 46. 0 70.7 65. 0 127. 0 62. 0 

70. 0 120. 0 50. 0 71.4 65. 0 138. 0 73. 0 

75. 0 135. 0 60~ 0 80.0 70. 6 147. 6 77. 0 

90. 0 152. 0 62. 0 68.8 82. 6 176. 0 93. 6 

Average Increase for 
Period (Percentage) 80.9 

Source: F.I.A. records and submission 
to the 1963-64 Steel Industry 
Hearing. 

% 
In-

crease 

40.9 

40.9 

41.3 

63.4 

65.6 

98.4 

98.7 

106.8 

103.8 

103.8 

106.1 

95.3 

112.3 

109.06 

113.3 

86.64 
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steelworkers were poorly paid, the union leadership requested a 

list of the number of members in each group so that it might gain 

most advantage from the "modest" increases. '"' Despite :ome co

operation in this regard B.H.P. did not alter its fundamental 

industrial strategy. 

The craft unions in the steel industry alleged that the 

Commission gave special consideration to the F.I.A. because of the 

efforts of its officials to forestall stoppages. In 1964 the 

Wollongong branch secretary of the Boilermakers' Society noted with 

obvious chagrin that Commissioner Justice Kelleher had suspended 

the steel award hearing for the craft unions but not the F.I.A. 

whose members, he alleged, were involved in twice as many stoppages 

as any other union.'45 Considering the respective membership sizes 

of the F.I.A. and other unions, this level of disputation could 

hardly be regarded as abnormally large. However, the logic that 

it was inconsistent to penalize some unions and not others is 

persuasive. 

During the next award hearing in 1967-68 proceedings were again 

delayed by frequent applications by B.H.P. for suspensions because 

of industrial disputation. The bulk of these actions were local, 

defensive in nature and involved few workers. For instance, in 

March 1968, 20 riggers employed at A.I. & S. refused to work with a 

migrant non-unionist in the coke ovens. On May 2 another suspension 

was agreed to when 20 tradesmen's assistants joined an overtime ban 

placed by boilermakers. On June 26 the hearing was again 

interrupted when a strike erupted following the suspension of a 

migrant who refused to do a trimmer's job because of inexperience. 

The union which had done its utmost to resolve disputes accused the 

company of provoking this dispute by ordering a worker to do a job 

during a dispute and thereby aggravating the situation.'46 

This pattern continued throughout the remainder of the year. 

'44Correspondence, H. Hurrell to General Manager, B.H.P. 
Newcastle, July 23, 1964. 

'45 Boilermakers' Society, Wollongong branch executive meeting 
minutes, February 6, 1964. . 

' 46 New South Wales Industrial Commission, Steel Industry Award 
Hearing Trcmscnpts, March 27, May 2 and June 26, 1968. 
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One suspension granted in October conveniently disrupted the union's 

presentation of evidence on the industry's growth, which the 

company had unsuccessfully tried to have disallowed. In total the 

Commission Judge granted 17 suspensions and the hearing took over 

12 months. The union was concerned that these interruptions 

prejudiced its case by portraying it as a continuous "offender". 

Officials also called for retrospectivity since award reviews which 

were meant to occur every three years were never this regular. 347 

The margin increases granted by the Commission in December for the 

16 key groups ranged from $1.80 to $7.60 - an average of 40 per cent 

over,the previous margins. This was substantial but did not alter 

the low pay status of steelworkers or circumvent the growing 

dissension within the union that was to boil over in the early 1970s. 

In absolute terms it amounted to less than $3.00 per week to the 

six lowest margin group (the seventh or lowest group had been 

abolished) • 

It is not surprising that S.H.P. saw the Commission's restraint 

upon margins as the most favourable outcome it could hope for in 

wage determination. However, it saw other important advantages in 

the Steel Industry Award. First, the Needs of Industry clause 

provided the company with carte blanche to alter shiftwork and over

time arrangements to suit itse1f. 34B During the post-war period 

shiftwork arrangements were progressively extended. Complex systems 

of continuous shiftwork (ten days on and four days off), five-six

day shifts and five-six-day work along with weekday shifts 

(11.20 p.m. Sunday to 11.20 p.m. Friday) were introduced not only to 

maintain continuous work at furnaces and coke oven batteries but 

also to gear production to suit the company's schedule. 349 Workers 

could be transferred from day work to shift work or from one shift 

to another to meet contingencies as theyarose. 350 The onus rested 

347Award reviews had in fact taken place in 1939, 1947, 1953, 

1959, 1964 and 1967. The average duration between hearings had been 

closer to five years than three. 

34BSee Iron and Steel Works Employees' (A.I. & S. Pty Ltd Port 

Kembla) Award 1978, Clause 13, p.3. 

3
1.9Ibid., Clause 6 (ii), p.38. 

350Ibid., Clauses 11 and llA, p.41. 
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on the employee to show good cause for refusing these 

requirements. 351 The company was also accused of introducing new 

shift rosters to avoid paying overtime on particular projects such 

as major maintenance repair programmes. 352 Unlike former 

communist officials, the F.I.A. leadership made no attempt to fore

stall this development but tried instead to increase shiftwork 

allowances. Officials viewed these trends as inevitable and were 

either unaware of or unconcerned by the apparent disruptions to 

physical, mental and social well-being associated with continuous 

and rotating shifts. No attempt was made to modify shiftwork 

patterns or ascertain the views of workers upon this. Other unions 

with members in the steelworks vehemently opposed the introduction 

of shift arrangements which eradicated overtime and the notion of 

a five-day week. 353 

A similar situation applied to c:ertime. A number of contingency 

provisions allowed B.H.P. to call upon workers to work overtime as 

required. 35 " Clause 12 Ciii) Ca) required the company to allow 

employees needed for overtime to have at least eight consecutive 

hours off duty between the work of successive days wherever 

"reasonably practicable". 3 5 5 This gave workers little option but 

to accept overtime for arduous lengths of time and often with 

considerable personal inconvenience. Those workers refusing over

time could find themselves suspended. Nor was it unknown for 

workers to be seconded on overtime to fill jobs vacated during a 

strike. Such a situation was particularly confusing to migrants 

351Ibid., Clause 13 Cii), p.43. 

352 See , for instance, A.M.W.S.U. organizer's report, A.I. & S., 
June 5, 1971. 

353The A.E.U. viewed this as the thin edge of a wedge to break 
down conditions. See the A.E.U. Monthry Journar, April, May and 
June 1957 and June 1958. 

35"Iron and steer Works Errrproyees' (A.I. & s. pty Ltd Port 
Kembra) Award 1978, Clause 12 Ci) Cb) and Ciii) Ca), pp.41-42. 

355 b'd I'/.. ., p.42. 



514. 

unaware of local conventions or the existence of a dispute. 356 

There is some reason to believe that management took advantage of 

the ignorance and language difficulties of foreign-born workers. 

For the union, the problems of ironworkers, and especially 

migrants, working through a stoppage or on public hOlidays was a 

matter for concern. 357 

As part of its policy to maximize members' earnings the F.r.A. 

leadership would not consider placing any limitation on the level 

of overtime worked. This stood in contrast to craft union policy 

such as that of the Boilermakers' Society which di.d try to enforce 

an overtime limit. At A.I. & S. the intensity of operations 

brought the society's local branch in regular conflict with the 

company when requests for special exemption were rejected by the 

union or members were fined for exceeding the limit. In one 

instance boilermakers attempted to bring charges against a migrant 

ironworker for exceeding the "limit". 358 There is little doubt 

that migrants, especially new arrivals appreciated the opportunity 

to boost their otherwise meagre earnings through overtime and shift 

allowances. Disputes frequently arose when a leading hand or 

foreman was accused of favouritism, accepting bribes or inequity in 

the allocation of overtime. 359 However, well established migrants 

tended to be less eager to work overtime and some criticized the 

union's refusal to impose a limit. 

A second area of advantage for B.H.P. was the Commission's 

support for the company's ban on meetings within its premises even 

during crib breaks. This ban was designed to inhibit the 

356For instance, in one case a German-born rigger had been 
brought in without prior notification by A.I. & S. to commence his 
shift early unaware that a stoppage had taken place in this section. 
The Port Kembla branch fined the rigger £20 - a decision which was 
rescinded upon appeal. Correspondence, F.I.A. national secretary, 
May 6, 1965; and Annual National Conference minutes, May 3-7, 1965. 

357See F.I.A. Port Kembla branch minutes, August 9, 1965, 
January 10 and April 25, 1967 and Hay 14 and July 23, 1968. 

358The charge was dismissed by an unsympathetic C.O.M. See 
F.I.A. Port Kembla branch minutes, March 12, 1968. 

359See, for instance, F.I.A. Port Kembla branch minutes, 
February 18, 1969 and April 22, 1969. 
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organization of industrial action within the premises and the 

development of departmental shop committees. FUll-time union 

officials were permitted to enter the steelworks during crib 

breaks and hold discussions with individual workers. Even then 

they were accompanied by 

with them at all times. 

a B.H.P. security officer who was to remain 

This had an intimidatory effect on workers, 

especially migrants, and led to distrust of union officials who were 

identified with management. Limitations were also placed on 

telephone communications between job delegates and full-time 

officials, further disrupting union organization. 

These limitations applied to all unions. In March 1960 the 

A.E.U. organizer responsible for A.I. & 5., J.S. Dodd, complained 

to the Commonwealth Council Secretary, J.D. Garland, that prior 

to 1954 it had been union practice to hold gate meetings at the 

change of shifts and such meetings had always extended into working 

time without penalty. The introduction of seven-day work and other 

types of shifts necessitated slight extensions. However, on every 

occasion members returned late to work since this time they had 

been suspended for one to two days. The variety of shifts granted 

to the company made it impossible to have discussions without a 

stoppage of work - the organizer citing one example of a visit to 

the tin plate machine shop when all four A.E.U. delegates were absent 

(on other shifts or rostered off).36o 

The Industrial Commission upheld these suspensions. At the 

1963 Steel Industry Award hearing the F.I.A. representatives were 

also drawn to complain at the company's practice of suspending 

workers who returned late following meetings. The presiding judge, 

however, refused to discuss the question of on-the-job meetings, 

asking: 

Is it not possible to get those members together at some 
time when they will not interfere with plant operations 
by coming in late

i 
or interfere with the general rule 

about meetings?36 

360 A•E•U• correspondence, J.S. Dodd to J.D. Garland, March 16, 
1960. Garland's response was to write to the South Coast Distric.t 
Council secretary, S. Belcher, urging a campaign be conducted to 
improve entry provisions and fight penalties on extended meetings. 

361New South Wales Industrial Commision, Steel Industry 
Award Hearing Transcript, 1963. 
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Suspensions were imposed not only upon members returning late 

from officially sanctioned meetings but also upon delegates who 

attempted to organize meetings within particular departments. In 

particular, the company was concerned with preventing the formation 

of departmental shop committees by delegates of the craft unions 

(A.E.U., B.S.A., E.T.U., B.W.I.U. and Painters) and militants in 

the F.I.A. 362 Where suspensions did not prevent these activities, 

dismissal of delegates was not unknown. 363 These actions commonly 

escalated into stoppages of work. For its part, the F.I.A. 

instructed its members not to join strikes following suspensions 

and rebuked delegates who attended joint union meetings. 364 

B.H.P. made widespread use of suspension and dismissal to 

discipline employees following industrial action. On occasion, the 

company exceeded its formal powers under the award. For instance, 

at one stage the F.I.A. state secretary called upon the manager of 

A.I. & S. to cease docking 15 minutes' pay from those workers 

arriving late. However, the award gave the company considerable 

powers not enjoyed by other employers and these were used. In the 

period January 1, 1957 to March 31, 1961, A.I. & S. suspended 

workers on 1,464 separate occasions. 366 In 1959 the Commission 

amended the suspension power in response to union accusations that 

it was being abused. A private response by B.H.P. Chief Industrial 

Officer neatly encapsulated the situation: 

362Attempts at this occurred throughout the 1960s. For instance, 
in December 1964 it was reported that the abovementioned unions 
planned to establish a chain of departmental shop committees as the 
first step to creating a central job committee in the Port Kembla 
steelworks. l1lawarra Daily Mercury, December 1, 1964; and 
correspondence, Acting Chief Industrial Officer to Managing Director, 
B.H.P., December 4, 1964. 

363For instance in 1960 two A.E.U. delegates were dismissed at 
B.H.P. Newcastle following a meeting. The following year a number of 
delegates from the same union were dismissed after they met in 
A.I. & S. in their own time. Tribune, January 11, 1961. 

364Despite this co-operation B.H.P. refused to recognize the 
union's practice of appointing migrant job co-delegates. 

365Correspondence, F.I.A. New South Wales secretary to General 
Manager, A.I. & S., March 15, 1960. 

366SVSPENSIONS, A.I. & S., Port Kembla. Source: B.H.P. 
Archives, Melbourne. 
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The Commission's variation is unfortunate, but we must 
realize that this clause in the steel industry award is 
unique, that it has been used frequently, particularly at 
Newcastle, for the purposes for which I doubt it was 
intended originally (i.e. for mass application in the 
case of industrial discipline as against individual 
offences) and in the light of the attack made on the 
clause by unions I think we must regard ourselves as 
perhaps fortunate in retaining the provisions notwith
standing the conditions which have now been attached to 
them. 36' 

B.H.P.'s frequent resort to demotion, suspension and dismissal 

caused considerable concern for the F.I.A. and its branch C.O.M.s 

because these actions often prompted spontaneous stoppages 

resulting in the stand-down of other workers or dispute escalation 

if staff labour was brought in. 368 Officials were called in to 

settle situations which they often felt could have been avoided 

had management adopted a more conciliatory attitude. Moreover, the 

dismissal of delegates was a direct threat to the union's 

organization in the steelworks although the removal of some 

recalcitrant elements opposed to the leadership was not without its 

positive aspects. 

The rigid discipline and restrictive rules imposed by B.H.P. 

were felt particularly badly by migrants. Thus, the dismissal of 

workers for absenteeism, abusing foremen or minor offences often 

seemed unjustified with respect to non-English speaking migrants who 

were unaware of their rights or were intimidated and insulted with 

racist slang by foremen and leading hands. The sick pay provisions 

of the steel industry award were complex and required the worker to 

give the company notice of his illness and details of its nature 

within 24 hours of the commencement of absence for sick pay to be 

367Correspondence, Chief Industrial Officer to the Managing 
Director, B.H.P., November 30, 1962. For details of the present 
provisions see Ipon and Steel Wopks Employees' (A.I. & S. Pty Ltd 
Popt Kembla) Awapd. op ait., Clause 26, pp.52-53. 

368FoT evidence of this concern with regard to incidents 
at A.I. & S. see F.I.A. Port Kemb1a branch minutes, August 20, 1957, 
February 11, 1958, October 25, 1966, November 8, 1966, September 12, 
1967, February 13, 1968, August 13, 1968 November 28, 1969, June 16, 
1972~ April 17, 1973, June 20, 1973, January 21, 1975 and March 9, 
1976; and the Illawappa Daily Mepaury, January 19, 1971, p.1. 
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provided, notwithstanding the production of medical certificates. 369 

If these requirements were not met the worker was simply counted as 

absent. Such provisions would have little meaning to recently 

arrived non-English speaking migrants. On occasion, moreover, the 

company seemed to exploit migrant ignorance of earnings 

allowances. 37o 

One initiative the F.I.A. did take with regard to migrants was 

to request special leave provisions so that a foreign-born worker 

could return to his homeland to visit relatives in cases of 

bereavement, without loss of continuity of service. Agitation by 

the Port Kemb1a branch during the 1950s led to the introduction of 

informal arrangements giving the company considerable discretionary 

power. In July 1966 the union made a formal claim and agreement 

was reached with B.H.P. in November. 371 

Though important to migrant workers, such cases were essentially 

peripheral to the major industrial developments taking pace. More 

important were the employment policies and intransigent attitude of 

of B.H.P. on the questions of award negotiation, workp1ace meetings, 

right of entry and dispute handling which compounded the F.I.A.'s 

strategy of remote centralized negotiations, leading to a growing 

gap between the leadership and ironworkers. This last problem was 

to acquire two dimensions. First, there arose a problem of union 

organization at Port Kemb1a which reached critical proportions in the 

1960s. Second, there was the emergence of a strong opposition 

faction in both the Newcastle and Port Kemb1a branches able to 

mobilize considerable support on the basis of the existing leader

ship's failings in the area of wages and its weak influence upon 

B.H.P. management. 

369Iron and Steel Works Employees' (A.I. & s. pty Ltd Port 
Kembla) Award 1978, op ait., Clause 20, pp.46-48. 

37o For instance, in October 1960 the F.I.A. state secretary 
wrote to the General Manager of A.I. & S. Port Kemb1a complaining 
that demolishers at the open hearth furnaces who were predominantly 
New Australians had relied on leading hands to fill in their time 
sheets and that for some time leading hands had failed to include 
applications for heat money allowances. At Newcastle, where 
migrants were a less significant component of the workforce this 
problem had not arisen. Correspondence, October 4, 1960. 

371Correspondence, H. Hurrell to Chief Industrial Officer, 
B.H.P., July 15, 1956. 
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Membership Problems, Rank and File Dissent and the Bonus Question 

in the 1960s 

From the mid-1950s onwards the Port Kembla branch of the F.I.A. 

experienced increasing difficulties enrolling ironworkers at 

A.I. & S. and ensuring that existing members remained financial. 

Although a preference clause was inserted in the award in the early 

1960s B.H.P. fOllowed a policy of not ascertaining union membership 

during hiring and firing. '72 All unions faced organizational 

problems within the steelworks owing to the companies' policies 

with regard to officials' rights of entry, the holding of workplace 

meetings and the movement of delegates - problems wnich were 

aggravated by the sheer size of the steelworks, shift arrangements 

and the unstable workforce. The F.I.A., however, was in the worst 

position. Within its ranks were the bulk of the new migrants. 

Recent arrivals were directed to the least attractive, lowest paying 

sections of the steelworks where high levels of labour turnover 

and the mixture of nationalities made it hard for the union to 

establish a stable core of members. Lacking an effective and well 

dispersed delegate system the F.I.A. could not even maintain its 

membership. '7' 

By 1962 the F.I.A. was so concerned at the level of union 

membership at A.I. & S. Port Kembla that an organizing committee was 

formed to prepare a pamphlet in various languages to be issued in 

all departments of the steelworks.'7' The pamphlet publicized the 

F.I.A.'s policy upon non-unionists in the steel industry. Annual 

National Conference authorized the State Council secretary to take 

such steps as were necessary to rectify the situation.'75 Issuing 

pamphlets and suing unfinancial unionists did not improve the 

' 72 B.H.P. memorandum, May 20, 1960; and correspondence, 
General Manager, Newcastle to Managing Director, March 15, 1962. 

'7'Sporadic attempts to fine workers (including many migrants) 
who refused to pay union dues had no discernible impact on this 
trend. For evidence of these efforts see F.I.A. Port Kembla branch, 
C.O.M. minutes, December 9 and September 29, 1951, August 8, 1961 
and June 26, 1962. 

'7'F.I.A. Annual National Conference minutes, March 16, 1962.> 

'
75Ibid. 
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situation. In 1963 the F.r.A. requested that B.H.P. assist 

organization at A.r. & S. Officials of the union pointed to three 

key causes for the present dilemma. First, the high proportion of 

non-British migrant employees (about 68 per cent of the F.r.A.'s 

potential membership at the steelworks) represented 37 different 

nationalities. Officials complained that language problems, 

industrial inexperience and illiteracy made it practicaly 

impossible for them or job delegates to "sell unionism" to migrants, 

and contrasted this with the relative ease of enrolling Austra1ian

born former coalminers in Newcastle. Second was the size of the 

Port Kembla steelworks (it covered 2,000 acres). Third was the 

high level of labour turnover. The union requested a closed shop/ 

check-off arrangement, pointing to the operation of similar 

agreements in the vehicle-building industry. 376 

According to the union there were more than 1,000 non-unionists 

at Port Kembla and of those who were members only 56.3 per cent were 

financial. Officials argued full membership would benefit the 

company and would lead to no problems given the union's attitude to 

stoppages and dislike for gate meetings. However, the branch was 

coming under increasing pressure from members in some departments 

such as Traffic to do something about the level of financial union 

membership. B.H.P. management was inclined to be sympathetic 

towards the union's special problems at Port Kembla. Nevertheless, 

the proposal for a check-off was rejected although the union was 

supplied with lists of the names of employees and new starters for 

the next six months. 377 

This assistance made no significant impact on the deteriorating 

situation. From B.H.P.'s point of view one undesirable aspect of 

the declining financial membership was its impact on the pattern of 

voting in the Port Kembla branch of the F.r.A. It was noted that as 

financial membership declined so did the vote for the incumbent 

376Reported in correspondence, Chief Industrial Officer to 
Managing Director, B.H.P., February 28, 1963. 

377Ibid. 
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officials, improving the position of the militant opposition 
faction. 378 

By 1966 unionization at Port Kembla had become a critical 

problem. At June 30, 1966, of 11,651 F.I.A. members at A.I. & S. 

only 4,049 or 34.75 per cent were financial. Table 20 gives a full 

breakdown of the membership in various departments. At this time 

there were more than 14,000 wages employees at the steelworks, 

including apprentices and tradesmen enrolled by the craft unions. 

All unions were experiencing membership problems, however the F.I.A. 

was in by far the worse position. 379 

This situation drove the F.I.A. to co-operate with the South 

Coast Labour Council in a joint campaign to organize the steel

works. At a meeting on June 17, F.I.A. national secretary L. Short 

reiterated the problems relating to the high level of labour 

instability, large number of entrances to the steelworks, and shift

work which made it difficult to establish delegates, let alone carry 

out basic organizational work. 38o Rotating shifts made it difficult 

for officials to keep track of members and attempts to collect dues 

at the worker's home were hindered by the large floating population 

of new migrants who lived in boarding houses. 38l Short supported a 

campaign of off-shift meetings, department meetings in A.I. & S., 

O.K. card "show" days, establishing departmental organizational 

378Correspondence, Chief Industrial Officer to the Managing 
Director, B.H.P., January 6, 1965. 

3790n May 25 B.H.P. held a conference with seven different 
unions who all referred to the three difficulties mentioned by the 
F.J.A. That the A.E.U., E.T.U. and B.W.I.U. should raise these 
problems surprised B.H.P. officials who nevertheless refused to 
encourage workers to join a union. B.H.P. would only point this 
out as a possibility. Correspondence, Acting General Manager to 
Managing Director, B.H.P., July 9, 1965. 

380Minutes of Meeting re 100 per cent Trade Unionism at 
A.I. & S., June 17, 1966. 

3810n occasion beds were shared by workers on different shifts. 
Such boarders often changed their address frequently, according to 
an F.I.A. official interviewed. This situation would seem to be 
very similar to that described by Brody in his study of steel
workers in the United States around the turn of the century. 
David Brody, SteeZworKers in Ameriaa: The Nonunion Era, op ait., 
pp.96-111. 
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TABLE 20 

AUSTRALIAN IRON AND STEEL PTY LTD • F.I.A. MEMBERSHIP 

AS AT 30111 JUNE 1966 

Effective Financial 

Department Fe- Jun- Fe- Jun-Males males iors Total Males males iors Total 

Ft at products 3~470 131 19 3,620 1,093 86 5 1,184 
Field Const. 308 308 82 82 
Spares Control 49 49 21 21 

3,827 131 19 3.977 1,196 86 5 1,287 

General 92 I 93 35 35 
General Store 33 33 13 13 
Carp. Shop 18 18 6 6 
Comb. Dept 8 8 7 7 
Gleet. Dept 42 42 16 16 
Waggon Shop 28 1 29 14 14 
Foundry 105 105 24 24 
Fah. Shop 237 237 121 121 
2 M.M. 378 5 383 110 2 112 
Inspection 21 21 3 3 
10/13" Mill 299 2 301 137 I 138 
36" Mill 482 10 492 158 7 165 
Retired 123 123 112 112 
No. 1 O.H. 749 749 264 264 
No. 4 B/Furn. 207 207 52 52 
B/Fum. 301 301 108 108 
Pipe Shop 94 94 38 38 
No. I MIC Shop 91 91 45 45 
Yard 279 279 58 48 
Br/Lab. 272 272 73 73 
Rail Bank 386 5 391 89 I 90 
El ect. Steel 123 123 26 26 
Mobile Equip. 94 94 62 62 
C/E Const. 146 146 23 23 
Sinter Plant 310 310 126 126 
Soaking Pits 104 8 112 50 8 58 
No. 2 D.H. 695 695 195 195 
Traffic 340 3 343 129 130 
Plate Lays 66 66 24 24 
Diesel Loco 29 29 8 8 
Garage 12 12 4 4 
Blowerhouse 26 26 6 6 
Powerhouse 173 173 52 52 
Jetty 69 69 14 14 
Tally Clerk 8 8 3 3 
Coke Ovens 780 780 276 276 
B.H.P. 60 60 20 20 
Harbour 86 86 32 32 
Steelhaven 57 57 II II 
No. 2 Brickshed 20 20 7 7 
Riggers 181 181 177 177 
Canteen 15 15 14 14 

7,624 I?_ 3S 7,674 2,728 14 20 2,762 

Subtotal B/Down 3,827 131 19 3.977 1,196 86 5 1,287 

11,451 146 S4 11,651 3,924 100 25 4,049 

Overall rate of financial 
membership. 34.75 per cent. 

Source: F.I.A. Research Department. 
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committees and forming a committee to contact migrants. The 

secretary of the F.I.A. Port Kembla branch, Tom Malcolm, also 

suggested the need for a post-entry closed shop given his union's 

difficulty in getting job delegates. 3B2 

The B.W.I,U. representative was sceptical about the possibility 

. of F.I.A. solidarity with other unions. 3B3 He argued that the 

F.I.A.'s failure to join industrial struggles at the steelworks was 

an important reason for the membership fall-off. While agreeing 

that migrants were a problem, he accused the F.I.A. leadership of 

complicity by permitting corruption in the allocation of overtime 

(bribery of foremen) which had generated friction amongst workers, 

led to dismissals and other punitive acts and had undermined 

solidarity.3B' The Boilermakers' representative argued that it was 

his union's experience that organized strength could achieve 

maximum overawards with the minimum of stoppages. 

Despite these divisions of opinion a campaign was organized. 

The unions combined to issue a pamphlet, "Are You a Unionist? If 

Not, You Should Join One Now", printed in 19 languages. Meetings 

of off-Shift delegates were held in order to organize O.K. card 

show days.3Bs Show days were more systematic than those used in the 

past with all gates being covered and names being checked off to 

prevent membership cards being passed through the fence. The 

Port Kembla branch of the F.I.A. continued its policy of fining 

unfinancial members who refused to pay up, in the hope this would 

have a demonstrative effect. 3B6 

In August, A.I. & S. unwittingly brought the campaign to a head 

3B2Malcolm later expressed the fear that the steelworks could 
become a non-union shop. See the Illawarra Daily Mercury, July 14, 
1966. 

3B3Minutes of Meeting re 100 per cent Trade Unionism at 
A.I. & 5., June 17, 1966. 

3 B'Ibid. 

3BS See the South Coast Labour Council, minutes of off-shift 
delegates' meeting, July 13, 1966. 

3B6 F.I.A. Port Kembla branch C.O.M. minutes, August 9, 
September 13, October 11, 1966, February 28, March 14, May 23, 
1967, January 9, 1969 and March 18, 1969. Most of these cases 
concerned migrants. 
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when it suspended five workers for refusing to work with a non

unionist.· -This action prompted a 24-hour general stoppage - the 

first at the steelworks for 14 years. The strike led to the 

enrolment of thousands of unionists with many of those who turned 

up for work being reported to the F.I.A. branch C.O.M.38? Even so, 

national secretary Short stated that 100 extra job delegates were 

required at the steelworks. 3BB 

These tactics finally achieved a reversal of the declining 

level of the unionization. However, the continuing timidity and 

isolation of the F.I.A. leadership meant that the new recruits were 

not liable to support them. While the Official and Labor team 

won the 1967 election, increased financial membership did not really 

strengthen its position. 

One critical issue in rank and file disaffection with F.I.A. 

leaders was the bonus system. Bonus questions caused a growing 

number of disputes in the Newcastle and Port Kembla steelworks in 

the 1960s. This reversed an earlier tendency towards deClining 

strike action. 389 Table 21 shows that disputes over bonus payments 

and allowances ranked second at A.I. & S., after disputes over 

margins, and well ahead of other sources of industrial action. 

During the 1960s B.H.P. maintained its rigid insistence upon 

arbitration and viewed with concern the drift towards plant level 

collective agreements which included overaward payments in the 

metal trades. B.H.P. was determined to ensure that it produced 

steel at an internationally competitive price. It closely 

scrutinized local and overseas wage rates and resisted all forms of 

additional payments. However, in spite of this the company found it 

desirable to offer an extra payment, in excess of award, shift and 

overtime rates. 

3B?S.M.H., August 3, 

Mercury, August 1, 1966. 
minutes, August 9, 1966. 

1966 (editorial); and the Illawarra Daily 
See also F.I.A. Port Kemb1a branch C.O.M. 

3BBS.M.H., August .3, 1966, p.2. 

389In the period 1945 to 1951 the average annual loss of man 

hours through strikes at the Newcastle steelworks was 2.079 per cent. 

In the period 1952 to 1959 the loss was 0.195 per cent. A similar 

pattern was apparent at the Port Kembla steelworks. Correspondence. 

File GIllS, August 15, 1960. Source: B.H.P. Archives, Melbourne. 
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TABLE 21 

INDUSTRIAL DISPUTES INVOLVING THE FEDERATED IRONWORKERS' ASSOCIATION 

AT AUSTRALIAN IRON AND STEEL (PORT KEMBLA) 1959-1973* 

Issue Number of Disputes 

Margins 

Bonus, Rates of Pay and Allowances 

Shiftwork (including loadings) 

Overtime (including rates) 

Public Holidays and Annual Leave 

Working Conditions 

Manning Levels 

Safety 

Demotion or Suspension 

Dismissal 

Penalties imposed for Illegal 
Stoppages 

Deregistration Proceedings 

Union Preference and Right of Entry 

Unfinancial Members 

Demarcation 

Unspecified 

29 

21 

7 

4 

3 

7 

7 

1 

3 

14 

6 

2 

2 

3 (all 
migrants) 

3 

4 

Total 115 

*These figures represent only those 
disputes reported to the union's 
national office in Sydney. 

Source: F.r.A. records, Research Department, 
Sydney. 
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These payments occurred in the form of a bonus system which 

purported to act as both an additional source of earnings to 

minimize labour turnover and an incentive for greater effort on 

the part of workers. In fact, the bonus was not earned by all 

employees, varied greatly between those who did receive it and 

offered little, if any, incentive. Within the steelworks, the bonus 

system was extremely complex based on rolling mill production 

tonnages graduated back to the furnaces, coke ovens and other 

sections. Payments for each job classification were calculated 

according to a percentage of an empirical factor which in turn 

varied with the level of production in relation to the base. Each 

department had its own bonus setting base. At A.I. & S. Port 

Kembla, for instance, there were more than 40 departments with 

anything between two and 69 separate percentage rates (ranging 

between 25 per cent and 115 per cent) of the key rate setting, 

each covering between two and 70 different classifications. This 

meant that thousands of different rates existed and each could vary 

weekly according to factors beyond the control of workers in each 

section. The complexity of the system meant that few, if any, 

workers or union officials understood its operation and, for 

migrants, the bonus system must have been beyond their 

comprehension. 390 

Unions viewed the complexity of the bonus scheme as a deliberate 

tactic by the company to prevent organized dissent upon pay. B.H.P. 

refused to bargain with the unions over bonus levels or even reveal 

information relating to its calculation, arguing that this was a 

matter between the company and the individual. However, the company 

kept a close eye on the total earnings components in each of its 

establishments, including the basic wage, margins, bonuses and over

time. Quarterly averages were prepared for both external and 

internal comparison. 391 Table 22 gives an indication of the 

respective situations at Newcastle and Port Kembla between 1957 and 

1963. 

390This view was confirmed by union officials interviewed. It 
is also supported by a survey of workers under a similar scheme at 
A.W.I. See R. Callus, Survey of the Workforae at A.W.I. Chiswiak 
(Lysaghts), op ait., p.8. 

( .. 

391"Labour and Earnings", File G28/3, B.H.P. Archives, Melbourne. 



TABLE 22 

WAGES, BONUS, OVERTIME AND EARNINGS AT NEWCASTLE AND PORT KEMBLA STEELWORKS 1957-1963 

(Yearly Average based on Quarterly Averages) 

Newcastle Port Kembla 

Wages Bonus Overtime 
Total Wages Bonus Overtime 

Total 
Earnings Earnings 

1957 £17/ 9/3 £1/ 9/8 £2/ 9/6 £21/ 8/5 £16/19/- £1/ 5/3 £2/ 7/8 £20/11/11 

1958 £17/15/6 £1/11/6 £2/ 3/8 £21/10/8 £17/ 5/- £1/ 6/- £2/ 2/8 £20/13/8 

1959 £18/10/3 £1/14/- £2/ 7/6 £22/11/9 £17/16/8 £1/12/8 £3/ 8/3 £21/17/7 tn 
N 

1960 £19/12/6 £1/16/3 £3/ 1/6 £24/10/3 £18/18/6 £1/17/8 £4/ 6/3 £24/12/5 " . 
1961 £20/ 5/- £1/13/8 £2/10/8 £24/ 9/4 £20/11/6 £1/15/3 £3/10/6 £24/17 /3 

1962 £20/ 9/3 £1/ 9/- £1/14/6 £23/12/9 £20/15/0 £1/16/3 £3/ 5/6 £25/16/9 

1963 £20/19/4 £1/10/- £2/16/3 £24/10/4 £21/ 2/- £1/16/7 £3/ 5/3 £26/ 3/10 

Source: Employment and Earnings Statistics, 
S.H.P. Archives, Melbourne. 
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These figures included staff personnel at the steelworks and 

took account of annual, sick and long service leave payments. 

Hence, these figures were unrepresentative of the general level of 

earnings, especially amongst semi-skilled workers in the lower paid 

sections. Nevertheless, they were used by management in its 

comparisons with wages in the manufacturing industry and economy as 

a whole. The result was a distorted picture showing B.H.P. as 

paying above average wages when the opposite was the case. 392 Even 

when distorted by averaging, the level of bonus payments was still 

below that offered in comparable industries. 

Prior to 1960 average weekly earnings at Newcastle exceeded 

those at A.I. & SPort Kembla. This situation began to change in 

the early 1960s (see Table 22). Analyzing the trends, the company's 

research department noted that after December 1958 the level of 

overtime payments at Port Kembla had outstripped those at Newcastle. 

In the latter steel works, capital investment had reduced labour 

requirements while the expansion of capacity at Port Kembla 

necessitated further labour. By December 1961 average earnings at 

Newcastle were beginning to slip back while Port Kembla moved ahead 

despite a recession. 393 In October 1962 the Chief General Manager 

wrote to the General Manager of A.I. & S. Port Kembla informing him 

that the earnings disparity between Newcastle and Port Kembla was 

not entirely due to overtime but also bonus and wage payment 

differences. The manager was asked for an explanation of this and 

urged to collaborate more closely with Newcastle. 394 It is fairly 

apparent from this that the level of bonus payments was manipulated 

to meet the company's overall policy upon earnings 1evels. 395 

392Yet these comparisons were taken quite seriously, perhaps 
indicating the depth of the company's commitment to minimizing total 
wage costs. See, for instance, SUrvey of EmpZoyment and Earnings, 
August 1961 (B.H.P. internal company report). 

393Correspondence, Manager, Commercial Research Department to 
the General Manager, B.H.P., October 3, 1962. 

394Correspondence, Chief General Manager, B.H.P. to General 
Manager, A.I. & S. Port Kembla, October 9, 1962. 

395The company also tried to exert influence upon the level of 
overawards paid by construction contractors operating within the 
steelworks. See correspondence, Chief Industrial Officer, B.H.P. to 
Transfie1d and E.P.T., August 21, 1970. 



529. 

B.H.P.'s somewhat unique approach to wages and earnings was 

not well known among the unions. Nevertheless, they were dissatisfied 

with the company's strict adherence to arbitration and its refusal to 

discuss overaward payments. In May 1963 the New South Wales Council 

of the F.I.A. resolved to undertake a campaign to achieve bonus 

payments for all steelworkers and to increase the level of bonus 

payments. 396 B.H.P. refused to discuss the question. Approval was 

obtained to have bonus rates set out on a daily basis on pay sheets 

at Newcastle and Port Kembla. However the union faced a problem 

getting information from areas where there were no delegates and 

because of limitations imposed on the movement of delegates. What 

information was obtained suggested that weekly bonus payments were 

less than £1 for most job classifications. 397 

It was F.I.A. policy that overaward payments should be equal to 

those of tradesmen. 398 At a conference with B.H.P. management in 

July 1964, officials made it clear that they were no longer prepared 

to accept the company's policy of denying them the right to 

participate in bonus discussions. 399 State secretary Hurrell stated 

that the union experienced no problems discussing overawards with 

employers apart from B.H.P., its subsidiaries and a number of 

overseas-owned companies. 4oo While valuing their relationship with 

the F.I.A., B.H.P. management found it impossible to revise their 

position and drew consolation from the fact "that we could reasonably 

expect that under the present contol of the P.I.A. we would not 

encounter any really serious industrial trouble.,,401 

Agitation on the bonus issue steadily mounted throughout the 

1960s especially at A.I. & S. Port Kembla where the bonus question 

gave a central focus for the joint unionization drive. By 1966 the 

contraction of overtime at Port Kemb1a revealed how low the award 

396P.I.A. New South Wales State Council Minutes, May 22, 1963. 

397I bid., March 23, 1964. 

398P.I.A. Annual National Conference minutes, May 19-22, 1964. 

399Minutes of conference, July 16, 1964. Source: B.H.P. 
Archives, Melbourne. 

4ooCorrespondence, H. Hurrell to the Chief Industrial Officer, 
B.H.P., September 29, 1964. 

401Minutes of conference and comments, April 27, 1965. Source: 
B.H.P. Archives, Melbourne. 
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rates and bonuses of many steelworkers were. An F.I.A. survey of 

overaward payments at 419 companies 

average level of overaward 

and of 15,423 employees disclosed 

(per week) was $6.93 in Sydney, that the 

$7.70 in Victoria, $7.21 in Port Kemb1a and $6.05 in Newcastle.,02 

However the Port Kembla region average was far in excess of that 

generally being paid as a bonus at steelworks. This prompted 

considerable dissatisfaction amongst workers, delegates and union 

officials. In September, following meetings of delegates at 

A.I. & S., unions called for a doubling of bonus payments and a 

minimum bonus of $6 per week.,03 Unions also demanded that bonus 

settings be made available and the level of payments be a matter of 

arbitration. 

In the early months of 1967 there were a number of general 

stoppages, delegates' meetings and protest marches. '0' The response 

of A.I. & S. was to take out deregistration proceedings against all 

the unions including the F.I.A. To its chagrin, the New South Wales 

Industrial Commission refused to deregister the unions and, in fact, 

intervened in the issue. 'os Rejecting the company's argument that 

bonus payments lay outside its duty to fix minimum rates - the 

position adopted in earlier disputes - the Commission ruled that 

intervention was justified where a particular company scheme was 

operating unfairlY. Despite its sophisticated nature, the bonus 

scheme was seen to be an integral employment matter.'OG This set

back was a significant demonstration that A.I. & S. was not 

invincible and that gains could be made by concerted agitation at 

the rank and file level. It gave migrant workers their first real 

taste of involvement in union struggles. The unions were successful 

'02The only B.H.P. subsidiary included was A.I. & S. Sydney 
(which made an average payment of $5.50). F.I.A. OVeraward SUrvey 
(all branch secretaries), August 25, 1966. 

,03 A.I. & S. Delegates' Meeting Press Statement,. September 29, 
1966. 

'O'Tribune, April 12, 1967; F.I.A. State Council minutes, May 2, 
1967; and Port Kemb1a branch C.O.M. minutes, January 21, 1967. 

40 5 Tribu ne , May 3, 1967. 

4OGC.P. MillS, Ne;p South WaLes, IndustriaL Laws (Butterworths', 
Sydney, 1977), pp.190-193. 
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in securing bonus increases and access to bonus discussions. The 

F.I.A. used the victory as a lever on other B.H.P. subsidiaries.,07 

By 1969 a new campaign involving demands for a $10 general 

increase in bonus payments was mounted under the direction of the 

South Coast Labour Council and Newcastle Trades Hall Council. 

Joint union pamphlets outlining the claim were issued in a number 

of foreign languages. While supporting these demands, the F.I.A. 

leadership adhered to its policy of discouraging stoppages not 

officially sanctioned. National Council condemned the South Coast 

Labour Council for trying to push strikes at A.I. & s. without its 

approval. '08 However', in the wake of the 0 I Shea case ironworkers 

joined in a wave of strike action at both steelworks.,09 The F.I.A. 

was powerless to stop this and the announcement of modest bonus 

increases (secured through arbitration) by state secretary Hurrell 

did not dissipate the mood of unrest which continued throughout 

1970.'10 The vain efforts to prevent stoppages merely served to 

reinforce how out of touch the F.I.A. leadership was. State Council 

directed ironworkers to refrain from setting up shop committees 

which ursuped the functions of full-time officials.'ll In March 

the South Coast Labour Council refused to sign an F.I.A. ultimatum 

that a strike it called for February 5 was undemocratic.'12 In the 

same month a meeting of ironworkers at the Wollongong Trade Union 

Centre passed a motion expressing no confidence in their local and 

nationalleaders.'13 

'07See correspondence, H. Hurrell to the General Manager, 
Commonwealth Steel, May 12, 1967. 

,0aF.I.A. National Council minutes, May 28, 1969. 

,09Between October 1969 and February 1970 there were 
207 stoppages causing a loss of 160,000 man hours at the Port Kembla 
and Newcastle steelworks. Daily Telegraph, February 27, 1970. 

'loFor reports of some of these strikes see the l1lawarra 
Daily Mercury, February 27 and 28, March 3, 5 and 13, April 1, 7, 
14, 15, 21, 22 and 23, May 7 and 20, October 16 and December 3, 7 
and 16, 1970. 

'llF.I.A. New South Wales State Council minutes, February 18, 1970. 

'1211lawarra Daily Mercury, March 13, 1970. 

'13Ib'd 0 ~ ., March 11, 197 • 
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For its part, S.H.P. management resorted to deregistration 

proceedings against a number of unions though not the F.I.A. 

Despite,this it was 

in bonus payments to 

the tribunal's right 

eventually forced to concede the biggest increase 

that date.' " In 1971 S.H.P. again challenged 

to determine bonus matters. This challenge was 

rejected and the company criticized for not informing unions or their 

delegates of developments with regard to the calculation of bonuses 

and for causing unreasonable delays in answering requests upon bonus 

settings." S This opened the way for easier negotiation before the 

Commission although the preference for direct action remained 

strong, particularly at Port Kembla. 

The F.I.A.'s acute membership problems were evidence of 

unsatisfactory organization, which could be attributed either to the 

unpopularity of the union, or to the impossible situation created by 

B.H.P. 's refusal to allow facilities for organization. Perhaps both 

factors contributed to falling financial membership. 

By the mid-1960s rank and file opposition - traditional enough 

in the faction-ridden F.I.A. - was beginning to feed upon an 

additional ingredient. Bonus payments became a matter for dispute, 

symbolizing for B.H.P. the shift towards non-award earnings increases 

and militant shop floor pressure. Undoubtedly industrial relations 

in B.H.P. were affect.ed by a new climate in which centralized 

arbi tration, authoritarian union and managerial discipline, and 

rigid earnings control were giving way. Originating outside B.H.P., 

this tendency towards fragmented bargaining could not be fully 

resisted by the traditionally insular B.H.P. management. Nevertheless 

they showed little willingness to adapt to this new style of 

industrial relations. However, by the late 1960s, B.H.P. had to 

come to terms with an Industrial Commission that was no longer 

prepared to endorse the company's eccentricities - such as refusing 

to discuss bonus payments with unions. Moreover, the unions too 

were changing, and bringing a harder bargaining style into their 

dealings with the company. 

"'Tribune, April 1 and 14, 1970. 

"SC.p. Mills, New South Wales Industrial Laws, op cit., p.191. 
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The F.I.A. was not immune to these changes either. The right 

wing took up some issues which had been previously ignored. More 

important, the rank and file opposition group embodied the new 

bargaining philosophies. In Port Kembla, this group gained power 

in 1970. The next section will discuss the impact of change 

within the F.I.A. upon industrial relations at A.I. & S. 

The "Rank and File" Team and a new Policy towards A. I. & S. 

Much of the background to the victory of the Rank and File 

opposition has already been presented. There was widespread 

membership 

practices. 

appreciated 

dissatisfaction with centralized arbitration negotiation 

Few workers (and fewer migrants) either understood or 

the complex, elongated hearings. What was far easier to 

discern were the intransigent attitudes of B.H.P., its frequent 

resport to intimidatory tactics and the refusal of the F.I.A. 

leadership to support stoppages or join with other unions in mounting 

general campaigns in the steel industry. These factors, and the low 

levels of pay earned by most steelworkers,416 were fertile ground 

for organized opposition. 

Being concentrated in the lowest paying, least desirable jobs, 

migrants had most reason to feel dissatisfied with the union 

leadership prior to 1970. While many understood the wage structure 

up to a point, they could not comprehend the bonus system and were 

not privy to arbitration hearings. Bulletins informing workers of 

41"As already noted the company's earnings statistics were 
misleading. A draft paper prepared for presentation by the General 
Manager of A.I. & S. at the Good Neighbour Council State Conference 
on July 21, 1973 stated that the average gross earnings of iron
workers for a 45.4 hour week was $110.48. In contrast, a survey of 
the earnings of 6,488 ironworkers in eight different margin groups 
disclosed that 5,530 earned $86.10 or less. While these figures 
included guesstimates based on information provided by B.H.P. steel 
industry award hearings there can be little doubt that they present 
a more realistic picture of what less Skilled workers were actually 
earning. (George Petersen, M.L.A., Supplement to Paper presented to 
the Migrant Workers' Conference, Sydney, November 2, 1973.) The 
Port Kembla branch secretary, F. Lelli, claimed that more than 
6,000 ironworkers were paid only $58.30 per week. For further 
evidence of criticism on this score see Tribune, June 7, 1967, 
September 4, 1968 and April 1, 1970. 
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the progress of negotiations were infrequent. Officials of the 

defeated Port Kembla leadership later admitted that the union had 

been inept in dealing with language and cultural barriers."7 They 

found it difficult to explain union policy on strikes and 

negotiations to migrants. 

Several groups formed the core of the rank and file movement, 

notably workers in the Traffic Department and riggers. Both groups 

were amongst the most highly organized and active ironworkers in 

the steelworks and both resented the attempts of officials to 

circumscribe local stoppages and bans. Further, they were able to 

move freely about the steelworks - a capacity they used to full 

advantage in canvassing support for the Rank and File team. 

The Traffic Department also provided a Significant proportion 

of the Rank and File candidates. In fact, of those elected in 

1970 six were locomotive drivers and two were former loco drivers. 

This was somewhat ironic since had the F.I.A. not absorbed the 

membership coverage of the F.E.D. & F.A. in the steel industry, 

locomotive drivers would have remained members of the latter 

organization. While opponents of the new leadership attempted to 

paint it as a Traffic Department conspiracy the Rank and File 

committee had a wide organizational base with representatives and 

members scattered throughout A.I. & S. and other employers. More

over, upon its election the committee did not disband its 

independent organizational structure. The committee, open to all 

F.I.A. members, continued to elect its own officials and provide an 

alternative leadership so that rank and file involvement would not 

disappear. Rank and File candidates for union posts continued to 

be chosen in pre-selection ballots. These ballots occurred in two 

stages some time before union elections so that if an incumbent 

official was defeated the new candidate had time to prepare. These 

procedures were designed to ensure that branch officials remained 

in close contact with their members and those proving unsatisfactory 

or facing a more popular challenger could be replaced at a ballot 

without extensive disruption."6 In turn, this strengthened the new 

"7Ted Murphy, interviewed December 4, 1978. 

'16This process of replacement has occurred on at least one 
occasion when the branch president lost his pre-selection ballot. 
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leadership and its appeal to ironworkers. The issue of membership 

involvement and control was to prove an important electoral asset. 

In an effort to minimize the challenge and institute an 

element of control over the Port Kembla branch, National Council 

instituted a direction with regard to the use of solicitors by 

branches, limited their capacity to make donations to individuals 

and organizations, made provision for temporary officials and 

defined the boundaries of the Port Kembla branch. 419 Three of the 

defeated officials were appointed to full-time posts in the union, 

and in March 1971, National Council responded to a Port Kembla 

branch's request for organizing assistance by making its migrant 

organizer, L. Censky, available. 42o Censky's prior involvement in 

canvassing support for the Official and Labor team was a source 

of concern to the branch. He was regarded as a spy. At the same 

time, Council ruled that the branch could not make donations to 

local A.L.P. Members of the Legislative Assembly because of their 

"communist" affiliations. 421 

Relations between the branch and the national leadership 

remained cool, if not openly hostile. The branch practice of 

allowing disputes to occur and encouraging workers to resort to 

direct action was condemned. The Port Kembla leadership was 

portrayed as anarchistic agents of their members rather than 

responsible, elected leaders; cultivating popularity through their 

militancy rather than ending disputes which disrupted negotiations 

before the arbitration tribunals. In an effort to consolidate 

control over unauthorized strike action, the union's rules were 

amended to enable the branch C.O.M. or National Council to 

institute a secret ballot of the members involved. 422 

A further request for organizing assistance by the branch 

resulted in more friction. The branch proposed two candidates, 

McCartney and Benetos. Benetos had been defeated at the 1970 

419p.I.A. National Council minutes, December 23, 1970. 

420Ibid., March 4, 1971. 

421Ibid., March 5, 1971. 

422Ibid., July 1971. 
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election and his candidature contravened the Rank and File team's 

own policy on appointments - a fact made clear to the Port Kembla 

branch. National Council appointed Bob Grabham as a national 

organizer to Port Kembla. Yet Grabham had also unsuccessfully 

contested a C.O.M. post at Port Kembla as a member of the Official 

and Labor team.'23 For its part, the branch made an unsuccessful 

attempt to change the union's rules so that all full-time officials 

would be elected and would be ineligible for temporary appointment 

once defeated.'2' 

The national leadership also instituted a number of rule 

changes in its efforts to recapture the branch. In December, State 

Council amended its rules so that a member leaving the district 

could still remain a branch member so long as he worked for the 

union.'2s This change allowed all the former Port Kembla officials 

appointed to other posts to recontest positions at Port Kembla in 

forthcoming elections. A more defensive rule change instituted by 

the National Conference precluded members from nominating for more 

than one full-time position in the case of joint national/branch 

elections.'26 

In 1972 a by-election in the Port Kembla branch was 

necessitated by the resignation of the branch secretary, Ben Coleman, 

and by other posts for the vice-president and for four C.O.M. 

members falling vacant. '27 Former secretary, Jim Stewart, now a 

national organizer, recontested the post in a concerted campaign 

that included door-to-door canvassing, pamphlets, how-to-vote 

calendars and radio commercials. His opponent was Nando Le1li who, 

after being elected to the post of assistant secretary of the branch, 

' 23Ibid., September 27-30, 1971; and Labor News, October/ 
November, 1971. 

'2'F.I.A. Annual National Conference minutes, August 8, 1973. 

' 2s F.I.A. New South Wales State Council minutes, December 10, 1971. 

' 26 F.I.A. Annual National Conference minutes, July 5-9, 1971. 

' 27The reasons for Co1eman's resignation are not entirely 
clear. It was suggested that he tired of the continuous "red 
baiting" and friction with the national leadership. Nando Le1li,· 
interviewed October 19, 1978. 
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had cemented his position as the leading figure in the "Rank and 

File" team. 

The Official and Labor campaign painted Lelli and others as 

extremists who squandered members' money in needless stoppages."28 

A special appeal was made to migrants with lists of job delegates 

supporting Stewart. "29 In contrast, Lelli's stated priorities were 

unifying the branch, promoting industry education and more direct 

membership involvement and surmounting language barriers in the 

community. The new leadership's more active pursuit of 

compensation claims, obtaining back pay and reimbursment for workers 

stood down as a result of a dispute was also emphasized. As in the 

past, there were accusations that Official and Labor canvassers 

were collecting ballot papers from migrants. "30 

Despite the smear campaign, Rank and File candidates 

captured all positions. Lelli was elected branch secretary with a 

substantial minority of 3,841 votes against 2,592 for Stewart. In 

spite of this setback, the national leadership retained confidence 

in its policy of avoiding direct confrontation with B.H.P. In 

September it asked B.H.P. to help it introduce job delegate 

schools. In making this suggestion, officials pOinted to the 

problems of workers undertaking direct action, the role of delegates 

in maintaining the Port Kembla leadership and the need for delegates 

to have a better appreciation of the company's industrial relations 

philosophy and the functioning of arbitration."31 In short, shop 

steward training was seen as a means of strengthening the national 

leadership's control over delegates."32 

" 28 See Ironworkers ••. a Word from Jim stewart (election 
pamphlet, 1972). 

"29"Ita"lia:ns Attention!!!" How to Vote Card. Pamphlets also 
appealed to Yugoslav migrants, listing supporters and pointing to 
the branch's dismissal of a Yugoslav clerical assistant, Menka 
Dilevski (who canvassed for Short et al.) as evidence of 
persecution. 

"
3 °Tribune, December 12-18, 1972. 

"31B•H•P• Central Industrial Relations Department, Industrial 
Relations Manager, Ciraular to all Industrial Offiaers, 
September 27, 1972. 

" 32 In 1977 the union again entered negotiations with B.H.P. 
regarding the attendance of delegates at T. U. T .A. schools. F. LA. 
New South Wales State Council minutes, February 8, 1977. 
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In 1974 another concerted effort was made to restore 

Official and Labor control. Amidst renewed accusations of 

outside interference, the Rank and File team was returned to 

office with strengthened majorities.' 33 At the national level, a 

Dutch-born migrant from Port Kembla unsuccessfully contested the 

post of national secretary. 43' Following the 1974 result National 

Council powers to remove a branch or sub-branch official were 

stiffened.· 3s On the other hand the Port Kembla branch resolved 

that it no longer required the services of Censky.'36 Despite 

National Council remonstrations, the branch reaffirmed its 

decision.· 37 Following negotiations at which it was agreed that 

Censky must work through the branch secretary, the branch C.O.M. 

reversed its decision. Censky was tolerated although he was seen 

to be a member of the old regime. 

The major cause of friction betwee,i the two bodies was over 

industrial strategy. To improve the pay of steelworkers, the 

Port Kembla branch adopted a more aggressive attitude to B.H.P. 

Indeed, this position was crucial to its growing membership 

support. In April 1971 the C.O.M. endorsed demands for a $20 per 

week increase in all job classifications; a 35-hour week; additional 

shift loadings, annual leave and holiday pay loadings; treble time 

for public holidays; I~-day cumulative sick leave; weekly pay; and 

bonuses at least equivalent to one-third of the full wage. 43B In 

May they endorsed proposals for a general stoppage in support of 

these demands. 439 This proposal contravened the general policy of 

the national leadership • 

• 33 For evidence of these accusations see the 11Zawarra DaiZy 
l1eraury, November 29, 1974. 

43'I bid., September 12, 1974. 

'3sF• I •A• National Council minutes, February 20, 1975. 
436 F.I.A. Port Kemb1a branch C.O.M. minutes, February 11, 1975. 

437I bid., February 19, 1975. Branch officials also criticized 
the amount of advertising in Labor News and the lack of branch news. 
Ibid., December 18, 1973 and April 19, 1974 • 

• 
3B Tribune, April 7, 1971. 

43 911 Zawarra DaiZ y l1eraury, May 15, 1971. 
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The branch sought closer ties with other unions in order to 

co-ordinate struggles for better working conditions. To this end, 

it re-affiliated with the South Coast Labour Council after some 

haggling with the national leadership. The new branch leadership 

also endorsed ironworker participation in shop committees (also 

known as action committees) to help stir up interest and co-ordinate 

action on steel award and bonus negotiations. 44o Le11i, himself, 

had considerable experience in such organizations, having been a 

foundation member of a committee organized in the shipping 

maintenance section of the inner harbour. He was well aware of the 

difficulty of establishing these bodies and of holding on-site 

meetings, given the attitude of A.I. & S. management. At the same 

time, such committees were thought to be especially desirable 

because of the limited access to the plant allowed to full-time 

officials and because of the need to co-ordinate action between 

different sections and unions in the steelworks. 

The A.M.W.S.U. was particularly active in attempting to 

establish shop committees in the steelworks. Success was varied. 

Committees often sprang up during general campaigns or as a result 

of a specific dispute. Few appear to have survived on a perma.nent 

basis, probably because management refused to recognize or deal 

with the~, obstructed meetings and disciplined delegates taking 

part. 441 At the same time, the branch built up a stronger 

relationship with the A.M.W.S.U. in contrast to the national 

440 See, for instance, F.I.A. Port Kembla branch C.O.M. 
minutes, November 16, 1971 and July 17, 1973. 

441 In June 1974, the A.M.W.S.U. organizer reported that a 
shop committee had been established involving the 140", 120" and 
78" departments representing a.11 unions following a mass meeting 
which he felt was going to be permanent. In August, the same 
organizer urged delegates at Number 4/5 blast furnace to establish 
a shop committee to improve job organization. (Source: A.M.W.S.U. 
Organizer Reports, June 5 and August 9, 1974.) In September 1979 
delegates representing all unions in the steelworks formed an 
executive as the basis of a works committee - the first attempt to 
set up a plant-wide committee - following initiatives from the 
F.I.A. and A.M.W.S.U. Tribune, September 5, 1974. 
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leadership which was cultivating closer ties with the A.S.E. 442 

B.H.P. had anticipated a harder line from the F.I.A. generally 

following the leadership change in Port Kembla and it was not to 

be disappointed. 443 In 1973 a wave of strike action took place at 

A.I. & S. over steel industry award and bonus increases. 444 

Pressure on the company was intensified by its inability to obtain 

sufficient new migrant labour. Moreover, the F.I.A. national 

leadership showed a willingness to bring the union into a joint 

campaign in a fashion not seen since the 1966 unionization struggle. 

Annual National Conference endorsed a demand that the minimum 

bonus payment should be $18.50 per week. 41S The initial response 

from B.H.P. to the bonus campaign was to seek the deregistration of 

those unions whose members were engaged in strike action. Confronted 

with a joint campaign at a time of high steel demand the company made 

an offer in July. The F.I.A. secretary, F. Lelli, labelled this as a 

fake offer because it would amount to only about $2 per week on 

average for ironworkers. 446 In August a small majority of workers 

accepted the company's offer following a recommendation from F.I.A. 

national officials and the New South Wales Labor Council. 

In December, the rift between the branch and national leadership 

emerged clearly during mass meetings to ratify the new steel award. 

Harry Hurrell, representing the national leadership, urged acceptance 

stating that it was the best award ever and that the only other 

alternatives were an indefinite strike or a renewed round of hearings 

442 In one example of the growing ties S. Quinn, a local 
A.M.W.S.U. official, wrote to Lelli expressing appreciation at the 
co-operation of the F.I.A. and the high degree of unity achieved in 
the 1978 steel industry award campaign. Correspondence, October 12, 
1978. 

443Correspondence, Chief Industrial Officer to Executive 
General Manager, B.H.P., December 19, 1970. The company made 
detailed assessments of the voting patterns of F.I.A. elections on a 
regular basis. This suggests quite a sophisticated assessment was 
made of the unions with which it had to deal. 

444 For reports of these actions see Tribune, March 27-April 2, 
May 15-21, July 10-16, July 17-23, July 24-30 and August 7-13, 1973. 

44sF.I.A. Annual National Conference minutes, August 8, 1973. 

446 Tribune, July 17-23, 1973. 
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before the commission. 447 Branch officials, however, urged members 

to defer a decision until attempts had been made to extract further 

gains. In particular, it was felt that the lowest paid 

classifications had been ignored and that acceptance was premature. 

In a stormy meeting the award was accepted. Nevertheless, this 

could not be interpreted as a strong endorsement for the national 

leadership. 

Branch officials used their base amongst job delegates to 

agitate for further award and bonus increases. 448 In particular, 

the branch continued its st~ggle to raise the base level of bonus 

payments and convert them into a general overaward payment. In 

March 1977 the branch C.O.M. condemned State Council for accepting 

a company offer upon the steel award without consulting the members 

and warned against continuing this practice in the forthcoming 

bonus campaign. 449 

A further area of contention was branch policy not to dissuade 

workers undertaking local stoppages. As part of its policy of 

supporting such action the branch was occasionally called upon to 

deal with members cited for working through stoppages. 4SO In 

general, the officials sought to discover the reasons workers had 

not joined stoppages. Sanctions or reprimands were used when there 

were no extenuating circumstances, in order to retain the confidence 

of members engaging in disputes and to counter management attempts 

to mislead or intimidate employees into remaining at work. However, 

the isolation of some jobs and the problems of non-English speaking 

migrants were taken into consideration. Education rather than 

punishment was the goal and those members fined were sent an 

explanation of the reasons for this (including foreign language 

translations for migrants). Given its different attitude to 

stoppages, the national leadership did not always co-operate when 

.4'l1lawarra Daily Mercury, December 8, 1973. 

~48F. I.A. 
March 2, 1975. 
1979, p.35. 

Port Kembla branch minutes, February 18, 1975 and 
See also the IZlawarra Daily Meraury, February 14, 

4.9 Port Kembla branch minutes, March 8, 1977. 

4so For example, see F.I.A. Port Kembla branch minutes, April 13, 
July 13, August 10 and 24, September 28, 1976 and September 13, 
1977. 
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members appealed against these fines. National Council frequently 

dismissed the charges, perpetuating hostility between the groups.451 

This friction gradually diminished over time although both groups 

retained their different views on local strikes. 

In February 1978 a conference of branch and national 

officers was organized to facilitate better relations following 

allegations of interference by the former. 452 Slightly improved 

arrangements were established. After two unsuccessful attempts to 

restore Official and Labour control at Port Kembla, the national 

leadership was forced to concede that the local leaders were not 

temporary. In the 1978 union elections it did not even mount a 

campaign to recapture the branch. Nevertheless, fundamental 

differences of opinion remained in the area of industrial strategy 

and the role of fUll-time officials. 453 

Attitudes to migrant unionists also differed. The new leader

ship did not view migrants in a paternalistic way. The Rank and 

File leadership saw its major offering to migrant workers in terms 

of membership control including greater receptiveness on the part 

of fUll-time officials, and greater militancy on industrial issues. 

Branch secretary Lelli regarded migrants as sharing the problems of 

other workers but also facing severe handicaps with regard to 

communication and the confidence needed to participate in broad 

struggles. 454 Given these problems there was a tendency for migrants 

to congregate into separate community or nationality based groups, 

leading to fragmentation. The branch made a number of efforts to 

counter this process and promote migrant participation. 

The branch increased the number of multilingual clerical 

assistants employed to handle migrant enquiries and translation. 

451 For evidence of such appeals, see F.I.A. National Council 
minutes, July 20, 1976 and October 28, 1976. 

452F.I.A. Port Kembla branch minutes, February 21, 1978. 

4530ne response of the branch to declining employment levels 
was to encourage activism on manning levels and physical working 
conditions. See the S.M.H., March 26, 1977, April 11, 12 and 15, 
1978;, and the Illawarra Daily Mercury, January 18, 1979, p.8. 

454 F• Lelli, interviewed October 19, 1978. 
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This was not done On a random basis 

language groups not 

but to provide interpreters 

covered by officials. A for those maj or 

welfare officer speaking four languages besides English was 

employed to visit sick and injured workers, to assist with legal 

proceedings and to sign up new members. More regular multilingual 

bulletins were produced and booklets distributed explaining 

Australian unionism, workers' compensation, etc. More effort was 

made to use interpreters at mass meetings. In addition, Lelli 

himself and other non-British migrant officials made contact with 

migrant community organizations, particularly those attempting to 

promote broad migrant issues rather than those pursuing sectional 

interests. Copies of NUovo Paese were distributed and Lelli built 

up links with the South Coast Migrant Unity Action Committee (see 

Chapter 7). Most importantly, non-British migrants were heavily 

encouraged to involve themselves in union affairs, become job 

delegates and run as candidates for the branch C.O.M. This process 

gained momentum. Although language remained an inhibiting factor, 

the branch did increase the number of job delegates, thereby 

strengthening its organization and cohesion. 

The new branch leadership also became more active on safety, 

injuries and compensation. Incoming officials alleged that thousands 

of compensation cases had been found to be unattended - a claim 

vehemently denied by the national leadership.455 On December 23, 

1970 (after the Port Kembla results were known), National Council 

resolved that there could be no change in the union's solicitors 

without council authority. The Port Kembla branch investigated this 

situation which it found contravened the Solicitors' Act. The 

National Council ruling was defied and increasing use made of the 

firm of Maurice May in preference to McLelland, Wallace and Landa. 

This move was not challenged. 

The choice of solicitors involved political considerations, 

with the respective firms representing different factions within the 

A.L.P. 456 It would have been difficult for the Rank and File team 

455Labor News, April 1971. 

456McLelland et al. had been used by Short in his struggles to 
wrest control of the F.I.A. from the communists and were retained as 
the union's solicitors thereafter. 



544. 

to use the same legal representation as its opposition. However, 

Port Kembla officials also argued that there was considerable 

dissatisfaction amongst members with their legal representation in 

the past.'57 In particular, it was felt that the firm of Maurice 

May (May himself was a non-British migrant) could offer more 

effective representation for migrants. The branch did not insist 

that May be used by members in compensation proceedings. Neverthe

less, by June 1972 it was noted that members were making increasing 

use of May, particularly as McLelland et al. tended to bypass the 

branch in referring the appeals of members directly to National 

Council.'58 The multilingual clerical assistants employed at the 

branch office performed a vital function in advising migrants with 

compensation enquiries. More importantly, the welfare officer was 

able to visit sick and injured workers to assist with benefits and 

legal proceedings.'59 

In the general area of occupational health. A.I. & S. was the 

focus of a concerted campaign by the branch."SO Prior to 1970 

industrial action over safety or compensation issues had been rare, 

usually being confined to spontaneous local stoppages.'Sl The new 

leadership both supported and sought to co-ordinate industrial 

action on these issues. In February 1971 officials announced that 

the union would conduct its own investigations of the rate of 

fatalities at A.I. & S. and supported a strike by members of the 

Traffic Department over safety the following month.,s2 Following 

deaths within the plant they called upon the Department of Labour 

'57 F• Lelli, interviewed October 19, 1978. 

'5s F•I •A• Port Kembla branch minutes, June 20, 1972. 

"59 For evidence of the branch's activism on compensation 
problems including the level of payments, problems of migrants and 
workers on "light duties", see F. LA. Port Kemb1a branch minutes, 
July 27 and September 14, 1976. 

,soThis included the production and distribution of multi
lingual leaflets. See F.I.A. Port Kembla branch minutes, February 25, 
1975, August 10, 1976 and June 13, 1978. 

"SlFor instance, a strike at the coke ovens in 1969. Ibid., 
December 9, 1969. 

"S2I llawarra Daily Mercury, February 17, 1971 and March 3, 
1971. 
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and Industry (D.L.I.) to investigate the circumstances surrounding 

the fatalities. In particular, officials drew attention to the 

condition of rolling stock and tracks within the steelworks. 4G3 

While securing some improvements, the union was unable to achieve 

the desired degree of co-operation from the D.L.I. In September 

1978, the branch called for a government inquiry into industrial 

accidents at A.I. & S., pOinting to the large number of fatalities 

and the incidence of serious injuries (death and amputations) when 

no doctor was in attendance. 4G4 

The issue of track conditions came to a head in February 1979 

when an Italian-born leading hand with 26 years' service was killed 

by an off-rails coal waggon (derailed by an accumulation of coal on 

the tracks) at a spot where complaints had been made for more than 

13 years. 4GS This incident sparked off a 24-hour stoppage by 

traffic employees. Branch secretary Lel1i stated that many of the 

deaths at A.I. & S. were not freak accidents but caused by poor 

maintenance and neglect by the company.466 Off-shift delegates' 

meetings condemned the company and called for regular investigations 

of equipment. 467 The union called for an explanation by the company 

and a Royal Commission into safety at the steelworks. This 

agitation led to the establishment of a tripartite standing committee 

to investigate and discuss the issues following a joint A.I. & S.I 
D.L.I. investigation of the track fata1ity.46B 

Apart from the fatality issues, there was also agitation on the 

issue of compensation and safety clothing. In January, a series of 

463F.I.A. Port Kembla branch minutes, January 11, 1977. 

4G4Doctors were employed at the plant only during the hours 
9.00 a.m. to 5.00 p.m. S.M.H., September 8, 1978, p.8. 

46SIZlawarra Daily Mercury, February 9, 1979, p.3. 

466Further stoppages followed this and other incidents. 
instance, in the same month, 250 workers stopped work after a 
man was pinned by a slab of steel. IZlawarra Daily Mercury, 
February 27, 1979, p.9. 

For 
fore-

467I bid., February 14, 1979, p.2 and February 15, 1979, p.7. 

46BThis did not placate branch officials who conducted their 
own investigations of fatal injuries. See the S.M.H •• March 24,· 
1979, p.4. 
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delegates' meetings and stoppages had occurred as part of a 

campaign to ensure that an incapacitated rigger received full 

compensation rights. 469 In February, workers stopped production at 

the No. 4 blast furnace in protest at the itchiness of the woollen 

safety shirts supplied. 47o Delegates accused the company of 

replacing the standard shirts issued in an effort to cut costs 

after the union won an award claim for clothing. Again, the 

company proved somewhat intransigent on matters involving 

additional cost. 

In 1978 the union urged action following its discovery of 

evidence suggesting an abnormal cancer risk for workers in coke ovens 

and the death of a number of former coke oven workers from lung 

cancer. 471 In characteristic style, management were slow to 

respond. 472 It was not until 1,000 workers went on strike in 

September 1980 that a report from the Division of Occupational Health 

and Radiation Control, recommending safer conditions at the coke 

ovens (the replacement of oven doors and air filtration) was 

released to the union. 473 Union officialS placed the blame with 

the company which ha~not made its copy of the report available to 

the union and had used staff labour at the coke ovens, leading to a 

mass walk_out. 474 

In the decade of consolidation following the success of the 

rank and file group, change has taken two directions. First, 

industrial strategy was reshaped, strengthening reliance upon job 

organization, direct action and militancy, and weakening the 

dependence upon arbitration. The South Coast F.I.A. has been 

restricted in this by the powerful influence of the national 

leadership, and perhaps by changing economic fortunes in the mid-

46911Zawarra DaiZy Mercury, January 18, p.ll, January 30, p.9, 
January 31, p.7 and February 2, 1979, p.1. 

47°Ibid., February 14, 1979, p.5. 

471 work Hazards, no. 4, December 1979, p.3. 

472S.M.H., October 12, 1979, p.9 and October 13, 1979, p.5. 

473It was claimed by D.L.I. officials that a mistake had 
prevented the union receiving a copy. S.M.H., September 11, 1980; 
p.l and p.3. 

474S•M.H., September 12, 1980, p.3. 
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1970s. Nevertheless, this change remains fundamental, offering a 

clue to the dominant aspects of migrant/union interaction. The 

assumption conditioning union behaviour is that migrant members have 

the same needs and interests as other unionists. The record of the 

South Coast F.I.A. - despite the high migrant membership - is 

therefore a familiar one, emphasizing struggle with a powerful 

company over issues such as bonus payments,. award rates, health 

and safety and compensation. 

However, the second direction of change suggests the peculiarity 

of migrants rather than the characteristics they shared with 

indigenous workers. The South Coast F.r.A. also overhauled its 

internal organization. In doing so, it instituted organizational 

changes that were linked with its decentralized industrial strategy, 

building job organization and linking up with other unions. However, 

other organizational changes can only be explained as measures to 

overcome the special disabilities of migrants. Translation services, 

multilingual officers and so on all became devices necessary to 

democratize the union by overcoming the special problems of migrants. 

In other terms, these communication problems could, when left 

unremedied, become a device to perpetuate undemocratic cliques and 

authoritarian managerial practices. Dismantling a Simple 

communication barrier could have profound consequences in terms of 

organizational control and social power. 

Conclusion 

The objective of this chapter has been to show the role that 

migrants have played in the steel industry and in the F.I.A. It has 

been argued that the industrial strategy of B.H.P., and the changing 

strategies of the F.I.A. have had an important bearing upon migrant 

behaviour. Two features of B.H.P. I S strategy deserve special 

attention. First, the company has been and remains obsessed with 

the urge to economize on labour costs. This primary factor has 

directed R.H.P. to become an entrepot employer seeking cheap 

dispensib1e unskilled migrant labour. No doubt, the industrial 

insecurity of migrants has conditioned and reinforced this choice. 

The second remarkable feature of B.H.P. strategy derives from 
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the first. To cut labour costs B.H.P. has resisted union 

recognition, conceding only those rights bestowed upon unions by 

law. Indeed, it could almost be argued that B.H.P. recognized the 

New South Wales Industrial Commission, not the F.I.A. and other 

metal unions. The policies that flow from this reluctance to deal 

with unions are complex. However, they conform to a syndrome in 

which authoritarian personnel practices have 'inhibited shop floor 

unionism while obstructive litigation has impeded arbitral dealings. 

These strategies have had an 

workers. Their 

uncomfortable, if inevitable, impact 

vulnerability has been compounded by upon migrant 

the ferocity of B.H.P. personnel practices. Their economic 

deprivation has been exacerbated by low pay, loss through related 

injury Most of all, the apparent passivity of migrant labour 

served to recommend it to an employer anxious only to purchase a 

cheap factor of production. 

The unfortunate consequences of B.H.P.'s industrial relations 

style have extended beyond its migrant workforce to the F.I.A. The 

character of this union is very much a product of the industry and 

of B.H.P. Constrained by the company's reluctance to grant full 

recognition, the F.I.A. has oscillated between a militant assault 

upon insensitive and predatory company pOlicies and attempts at 

conciliation which frequently degenerated into timid appeals to 

management's generosity. Nevertheless, these conflicting strategies 

feed'into every aspect of union life, determining attitudes to job 

organization, strikes, arbitration and union structure. Most of all, 

these differences have been embodied in competing factions, and then 

mirrored in different electoral styles and democratic models. The 

post-war history of the F.I.A. is the history of factional struggle 

within the union as much as industrial struggle with B.H.P. 

It is in this last area that migrants have come to play an 

important role. This role is, unfortunately, elusive. It is 

elusive for two reasons. First, the electoral importance of 

migrants has changed over time. From their marginal role in the 

1950s migrants came to exert a crucial influence by the 1970s when 

they constituted perhaps half the union's membership, more in some 

branches. The gradual nature of this change makes it hard to pin

point the development of significant migrant political influence 

in the F.I.A. 
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The second reason why migrant political behaviour is elusive 

is as fOllows. Whatever their numerical strength, 

not formed an identifiable bloc within the union. 

migrants have 

There is good 

reason for this. Union pOlitics have revolved around issues such 

as margins, bonus payments, occupational safety, discipline, job 

organization and other conventional matters that have no particular 

correlation with interest groups based on ethnic origin. In short, 

migrants have been interested in the same matters as other workers. 

However, it does not follow that they have been free to pursue their 

interests in the same way as Anglophone workers. The communication 

barrier of language difficulty, and the special insecurity 

associated with migrant status,have become a key determinant of the 

outcome of corporate and union strategies. Just as these factors, 

and ready access to additional recruits, helped B.H.P. to perpetuate 

its anachronistic, authoritarian managerial style, so they 

contributed to the survival of a conservative union leadership which 

had been incapable of resolving the real sources of worker discontent. 

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the F.r.A. combined remoteness from 

its members with reliance upon arbitration, discouragement of shop 

floor initiatives and resistance to member involvement in union 

affairs except during elections. The communication barrier and 

migrant insecurity became a protection for the union leadership, 

although the cost of apathy was reflected in a calamitous membership 

slide at A.!. & S. 

If barriers to member involvement served to reinforce the 

industrial strategy of the F.r.A.'s national leadership it ran 

counter to the policies of the rank and file opposition groups. For 

these group~, mobilization of migrant support became fundamental to 

their political goals of winning office in the union and their 

industrial objective of building worker solidarity against B.H.P. 

Positive action to overcome communication barriers became a crucial 

means to an end. Since 1970 the Port Kembla branch of the F.r.A. 

has gone a long way in integrating migrants in official positions, 

employing special migrant services and promoting migrant involvement 

in job organization. 

The history of the steel industry since the war suggests, 

therefore, a curious role for migrants. On the one hand, they have 
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been a cheap labour supply for B.H.P. On the other hand, they have 

been a manipulable - to a degree - membership base for the F.I.A. 

Neither role was stable. Events since 1970 on the south coast cast 

doubt upon the long-term political and economic wisdom of the F.I.A. 

and B.H.P. respectively. They also reveal the difficulty of 

analysing such an entity as the "migrant role" in a dynamic context 

where structural restraints of considerable force may be overthrown 

or redirected through the emergence of new patterns of worker 

consciousness. The democratic overthrow of some F.I.A. leaders and 

the extension of localized militancy to A.I. & S. owed a good deal 

to the general re-invigoration of the Australian labour movement in 

the late 1960s. Whatever the role of external causes, the 

reconstruction of worker consciousness at A.I. & S. is clearly 

identifiable, as shown in the growing electoral strength of Lelli 

et al. and the ideas they stood for. Finally, it should be observed 

that the transformation of the Port Kembla F.I.A. is evidence of the 

success of migrants in overcoming their special difficulties and 

asserting the interests they share with other workers. While the 

revolt was largely a revolt against low pay at A.I. & 5., its 

implications were more profound. That this revolt was successful 

may be taken to suggest that consciousness of injustice can overcome 

impediments facing migrant workers. 
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GlAPTER 9 

METAL TRADESMEN AND METAL WORKERS: 

THE A.M.W.S.U. AND ITS PRECURSORS 1945-1978 

In Chapter 8 the analysis of steelworkers was simplified by the 

dominance of a single union and employer. A similar analysis is 

impossible in the vast metal manufacturing industry with its 

multiplicity of unions and employers. Nevertheless, the interaction 

of immigrants with employers and the effects of this on trade union 

organization and strategies can be dealt with at a general level and 

illustrated by reference to events at a number of establishments. 

The bodies to be dealt with were, unlike the F.I.A, all craft 

unions although the membership of the S.M.W.U. was increasingly 

drawn from semi-skilled workers. It was argued in Chapters 6 and 7 

that craft union responses to immigrants differed from other unions -

a reflection of their strategies for controlling the supply of labour, 

recruiting members and regulating industrial conditions. In this 

chapter each section will deal, in turn, with a particular union'S 

special characteristics so that the interaction with immigrants can 

be evaluated within this context. 

1. The Sheet Metal Workers' Union 

The union that became the Sheet Metal Workers' Union (S.M.W.U.) 

was founded in Sydney in 1881 as the Tinsmiths' and Sheet Iron 

Workers' Trade Society, subsequently changing its name in 1902, 1910 

and again in 1916. In 1911 a federal union was formed, however the 

New South Wales union did not join with those in South Australia, 

Victoria and Queensland until 1919 when it became known as the Sheet 

Metal Working Industrial Union of Australia, New South Wales Branch. 1 

A small craft-oriented body, the S.M.W.U. grew largely by a process· 

of amalgamation. In 1939 it amalgamated with the Jewellers' and 

Allied Trades Union. In 1945 it joined with the Federated 

lSource: Background to deposit E245 (The Sheet Metal Working 
Agricultural Implement and Stovemaking Industrial Union of Australia, 
New South Wales branch), Australian National University Research 
School of Social Sciences Archives. 
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Agricultural Implement and Stovemakers', Porcelain Enamellers' and 

Ironworkers' Association to form the Sheet Metal Working, 

Agricultural Implement and Stovemaking Industrial Union of 

Australia. 2 

These amalgamations considerably broadened the new body's 

membership base to include workers in a wide range of light and 

medium metal industry (household appliances, farm machinery and 

railway rolling stock) and the foundries associated with these 

undertakings. In the second world war a substantial membership 

increase took place including many women. 3 

The union's character was also altered by dilution of the skill 

components in craft jobs and the upgrading of non-apprenticed 

workers to tradesmen. Prior to the war, tradesmen status depended 

upon the completion of an indentured apprenticeship. However, 

during the war systematic upgrading of experienced second class 

sheet metal workers to first class sheet metal workers became 

widespread although apprenticeship still remained an important 

source of tradesmen. The scale of dilution and deskilling was such 

that, by the end of the war, the bulk of union's membership were 

not time-served tradesmen. 

This trend continued in the post-war era. The union grew 

rapidly with the New South Wales branch alone enrolling 13,000 new 

members between 1946 and 1950.' Even so, many of these new enrolments 

simply replaced women who returned to domestic duties, older workers 

who retired and other workers who left the industry. By December 3, 

1965 total membership had reached 30,499 - the bulk of them in 

New South Wales (12,300) and Victoria (11,471).5 From this time 

2The amalgamation was not completed in New South Wales until 
1946. 

3Although initially opposed to the introduction of women, the 
union became a firm advocate of equal pay - a policy it continued to 
pursue after the war. See S. Myers, Union Democracy: Background, 
Ro~e and Government of the Sheet Meta~ Workers' Union (Unpublished 
B.Com. (Hons) thesis, University of New South Wales, November 1972), 
p.40; and The Sheet MetaZ Worker, October 1948 and October 1950. 

'S. MYers, Union Democracy, op ait., p.47. 

5S.M.W.U. Federal Conference minutes, general secretary's 
report. 
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onwards it grew only slowly to 31,780 in 1970. Membership in 

New South Wales had in fact grown to 14,100 while the Queensland 

membership remained static and that of Victoria and South Australia 

declined slightly. The proportion of female members grew slowly to 

14.3 per cent of total membership in 1965. 

The initially rapid expansion of the union's membership was 

accompanied by a similar growth in the number of full-time officials. 

From 1937 to 1946 the number of full-time officials in the 

New South Wales branch rose from two to five." No further expansion 

took place until the early 1960s when several additional organizers 

were appointed. The 1945 amalgamation resulted in a tight and 

durable leadership of like-minded officials. The amalgamation 

provided for semi-independent sections roughly covering the 

jurisdiction of the pre-arna1garnation unions. The leading figures in 

these bodies were those holding prominent posts in thepre

amalgamation unions. 

Torn Wright, a foundation member of the communist party and 

delegate to the 1927 A.C.T.U. Congress, had been elected secretary 

of the New South Wales branch of the S.M.W.U. (1936) and federal 

president (1940) and retained these posts in the new union until 

1972.7 George Goss (elected as New South Wales assistant secretary 

in 1936) retained his post until 1962. Roy Ockenden, originally an 

official of the Jewellers' and Allied Trades Union, held an 

organizer's post until his retirement. Albert Arnos, formerly 

New South Wales secretary of the Federated Agricultural Implement 

and Stovemakers', Porcelain Enamellers' and Ironworkers' Association 

of Australia was elected organizer of the new union and secretary 

of the Stovemakers' and Porcelain Enamellers' section. s In 1962 he 

replaced Goss as assistant secretary. 

SS. Myers, Union Demoaracy. op ait., p.67. 

7He had joined the union in 1921 and been elected to its 
management committee in 1924. 

SA stovemaker by trade, Arnos had only recently been elected 
as secretary after holding the posts of preSident, vice-president 
and executive member. He had held the post of chief shop steward. 
of Metters Ltd prior to this. Source: Background to deposit E245, 
op ait. 
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Frank Bollins, a first-class sheet metal worker in the 

New South Wales railways, held the posts of branch vice-president 

(1954) and president (1956-60) and was elected as an organizer in 

1961. Harry Hatfield Who had a similar background held the post 

of branch president between 1945 and 1950. He was elected as an 

organizer in 1963 along with Harry Wilson, a sheet metal tradesman 

formerly employed with the Maritime Services Board. 9 In Victoria, 

Albert McNolty replaced Bob Baldwin as branch secretary and held 

this position continuously thereafter. McNolty also acted as 

general secretary until May 1962 when Jack Heffernon was elected to 

this post (now full-time). In Queensland and South Australia the 

picture of leadership stability was repeated. 

The supreme governing body of the S.M.W.U. was its biennial 

Federal Conference. Federal Council which met as required was 

composed of four delegate, each from New South Wales and Victoria 

and two each from South Australia and queensland. Council included 

the union president, vice-president, general secretary, acting 

general secretary and trustees elected from amongst its ranks. These 

officials formed the nucleus of an executive which met more regularly. 

At the state level, the governing body of the union was the general 

branch meeting. A branch management committee,consisting of the 

officers, organizers and not more than eight others,was responsible 

for the daily running of the union. 

The membership of the New South Wales branch was concentrated 

in the metropolitan area of Sydney with smaller groups of members in 

Newcastle, Port Kembla and Orange. Sub-branches were maintained in 

Newcastle (New South Wales) and Geelong (Victoria). The separate 

sections became progressively less important, meeting infrequently 

and eventually relinquishing their semi-autonomous status. 'O 

Though portrayed by the media as a "red" union, the S.M.W.U. 

9A1I these officials had held positions as shop stewards and 
part-time administrative positions prior to their election as full
time officials. S. Myers, Union Demoaraay, op ait.; and interviews 
with Albert Amos and Frank Bol1ins (October 7, 1977), Harry Hatfield 
(April 19, 1978), Harry Wilson (June 24 and July 11, 1977) and 
Tom Wright (March 20, 1978). 

lOSee S.M.W.U. Federal Conference minutes, 1950, South 
Australian branch report. 
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leadership was far from communist controlled and was never subjected 

to an effective grouper challenge. In no way could general 

secretary Heffernon be portrayed as a radical union official. 

Victorian branch secretary Albert McNolty was a member of the A.L.P. 

and the general political flavour of the branch was left-A.L.P. In 

New South Wales, Tom Wright was a long-standing member of the 

communist party as were several other officials. However, the bulk 

of New South Wales officials were either members of the A.L.P. or 

had no political affiliation. Queensland and South Australian 

officials were generally more conservative in outlook than their 

Victorian and New South Wales counterparts. Nevertheless, the 

influence of Wright and others ensured that the union adopted a 

progressive outlook on many social issues including racism. 11 The 

treatment meted out to Aborigines was strongly condemned throughout 

the post-war period. 12 Union officials also joined anti-apartheid 

protests 13 but were somewhat less outspoken upon '~ite 

Australia". 14 

In industrial terms the union leadership took a sceptical 

view of arbitration proceedings. 15 The interference of the 

Commonwealth Arbitration Court in union elections during the early 

1950s was condemned. The use of strike action by members in support 

of claims before tribunals was supported, and the imposition of 

11In 1947 Wright urged A.C.T.U. president Monk to request a 
Royal Commission into the plight of Aborigines. (See correspondence 
Wright to Monk, January 13, 1947 and Monk's reply, February 22, 
1947.) Upon his retirement in 1960, Roy Ockenden went to live with 
Aborigines at Port Hedland, Western Australia and helped establish a 
self-help co-operative scheme. The Sheet Metal Wopkep, October 
1962. 

12See The Sheet MetaZ Wopkep, August 1946, May 1947, February 
1950, p.8, July 1951, August 1956, February 1957 and August 1961; 
S.M.W.U. New South Wales branch minutes, January 25, 1949, August 20, 
1950, October 9, 1956, July 30, 1957, March 31, 1964, October 20, 
1966, October 25, 1966, June 20, 1967, May 29, 1970 and September 22, 
1970; S.M.W.U. Federal Council minutes, 1970; and a special Federal 
Conference, April 1971, minutes. 

13See The Sheet Metal Wopkep, August and October 1962, July 
1963, January 1965, April and October 1971; and New South Wales 
branch minutes, May 12, 1960 and May 18, August 19 and September 21, 
1971. 

14The union did protest at the deportation of a Chinese-born 
member in 1949. Ibid., April 1949. 

15This is epitomized by a poem entitled 
published in The Sheet Metal Wopkep, October 

"Arbitration Annie" 
1950. 
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penal sanctions resented. In 1956 Federal Conference condemned the 

splitting of the Arbitration Court following the Boilermakers' 

successful High Court challenge. '6 Displeasure with margins 

decisions was translated into activism on the question of over

award payments. In turn this led to further disputation when 

employers attempted to absorb overawards into basic wage increases 

during the 1960s.' 7 Despite its changing membership, the union did 

not advocate uniform overawards. A survey of overaward payments in 

New South Wales in 1963 revealed that the average payment for first 

class sheet metal workers was £3, £1/18/- for second class sheet 

metal workers and £1/13/- for process workers. 'S These differences 

were also a product of the comparatively greater shortage of 

tradesmen. The activism over overaward payments and resistance to 

absorption were seen as a key component of the union's industrial 

strategy and an important factor in maintaining membership 

support. 19 

Shop committees were a central element in the co-ordination of 

action at the plant level, especially in the larger work-places. 

The formation of shop committees was strongly encouraged by the 

leadership.20 Intra-union committees were to be composed of three, 

four or five members (according to the size of the work-place) 

elected at a general meeting of workers or those in separate 

departments every six months. In some cases, such as at Metters, 

Alexandria, the members at the foundry had their own committee while 

a general works committee (an inter-union body) co-ordinated action 

16S.M.W.U. Federal Conference minutes, May 1956. 

17A report to this effect was made by the Victorian branch to 
Federal Conference in 1962. S.M.W.U. Federal Conference minutes, 
1962. 

lSA similar pattern was revealed in other states although 
figures for these were missing for some groups. ~tinutes of annual 
report to Federal Council, 1963. 

19S.M.W.U. Federal Conference minutes, 1968, general secretary's 
report. 

2oS.M.W.U. Federal Conference minutes, 1962, 1964, 1966 and 
1968. 



557. 

on a plant-wide level. 21 The endorsed functions of shop committees 

were to support shop stewards; ensure that all workers were financial 

members and awards, agreements and custom and practice were 

maintained; report employer attempts at speed-up or other 

contraventions of union policy; oversee safety and working 

conditions; forestall victimization of union activists; and co-operate 

with members of other unions. 22 Besides its involvement in railway 

shop committees, the union was successful in establishing 

committees in many larger work-places. In most instances, the 

impetus for their formation had come from the members themselves. By 

1964 the federal president was able to report that the union had 

about 1,000 shop stewards and shop committee members active, giving 

a delegate/member ratio of 1:30. 23 

In principle the union was implacably opposed to piecework and 

bonus payment systems. 24 The union journal regularly publicized 

warnings about time and motion study methods and 'criticized these 

payment systems as economically exploitive and physically and 

mentally debilitating. 25 The union was also opposed to the notion 

of extensive and/or compulsive overtime working. 26 However, the 

S.M.W.U. was incapable of enforcing overtime limits or preventing 

the spread of piecework in large mass production shops and the new 

factories springing up in the post-war period. The union tried to 

apply pressure through the A.C.T.U. and Metal Trades Federation to 

forestall these developments. Such moves held little attraction for 

21The foundry committee founded in 1938 consisted of the shop 
steward and four other workers (all stovemakers). Somewhat unique 
in Australia, the foundry committee was prinCipally concerned in 
negotiating piece rates with management. The larger works committee 
was composed of 17 members and was generally less active except 
during major disputes. Stan Benn (formerly foundry committee 
member), interviewed September 5, 1978. 

22S.M.W.U., "Duties of Shop Committees" (undated document). 

23S.M.W.U. Federal Conference minutes, May 1964. 

24For evidence of this see S.M.W.U. Federal Conference minutes 
1950, 1952, 1954 and 1958. 

25See The Sheet MetaZ Worker, May and July 1946, December 1947, 
October 1949, May 1952, November 1953, August 1954, February 1958,. 
May 1959, October 1963, July 1968 and April 1969. 

26Ibid., February 1957, August 1962 and January 1965. 
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semi-skilled workers bent on maximizing their earnings. 27 On 

occasion, even the job delegates and shop committees endorsed piece

work schemes in defiance of full-time officials. 2B 

In sum, throughout the post-war period the S.M.W.U. was 

controlled by a stable, if ageing, leadership of tradesmen who 

encouraged direct action at the work-place level to combat the 

inadequacies of arbitration. At the same time the union was rapidly 

shedding its craft base as membership concentrated in large mass 

production enterprises. On the one hand, officials were determined 

to defend the rights of time-served tradesmen and maintain 

traditional craft union policies. On the other hand, they had to 

deal with problems associated with the burgeoning semi-skilled 

membership. These dual requirements exercised a decisive impact on 

the union's response to immigrants. 

Response to Immigrants 

The union's attitude to immigration was moulded by a combination 

of political and industrial considerations although the latter were 

of most significance. In 1948 the introduction of "BaIts" was 

criticized. A series of articles in The Sheet Metal Worker 

emphasized the fascist predisposition of "Balts", their hostility to 

trade unions and willingness to serve as cheap labour. 29 It also 

accused the government of showing preference to "BaIts" over 

prospective migrants (inCluding Asians) with "exemplary records of 

27This was clearly stated by the Victorian branch in its 
report to the 1954 Federal Conference. 

2BFor evidence of one such incident at J.C.W. Bridges, a 
refrigeration equipment manufacturer, see S.M.W.U. Newcastle 
branch minutes, May 30 and June 27, 1950 and March 27, 1951. 

29The Sheet Metal Worker, February, April and OctOber, 1948. 
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opposi tion to fascism". 3 0 The union, however, took no action 

against "BaIt" migrants who entered its ranks. In Newcastle, an 

agreement establishing strict entry conditions for BaIts was 

reached with the management of J.C.W. Bridges. 31 However, this move 

was exceptional. 

Apart from "BaIts", the union showed little interest in the 

sourcing of migrants. 32 Experience proved that few displaced 

persons were virulently anti-union and that such individuals were 

frequently dismissed by employers wishing to avoid the friction that 

might otherwise arise. 33 Despite this, early migrant arrivals 

were often subjected to prejudice, derisive epithets such as "wog" 

and other forms of antagonism at the hands of Australian-born 

workers. 34 A number of officials attempted to combat these 

practices. 

At no stage did the union endorse the immigration programme 

although it did periodically welcome migrants to its ranks. 35 The 

union leadership was particularly concerned with the size and 

impact of immigration on working conditions, housing and living 

standards. In 1950, Federal Conference expressed its opposition to 

mass immigration because of the segregation of migrants and their 

concentration in jobs where inferior working conditions prevailed. 36 

30Ibid., April 1949. This edition inCluded a poem on BaIts 
which commenced: 

"There's a home for cast off fascists, 
Far out across the foam, 
Where anti-coloured race laws, 
Will make us feel at home. 
We're really truly Aryan, 
Of purest Nordic stock, 
The S.S. very gladly made 
Us members of their flock ••• " (p.2). 

31S.M.W.U., Newcastle branch minutes, December 20, 1948. 

32In November 1951 the Newcastle sub-branch protested against 
the entry of German migrants on grounds similar to those expressed 
with regard to "Ba1 ts". S. M. W. U., Newcastle sub-branch minutes, 
November 6, 1951. 

33See , for instance, The Sheet MetaZ Worker, October 1950. 

34Harry Hatfield, interviewed April 19, 1978. 

35See, for example, S.M.W.U. Federal Conference minutes, May 
1956. 

36The Sheet MetaZ Worker, June 1950. 
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The union also argued that immigration would exacerbate housing 

shortages and contribute to higher levels of unemployment. 3
? In 

1952 the latter fear appeared to have been realized and the union 

called for an immediate cessation to immigration. 38 

Federal Conference was kept closely informed of general 

employment trends and demand for different classes of labour. In 

1954 McNolty reported that demand for sheet metal workers 

exceeded supply even in the unskilled categories, despite the 

number of migrants entering the industry.39 Two years later 

Conference restated its opposition to immigration, accusing the 

government of neglecting the housing needs of workers and failing to 

adjust the intake to ensure full employment. 4o In 1957 these 

matters were referred to the A.C.T.U. after a general meeting of 

members. 41 Following renewed agitation, the federal president 

warned that Australia was entering a period of high unemployment, 

technological change and mass migration which necessitated reduced 

working hours, increased social welfare benefits and job creation. 42 

While the New South Wales branch called for a revision of 

immigration in 1960 it was not until 1962 that federal conference 

again condemned the programme. 43 Thereafter, no further 

pronouncements were made on the question. Reviewing its 

experience in 1970, The Sheet Metal Worker stated that immigration 

had contributed to Australian culture and economic development, but 

added that the intake had included too many unskilled workers and 

there had been political bias in the selection of applicants. 44 

3?Ibid., June 1949 and February 1950. 

38Ibid., August and November 1952; and S.M.W.U. Federal 
Conference minutes, April 1952. 

39S.M.W.U. Federal Conference minutes, May 1954. 

4°Ibid., May 1956; and The Sheet Metal Worker, August 1956. 

41The Sheet Metal Worker, February 1957. 

42Ibid., February and May, 1958; and S.M.W.U. Federal 
Conference minutes, April/May 1958, Victorian branch repoTt. 

43 S•M•W•U• Federal Conference minutes, April 1962, President's 
address. 

44The Sheet Metal Worker, October 1970. 
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The introduction of migrants at the work-place raised a number 

of distinct problems. First there was the question of maintaining 

skill standards and preventing the use of migrants to promote 

dilution. Rapid technological changes had abolished a number of 

the trades covered by the union such as stovemaker and porcelain 

enameller. The remaining major skill category was that of first class 

sheet metal worke~of which there was an almost continuous shortage 

throughout the post-war period. 45 Nevertheless, concern was 

expressed at the use of di1utees, especially in periods of downturn 

or in regions such as Newcastle where employment opportunities were 

1imited. 46 

As a party to the Tradesmen's Rights Regulation Act, the 

S.M.W.U. kept members informed of changes in this 1egis1ation. 47 

It was unable to prevent the upgrading of second class sheet metal 

workers to tradesman status. However, the maintenance of the 

Tradesmen's Rights Regulation Act was seen to be esseRtia1 in 

preventing friction with regard to the absorption of migrants into 

union shops by safeguarding apprenticed tradesmen in the event of 

unemployment. 48 The Act also provided for close scrutiny of 

migrant qualifications. From the union's viewpoint, recognition 

procedures worked smoothly although some migrants were confused 

about their standing or applied to the union for trade certificates. 

The union also sought to maintain the margins of tradesmen and 

protect apprenticeship from the threat posed by employer proposals 

45See, for instance, the South Australian branch report to the 
May 1954 S.M.W.U. Federal Conference. 

46S.M.W.U. Newcastle sub-branch minutes, May 25 and June 29, 
1948. 

47The Sheet MetaZ Worker, June 1950 and February 1953. 

48This was made clear by TomWright in statements before the 
Central (Engineering Trades) Committee. See minutes of meeting, 
Central (Engineering Trades) Committee, held at the Department of 
Labour and National Service, Sydney, February 25, 1954. 
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for adult training schemes. 49 Irrespective of these moves, S.M.W.U. 

officials (all apprenticed tradesmen) had to recognize that 

maintaining craft standards held little meaning for the majority of 

members who were not tradesmen. More so than their counterparts in 

the A.E.U. and Boilermakers' Society, S.M.W.U. officials had to take 

cognizance of the interests of semi-skilled members. 

A growing number of this group were migrants. Their arrival 

created immediate organizational problems which were reported by 

all branches of the union apart from Queensland. 50 Officials found 

that many were confused about union membership. Displaced persons 

sometimes believed that their contract guaranteed them work 

irrespective of whether they joined the union or not. Although the 

Department of Labour and National Service offered some assistance, 

job delegates and shop committee representatives encountered 

considerable problems. In response to thi~ the New South Wales 

branch prepared a multilingual leaflet which delegates could issue 

to migrants. 51 Bilingual members were also found to be useful. A 

number of these were encouraged to take on positions as shop 

stewards, especially in work-places where there was a concentration 
of foreign-born workers. 52 The Victorian and South Australian 

branches employed part-time interpreters to assist in organization 

and migrant enquiries. 53 

Nevertheless, the union continued to experience difficulties. 

The high level of labour turnover in many work-places, the changing 

pattern of migrant arrivals, and the movement of industries from 

49S.M.W.U. Federal Conference minutes, 1958 and 1962. At the 
latter conference it was argued that metal trades employers were 
proposing an adult training scheme and an apprentice/tradesman 
ratio of 1:1 whereas the present average of 1:4 exceeded that 
stipulated by the award (1:3). The move to reduce the ratio was 
thus seen to be a hypocritical way of justifying the adult training 
scheme. 

50See, for instance, the South Australian branch report to the 
1950 Federal Conference. 

51See The Sheet MetaZ Worker, August and December, 1950. 

52Ibid., February 1952. 

s3 S•M•W•U• Federal Conference minutes, April 1952. South 
Australian branch report. 
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the inner suburbs to more remote regions necessitated continuous 

efforts to maintain unionization. 54 The situation was exacerbated 

by confusion amongst migrants concerning the need to give notice 

when resigning and their entanglement in jurisdictional struggles 

with other unions,notably the E.T.U., A.S.E. and V.B.E.F. In an 

effort to establish better understanding with foreign-born workers, the 

Victorian branch distributed both an Italian (Il Progreeeo) and Greek 

(Syndikalietie) newspaper to members. These publications were also 

used to counter National Civic Council criticism of the union's 

industrial militancy. 55 

In 1964 the Victorian branch reported that it had enrolled 

substantial numbers of migrants especially in the agricultural 

implement-making section where more than half the workforcewas 

foreign-born in many factories. This success was attributed to the 

efforts of part-time officials and special attention to the 

problems facing migrants by organizers. 56 For its part, the 

New South Wales branch continued to issue pamphlets in Italian, 

Greek and other languages. The branch's organizing efforts were 

aided by the election of Harry Hatfie1d as an organizer. Hatfie1d 

had learnt Serbo-Croatian while working with a group of Yugoslav 

railway navvies during the depression and was able to use this 

ability (a rare attribute amongst Australian-born union Officials) 

to good effect in his dealings with Yugoslav migrants. 57 

The S.M.W.U. played an active part in recruiting campaigns 

conducted by the Metal Trades Federation. These efforts were 

disrupted by'the resignation of the A.S.E. and F.I.A. who then used 

their" avowedly anti-communist stance and lower dues (in the case of 

the F.I.A.) to compete for membership with other unions 

S4See , for instance, S.M.W.U. Federal Conference minutes, 

March 1962, Victorian Branch report. 

sSThese actions were endorsed by Federal Conference. See 

S.M.W.U. Federal Conference minutes (Victorian branch reports), 

1962, 1964, 1966 and 1968. 

s6S.M.W.U. Federal Conference minutes, 1964 Victorian branch 

report. 

s7Hatfield travelled to Yugoslavia in order to improve his 

language skills. H. Hatfie1d, interviewed April 19, 1978. 
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including the S.~I.W.U.58 This problem was not critical where the 

S.M.W.U. had established a cohesive plant level organization. 

However, competition with other unions was fierce in work-places 

where such organization had not yet been established and where much 

of the workforce was foreign-born. The S.M.W.U. was obliged to 

revise its attitude to signing closed-shop agreements with employers. 

Like other craft unions it had long opposed such arrangements. 

However, unions such as the F.I.A. and V.B.E.F. were able to use these 

agreements to preclude the S.M.W.U. from some establishments. By the 

mid-1960s the S.M.W.U. was actively pursuing similar undertakings 

from employers although it continued to oppose the introduction of 

check-off provisions. 59 

Outside of its immediate concern with trade recognition and 

recruitmen~ the S.M.W.U. leadership demonstrated a limited awareness 

of the problems confronting foreign-born workers. Both the Victorian 

and New South Wales branches built up contacts with migrant workers' 

c1ubs. 6o 

These links reinforced the leadership's sensitivity to the 

political discrimination practised against migrants. The union took 

up cudgels against the proposed deportation of a number of migrants 

in the early 1950s and later charged that the government was denying 

citizenship to migrants with records of political and industrial 

activism. 61 In 1965 the South Australian branch organizer was a 

founding member of a Naturalization Rights Committee formed to fight 

this form of discrimination. 62 The New South Wales branch took 

action on the behalf of unemployed migrants charged with vagrancy 

and sought to find work for its own members. 63 

58S.M.W.U. Federal Conference minutes, 1966, Victorian branch 
report. 

59 See , for instance, correspondence F. Bol1ins to Manager, 
B. & D. Ro11adoor Pty Ltd, June 9, 1966. 

60See Chapter 7, Footnote 228. 

61The Sheet MetaZ Worker, February 1953; and New South Wales 
branch minutes, October 23, 1956, January 23 and February 6, 1962. 

62The Sheet MetaZ Worker, July 1965. 

63S.M.W.U. New South Wales branch minutes, July -25, 1961. 
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On the negative side, the New South Wales branch had inadequate 

facilities for handling written and verbal enquiries from non

English speaking workers. While capable of dealing with the major 

language groups through part-time or informal interpreters, problems 

often arose. On occasion, the branch even requested migrants to 

provide their own translations. 6' As early as 1956, M. Lazarus, a 

migrant branch delegate, reported that there was a need for trade 

union education amongst migrants which went beyond the sporadic 

publication of leaflets. 65 This call did not lead to any new 

initiatives. In 1968 the federal union journal included full-page 

sections in Greek and Italian dealing with industrial issues. 66 

However, this experiment was discontinued. In March 1970 a general 

meeting of the New South Wales branch proposed that the question of 

foreign language publications be raised at Federal Conference. 67 

Job delegates continued to request such material for migrants 

commencing work. 68 

Another problem area with regard to migrant members concerned 

work-place injury and compensation. Unlike the F.I.A., the S.M.W.U. 

was active on safety questions. The union journal kept members 

informed of occupational hazards, legislative requirements and 

compensation rights in each state. Further, industrial action over 

safety was supported. It was soon found that many migrants were 

confused about their rights to compensation following injury. By 

1960 the union was distributing multilingual information on sick 

leave provisions and compensation in many of the larger work-places. 

Nevertheless, the Victorian branch continued to report instances 

where insurance companies took advantage of the language problems of 

6'In one instance a Spanish migrant wrote apologizing for not 
writing and saying he had received communications from the union but 
could not understand them. The union asked him to send a letter in 
English since it had no one speaking his language. S.M.W.U. 
New South Wales branch correspondence, February 28, 1972. 

65S.M.W.U. New South Wales branch minutes, November 1, 1956. 

66The Sheet Metal Worker, April and October, 1968. 

67New South Wales branch minutes, March 5, 1970. 

68S.M.W.U. New South Wales branch correspondence between the" 
secretary and delegates, March 24 and December 10, 1970. 
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injured migrants making compensation claims. 6 9 The problem was not 

confined to Victoria but no other branch appears to have attempted 

to deal with it. A number of articl es were published in the union 

journal warning members of the unscrupulous practices of some 

insurance company investigators. 7o . However, it is unlikely that such 

warnings reached those migrants mo.st vulnerable to these practices. 

Apart from the recognition of these problems the arrival of 

post-war immigrants made little direct impact on the union leader

ship's thinking either at federal or state level. There is no 

evidence that migrants played a recognizable role in union elections. 

There was no regular multilingual electioneering as occurred in the 

F.I.A. - possibly because an organized and effective opposition to 

incumbent officials failed to emerge. A small number of non-British 

migrants secured minor administrative posts such as branch delegate 

but this was the limit of their penetration into a very stable 

leadership. Officials saw no reason to encourage migrant 

representation above this level. This would have run counter to the 

union'S craft traditions. It appears that tradesmen continued to 

play the dominant role in union government despite their declining 

importance in terms of membership. 

Despite their low level of involvement in union affairs, there 

is little evidence of migrant opposition to the leadership's 

political philosophy (itself a mixture) and industrial strategy. 

Although some opted out of the politicai levy imposed by the union, 

this owed as much to employer connivance and a desire to avoid an 

additional cost as any indication of disenchantment with this aspect 

of union policy.71 Officials detected no distinctive attitudes 

amongst foreign-born workers. In some factories they joined 

Australian-born workers in accepting piecework or bonus payment 

systems whilst in others they were active in the struggle to 

preclude it. In the large production workshops migrants played an 

69S.M.W.U. Federal Conference minutes,1964 Victorian branch report. 

70See, for instance, The Sheet MetaZ Worker, February 1961 and 
April 1970. 

71A former organizer believed that there had been little 
resistance to the levy. H. Hatfield, interviewed April 19, 1978. 
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integral part in the bonus and over-awards struggles of the 1950s 

and 1960s. It is apparent that most readily understood the union's 

preference for direct negotiation followed by strike action. The 

notion of demonstration stoppages was somewhat alien and on 

occasion organizers had difficulty in getting foreign-born workers 

to agree to a return to work. Some organizers also> noted a greater 

willingness of migrants to strike over working conditions. 72 

Overall, however, the strongest tendency was for migrants to follow 

the existing pattern of industrial relations. 

This conclusion is well illustrated by experiences at the 

Metters (General Industries) factory in Alexandria. The initial 

migrant arrivals in the late 1940s caused few problems for the 

highly organized delegate structure within the plant. By the mid-

1950s the migrant component of the workforce was about 20 per cent -

concentrated in the unskilled and semi-skilled categories'i 73 In 

1957, following its first recorded loss in 22 years, management 

sought to withdraw a good relations payment of one week's pay every 

six months and cutback the hours loading by 6/- - a total wage 

reduction of approximately 18/- per week for each employee. 7• This 

unprecedented attempt to reduce overawards led to a major trial of 

strength between the union and company. Metters' management argued 

that overawards were discretionary and subject to employment or 

profitability downturns while the S.M.W.U. and other unions held 

that such payments were a necessary adjunct to unrealistically low 

award wages. This argument developed into an important test case 

with both unions and employers pouring resources into the dispute. 

The struggle lasted more than six months and involved 13 weeks 

of rolling stoppages - a comparatively rare tactic at this time -

72Frank Bollins, interviewed October 7, 1977. 

73Stan Benn, former shop committee delegate, interviewed 
September 5, 1978. 

74The good relations payment had been introduced on December 1, 
1951 following an agreement reached with the S.M.W.U., F.I.A. and 
A.E.U. on stoppages within the plant. The attempt to use this 
additional payment as an incentive against stoppages was the first 
of its kind and reflected the severe labour shortages experienced >by 
the company in the early 1950s. The Sheet Metal Worker, May 1957. 
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followed by a 14-week plant-wide stoppage. 75 The Metters Works 

Committee played a central role in directing the early stages of the 

campaign and securing financial support. The foreign-born membership 

was fully behind the union. A meeting at the Trades Hall elected an 

executive body representing all major nationalities to deal with the 

problems of migrants and attract assistance from their compatriots 

elsewhere. 76 For its part, Metters' management sought to arouse 

public sympathy through press advertisements. On June 4 it stood 

down 600 workers and terminated another 300 in an effort to break 

the rolling strikes. 77 A decision by the Social Security 

Department not to pay unemployment benefits to the workers affected 

was interpreted as government support for the employers. 78 

The closure of the plant drew the Labour Council and later the 

A.C.T.U. into the dispute. The Disputes Committee raised £37,552/1/6 

through the donations of numerous unions, work-places and a loan of 

£1,500 from Labor Council, which gives some indication of the 

magnitude of the dispute. 79 Outside support and the morale of 

Metters workers eventually broke the company's resistance. In 

September, the Emergency Committee of the A.C.T.U. negotiated a 

financial settlement which substantially secured the workers' 

demands. 8 0 The victory was also seen as a significant defence of 

the rights to organize shop committees. 

Within four years the company had closed its Alexandria 

factory and moved operations to Milperra. Not one job delegate was 

included amongst those workers transferred to the new factory81 and 

migrants constituted a far larger proportion of the workforce. 

Attempts to establish a shop committee at the Milperra factory were 

75The Sheet Metal Worker, November 1957, p.l. 

76Metters Dispute Committee report no. 4, 1957. 

77The union alleged 
to employ these workers. 
1957. 

78 Ibid. 

that management had urged other firms not 
See The Sheet Metal Worker, August 

79Metters Dispute Committee, Metters Dispute June-September 
1957 Financial Report. 

8°The Sheet Metal Worker, November 1957. 

81Stan Benn, former S.M.W.U. delegate, interviewed September 9, 
1978. 
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unsuccessful but removal of disruptive elements and the larger 

migrant contingent did not preclude a high level of rank and file 

activism. 

Conclusion 

Four points can be made in appraising the S.M.W.U.'s reactions 

to post-war immigration. First, imbued with craft traditions and 

a desire to avoid workshop friction, the union leadership sought to 

defend trade standards through the Tradesmen's Rights Regulation 

Act. However, these activities were relatively muted. As a 

product of the amalgamation of various small craft unions, the 

S.M.W.U. lacked the disciplined cohesion of the Boilermakers' 

Society and A.E.U. Further, a number of these trades had been 

deskilled by changes in production technology and the union was 

rapidly losing its craft character. In the remaining bastion of 

first class sheet metal workers, widespread upgrading of semi

skilled operatives competed with apprenticeship as a means of entry 

to the craft. 

The second influence on the unions' response to immigrants 

was related to its growing semi-skilled membership. The introduction 

of migrants created organizational difficulties especially in new 

factories where the S.M.W.U. had to compete with other unions for 

membership. Officials attempted to deal with this through their 

time-honoured emphasis on building semi-autonomous workshop 

organization together with some sensitivity to migrant problems. 

However, they were also obliged to revise their attitude to entering 

into closed shop agreements with management. 

Third, in terms of industrial strategy the S.M.W.U. leadership 

continued to adhere to craft union policies including the 

maintenance of skill margins. However, the union was also active 

in pursuing overawards at plant level and this, along with its 

willingness to resort to or endorse direct strike action, appears to 

have been readily appreciated by foreign-born workers. 

Fourth, the political character of the leadership was mixed but 

sufficiently left wing to cultivate links with migrant workers' clubs. 

These contacts sensitized officials to political discrimination 

practised against migrants. In turn, the Victorian branch, in 
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particular, used foreign language newspapers, etc. to combat 

perceived problems. While some special efforts were made on behalf 

of migrants, foreign-born members exerted only a marginal influence 

on leadership thinking. Migrants were a largely inconspicuous 

component of a union whose affairs were dominated by tradesmen and 

within which no significant opposition faction emerged to appeal for 

their allegiance. 

The peculiar aspects of the S .M. W. U. 's response to migrants 

emerge clearly when contrasted with that of the extremely craft 

conscious Boilermakers' Society and A.E.U. 

2. The Boilermakers' Society of Australia 

As with the Amalgamated Society of Engineers, the formation of 

a boilermakers' union fOllowed the arrival of British tradesmen as 

immigrants. After an unsuccessful attempt at organization in 1864 a 

boilermakers' society was formed in Sydney in 1873. 82 Unions were 

subsequently established in Newcastle (1877) and Melbourne (1881).8' 

By the turn of the century boilermakers' societies were to be found 

in most urban centres with sizeable port, engineering, railway or 

mining operations. 

In their operation these societies epitomized the traditional 

priorities of craft unionism - the maintenance of trade standards 

and apprenticeship restrictions, opposition to piecework and contract 

labour, support of general campaigns to reduce working hours and 

forestall unrestricted immigration, insular action to improve wages 

and working conditions, and the payment of special benefits (a 

funeral fund, unemployment pay and other special allowances).84 In 

addition, the various societies informed each other and their 

British counterparts of the state of the labour market in their 

82Boilermakers' and Blacksmiths' Society of Australia, Rank and 
Pile Convention, 1967, minutes of the address by federal president 
A. Barty. 

·'G. Robinson, A History of the Newaastle Branah of the 
Boilermakers' Soaiety of Australia 1877-1977 (A.M.W.S.U. pamphlet, 
Sydney, 1977). 

84 Por a discussion of these activities by the Newcastle 
Society see G. Robinson, ibid., pp.3-22. 
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particular region. This correspondence generally warned boiler

makers in other regions of a shortage of work. During periods of 

prosperity the movement of tradesmen was arranged and even (though 

rarely) facilitated. 

The federation of employers and enactment of arbitration 

legislation accelerated the trend towards formalizing these links. 

In 1902 the funeral funds of all colonial societies were federated. 

Five years later an intercolonial conference representing ten bodies 

(four in Western Australia, two each in Queensland and Victoria, 

one each in South Australia and New South Wales) agreed to establish 

a federal council. ss By 1910 when a second conference was held, 

membership had grown to 2,882. This conference led to the establish

ment of a federallY registered union - the Federated Society of 

Boilermakers and Iron Shipbuilders of Australia. The federal 

structure was extremely loose with the individual branches retaining 

considerable autonomy. Even within particular states, branches 

jealously guarded their independence although strong co-operation was 

achieved in matters of mutual interest. 

The first world war brought about a number of changes. First, 

the growth of the union'S membership was accelerated by the develop

ment of industry and shipbuilding facilities (at Adelaide, 

Maryborough, Newcastle and Williamstown). Second, the society 

altered its membership requirements to incorporate the electric arc 

and oxyacetylene welding techniques then being introduced. Third, 

the federal government asked metal trades unions to permit dilution 

in order to meet wartime labour shortages. The society was strongly 

opposed to these moves. It eventually agreed to the admission of 

dilutees and the subsequent training of some ex-servicemen but 

enforced strict seniority provisions and preference for time-served 

tradesmen. The wartime shipbuilding agreement which involved the 

introduction of piecework, a ban on strikes and dilution was later 

viewed with considerable bitterness. 

By 1918 the union was also expressing strong misgivings about 

SSAt this conference there was considerable agitation at the. 
adverse effect the importation of boilermakers was having on local 
employment prospects. Ibid., p.11. 
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arbitration. Tribunals were seen to be an undesirable constraint 

given the society's effective organization at the branch and work

place level. The depression and accompanying cut in the basic wage 

further undermined faith in arbitration. Militants including 

communist party members won positions in a number of branches, such 

as Newcastle, and on the Federal Council. 

fact, controlled by communist officials. 

The union was never, in 

The autonomy of branches 

militated against this. A strong membership antipathy to anything 

smacking of outside interference was a characteristic feature of the 

union. 

In 1937 the society had changed its name from the Federated 

Society of Boilermakers, Iron Shipbuilders and Structural Iron and 

Steel Workers of Australia (adopted in 1929) to the Boilermakers' 

Society of Australia (B.S.A.). By 1939 membership was again on the 

increase (reaching 6,387). World War Two heralded a rapid growth 

of demand for boilermakers. At first, branch and federal leader

ships refused to see this as anything more than a return to full 

employment. 86 There was strong resistance to entering into any 

undertakings similar to those made during World War One. 

Nevertheless, in 1941 the society joined other metal trades 

unions in a dilution agreement with the government to permit the 

entry of non-apprenticed workers into trade categories such as 

welding. At the same time the rights of tradesmen to work at their 

own pace and undertake industrial action were defended. During the 

war period 

in 1945. 

the membership of the society almost doubled to 12,600 

Shortly after the war's end boilermakers were laid off in 

a number of industries and regions. The response of branches was to 

insist on absolute preference of employment for apprenticed trades

men. A number, including Sydney and Newcastle, also imposed bans on 

systematic overtime. 87 

86The Newcastle branch retained an overtime ban even in defence 
work until all members were employed. The records of this and other 
branches give little if any indication that war conditions were 
exercising any effect on the thinking of officials in the first two 
years of the war at least. See G. Robinson, ibid., p.22; and 
minutes of the Newcastle, Sydney and Redfern branches of the B.S.A. 

87G. Robinson, A History of the Newcastle Branch of the Boiler
makers' Society of Australia 1877-1977. op cit., p.23. 
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The imposition of an overtime limit was a central part of the 

society's industrial strategy and was strictly enforced by branches 

apart from genuine emergencies. In the latter case, a company 

could ask for a temporary extension either directly or via the 

boilermakers' delegate on the job. 5uch applications were then 

assessed by branch officials. Rejection was not uncommon. The 

overtime limit was not merely intended to maximize employment but 

also to counter what officials saw as the danger to members' health 

posed by excess production based on government "cost plus" 

contracts. ss 

The limit was also linked to the campaign for a reduction in 

standard working hours. Officials felt that the existence of 

widespread overtime would damage the union'S case for shorter hours. 

Once the 40-hour week was achieved branches extended the limit from 

eight hours to 12 hours per week. Nevertheless, the limit was 

retained to safeguard this gain and members' health. s9 As a 

representative of the Newcastle branch made clear to Federal 

Council in 1957, the limit enhanced the society's bargaining power 

with employers. 9o Despite problems of implementation and 

enforcement in some branches it received the strong support of most 

council delegates. Union policy forbade the working of overtime on 

public holidays. The society also fought a rearguard action against 

the introduction of new shift work systems which eliminated the 

five-day week and circumvented overtime restrictions. 91 Although 

the overtime limit was rescinded in 1954 following the levying of 

fines on the society, branch delegates reimposed it at the 1955 

Federal Conference. 92 

Strong internal cohesion and discipline within the society 

enabled the effective enforcement of overtime restrictions by 

SSRon Arnold, former boilermaker, interviewed May 3, 1979. 

S9 Members were continuously warned of the short sightedness of 
attempting to increase their earnings through overtime. See, for 
instance, The Boilermakers' Report. April 1956. 

90B.S.A. Federal Council reports, November 1957, items 62, 63 
64 and 65. 

91See, for example, The Boilermaker, March 1957. 

92 This move was reaffirmed by a large majority two years later. 
See The Boilermakers' Report, January 1957. 
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branches to a degree that would have been difficult for almost any 

other union to attain. 9' Those members exceeding the limit or 

working on public hOlidays were reported to the branch executive 

and heavily fined. If the branch was unable to resolve a 

particular problem it would be referred to Federal Council. 9' 

During periods of unemployment limits were even more strictly 

enforced. 9s The overtime restriction was carried out throughout 

the post-war period independent of the general strategy of the 

Metal Trades Federation and was repeatedly endorsed by the rank and 

file membership.96 

Society membership grew steadily reaching 17,800 in 1953, 

24,235 in 1960 and 31,039 as at December 31, 1968. 97 In 1966 the 

B.S.A. amalgamated with the small Blacksmiths' Society of Australia 

to form the Boilermakers' and Blacksmiths' Society of Australia 

(B.B.S.A.). Representing members of the so-called "black trades", 

both societies had a good deal in common. The Blacksmiths' Society 

had been one of the few other unions to impose an overtime 

restriction policy. 98 The amalgamation made little difference to 

the boilermakers' operations or industrial strategy. 

9 'The power of the union in this regard is evident from branch 
minutes and the humble applications of even large companies for a 
temporary exemption. See, for instance, the Boilermakers' Society, 
Sydney branch minutes, May 5 and September 15, 1959, and the 
Wollongong branch minutes, March 7, May 17, July 18 and October 3, 
1957, April 3 and October 16, 1958. 

9"This occurred on 
A.I. & s., Port Kembla. 
December 5, 1966. 

a number of occasions with regard to 
See B.B.S.A. Federal Council minutes, 

9sIn 1961, the Sydney branch executive recommended a reduction 
of the limit from 12 hours to eight hours. B.S.A. Sydney branch 
minutes, June 16, 1961. 

96 See , for example, the B.B.S.A. Rank and File Convention 
minutes, 1969. 

97At the later date membership by states was: South Australia 
4,085; Queensland 3,895; New South Wales 12,498; Victoria 6,772; 
Western Australia 2,776; and Tasmania 1,013. As a result of its 
small size and membership, Tasmania functioned as a state-wide 
branch. It also received financial assistance. B.B.S.A. Federal 
Conference minutes, April 1969. 

98 See Blacksmiths' Society of Australia, Federal Council 
minutes, 1949. 
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To a greater extent than other unions the B.S.A. preserved 

its decentralized structure. Branches enjoyed considerable autonomy. 

As employment grew in particular regions new branches were formed 

or upgraded from sub-branch status. An independent Wollongong branch 

was established in 1955. Similarly, a branch was created in the 

Snowy Mountains region although this was later relegated to sub

branch status after the hydro-electric project wound down. The 

Redfern branch - one of the society's Oldest - was closed in 1962, 

but most branches retained their independent existence. By 1960 

the union had more than 20 branches (Adelaide, Brisbane, Broken Hill, 

Bundaberg, Cairns, Ipswich, Kalgoorlie, Mackay, Maryborough, 

Melbourne, Newcastle, Perth, Port Augusta, Port Pirie, Rockhampton, 

Sydney, Tasmania, Townsville, Whyalla, Williamstown and Wollongong) 

together with a large number of sub-branches (including the Snowy, 

Innisfail, Launceston, Kwinana, Geelong and Wagga). 

In most respects the branch was the focal point of union 

activity. The monthly branch meeting was a regular opportunity for 

members to participate in union affairs. No boilermaker could move 

between regions without first obtaining a clearance. The rigidity 

with which this was enforced varied. In some branches it was not 

unknown for an offender to be told to return to his point of 

departure or fined. 99 Branch executives were also active in 

disciplining recalcitrant members for exceeding the overtime limit, 

working public holidays, working through disputes, permitting non

tradesmen to do trade work, starting without a clearance, accepting 

bonus or piecework payments, engaging in subcontracting arrangements 

or undertaking other actions held to be prejudicial to the interests 

of the society. The sanctions and fines levied were far from token 

gestures and the branch's power was seldom challenged in this 

regard. 

Branches also exerted a considerable influence on the direction 

of industrial strategy. To a high degree the branch retained an 

independent relationship with local employers. Where a problem 

assumed broader ramifications, co-ordinated action usually arose 

99 For evidence of two such instances see the B.S.A. Wollongong 
branch minutes, November 13, 1958 and August 6, 1959. 
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following an initiative from branch executive itself. The society 

placed a strong emphasis on job organization from which branches, 

in turn, drew their strength. Where possible a closed shop was 

established but one bereft of any formal arrangements with employers. 

The shop delegate performed critical organizational functions 

bolstered by regular visits from full-time officials and the strong 

sense of craft identity found amongst the membership. Although the 

union pursued an independent line on many issues, the potential 

role of shop committees in unifying plant level activism was 

endorsed. 100 The fifth national rank and file convention in 1971 

expressed complete support for the establishment of shop committees 

and area committees. 101 This was indicative of the growing belief 

in formal links outside the traditional branch structure as the 

society moved closer to amalgamation. 

Above the level of branches were state committees. These 

were rather late on the scene with the New South Wales District 

Committee coming into existence in 1955. At the national level, 

the society's affairs were conducted by a Federal Council. The 

supreme governing body of the union was a Federal Conference. Voting 

of branch delegates at this conference was carefully weighted 

according to membership of the branch they represented. From the 

1950s onwards a number of rank and file conventions were organized 

at irregular intervals. While the society prided itself on the high 

degree of unity within its ranks the strength of the branches was 

reflected in continuous friction and disagreement over the issuing 

of clearances. The Wol1ongong branch and Victorian state committee, 

for instance, both jealously guarded ~heir powers of admission. The 

latter even obtained a special provision with regard to the movement 

of boilermakers from other states. 

Regional parochialism did not interfere with the strong degree 

of job control. Throughout the post-war period the society clung 

tenaciously to a number of key principles which were seen to under

pin the standing of the boilermaking trade and working conditions of 

100See, for instance, B.S.A. Sydney branch minutes, June 19, 
1964. 

10IB.B.S.A. Rank and File Convention minutes, 1971. 
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its members. The B.S.A. was committed to the notion of indentured 

apprenticeship as the primordial mode of training and skill 

recognition. A close scrutiny was kept of the allocation of work 

to prevent dilution. Members permitting non-tradesmen to 

undertake trade work were subject to heavy fines. 102 The question 

of demarcation resulted in frequent disputes with the A.E.U. and 

the F.I.A. In the former case most disputes were resolved at the 

work-place level because of the generally good relationship 

enjoyed between the A.E.U. and B.S.A. It was the policy of the 

society to settle demarcation problems at this level. 

sense of craft identity amongst boilermakers made it 

The strong 

unlikely 

that tradesmen would surrender a traditional area of job control. 

With regard to the F.I.A., the society was able to make use of the 

special relationship that existed between the tradesman and his 

assistant - disruption of which would have been more threatening 

to ironworkers. 103 

The society was strongly opposed to piecework payment systems 

on the grounds that these only benefited employers whilst workers 

were physically exploited, especially those who were older or 

disabled. Piecework was also seen to result in a higher level of 

industrial accidents. 10 " The bitter experience of the 1918 

Shipbuilding Agreement and other instances were pUblicized. In the 

post-war period the society also drew on the experience of British 

immigrants to support its case. Rule 27 specifically forbade 

members from working under a Payments by Results system without the 

consent of federal conference which would submit the proposal to a 

ballot of the membership. 105 Members breaching this rule were 

taken before the branch executive and either warned or fined. The 

102See B.S.A., Wollongong branch minutes, November 17, 1957, 
January 1, 1958, June 4, 1958, August 4, 1958 and August 6, 1959. 

103For evidence of warnings with respect to this see B.S.A. 
New South Wales State Committee minutes, April 18, 1962. 

10"For evidence of these views and warnings to members see The 
Boilermakers' Report, April and October 1950, January and October 
1951 and June 1956; and The Boilermaker, October 1958 and July 1959. 

105The Blacksmiths' Society had a similar policy. See 
Blacksmiths' Society Federal Council minutes, November 26-28, 1956. 
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society appears to have had some success in resisting the 

introduction of piecework into a number of factories in the early 

1950s. Nevertheless, a blind eye was turned to the bonus system 

operated by B.H.P. and its subsidiaries. This was partly 

rationalized on the grounds that the B.H.P. bonus system was not a 

system based directly on production and therefore not in breach of 

Rule 27. 

A similarly hostile view was taken to members engaging in sub

contracting arrangements. The shortage of boilermakers and the 

society's restrictions on overtime acted as an incentive for 

employers to encourage subcontracting, especially on construction 

projects. The society perceived this as a de facto form of piece

work which also placed workers outside the protection of industrial 

awards. A resolution warning members of the dire consequences of 

any marked trend to subcontracting was passed at the 1959 Federal 

Conference. lOG Branches took action to ensure that job delegates 

policed contractors and disciplined members engaging in such 

practices. 107 Subcontracting was a nagging problem but never 

reached a perilous level. 

As part of its concern for members at the workplace, the 

society was more active in the area of job safety than perhaps any 

other metal trades union. Safety and health considerations were not 

seen to be of secondary concern and members were encouraged to take 

action over hazards. In addition, union publications contained 

detailed inf6rmation of a wide range of health problems associated 

with the trade and changes in legislative requirements governing 

work. loe Safety and health issues also received prominent 

lOGThe Boile~aker, October 1959. See also B.S.A. Federal 
Council reports, November 1957, item 57. 

l07B.S.A. Wollongong branch minutes, September 23, November 6 
and 20, 1958, September 17, 1959, February 17, 1962 and July 1, 
1967. 

10eSee, for instance, The Boilermakers' Report, October 1950, 
August and October 1956; and The Boile~ker, October 1957, April 
and November 1958, July 1959 and July and October 1960. 
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attention at federal conferences and rank and file conventions. 109 

In 1967, for instance, the federal rank and file convention asked 

the leadership to investigate the possibility of financing research 

into occupational health problems. Branches were also urged to 

insist on maximum safety standards. 110 

In the area of wages the society had a reputation for engaging 

in direct action exceeded by few unions. One reason for this was 

that the strong demand for boilermakers induced a high level of 

local action outside the formal ambit of union campaigns. The 

B.S.A. lacked the centralized authority to stop localized wage 

demands, especially on construction projects where there was no 

assumption of continued employment. This process was also 

encouraged by the society's disillusion with arbitration. The 1952 

Galvin award had introduced variations including a reduction in the 

margin rates for welders of'4/6. l12 The attempt by B.H.P. to 

implement this award led to widespread resistance and stoppages on 

the part of tradesmen. 

In the early 1950s the society found itself continuously 

subjected to the imposition of fines under the penal provisions of 

state and federal arbitration tribunals. In the eyes of the B.S.A. 

leadership and a large number of members, wages were being 

constrained and boilermakers were being penalized for taking 

compensatory action outside the parameters of award negotiation. 

The frequency and size of fines created a level of frustration and 

bitterness which ultimately led to action. 112 

The Newcastle branch called on Federal Council to consider 

l09In 1969 no fewer than six motions were proposed dealing with 
welding hazards, asbestos, the need for more stringent regulations 
and further research into health. B.B.S.A. Federal Conference minutes, 
1969. See also Rank and File Convention minutes, 1959, 1967, 1969 
and 1971. 

110Ibid., 1967, Branches were, in fact, active on safety 
issues. See, for instance, B.S.A. Sydney branch minutes, October 22, 
1963. 

lllThe Boilermakers' Report, July 1952. 

112For evidence of this see The Boilermakers' Report, October 
1955; and G. Robinson, A History of the Newcastle Branch of 
the Boilermakers' Society of Australia 1877-1977, op cit., p.24. 
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withdrawing from the arbitration system. 113 This request was 

taken so seriously that the possibility of conducting a general 

referendum of the membership on the question was canvassed amongst 

the branches. A meeting of 40 job delegates at the Wollongong 

branch expressed strong support for the union seeking deregistration. 

However, they were opposed to the notion of a ballot because of the 

outside pressure that might be brought to bear on members. A 

motion urging that the A.C.T.U. be asked to withdraw affiliated 

unions from the Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Act if 

penal clauses were not removed was passed unanimously. 114 

Ultimately, the B.S.A. challenged the arbitration court's 

powers to impose fines, claiming that this involved the exercise of 

a judicial function. The High Court upheld this challenge but the 

victory was short lived. The Court was split into a Commission to 

make substantive determinations and an Industrial Court to 

consider judicial questions. Penal clauses remained and their 

implementation was largely unaffected. For its part, the society 

continued to endorse the need for direct action and struggle against 

penal provisions. 115 

Fanned by recurrent labour shortages, the localized activism 

of boilermakers was able to achieve a level of overaward payments 

which exceeded most, if not all, other metal tradesmen. 116 The 

society joined in combined drives to increase overawards and fight 

absorption - the latter resulting in a number of bitter struggles 

during the late 1960s as employers sought to peg back overawards 

113G. Robinson, ibid., p.24. 

114B.S.A. Wollongong branch, meeting of shop stewards minutes, 
March 15, 1956. 

115The BoiZermaker, October 1957 and September 1958; and 
B.S.A. Federal Council meeting, November 14, 1957 and May 11, 
1961. 

116A national survey undertaken by the Combined Research 
Centre of the A.E.U. and B.B.S.A. which involved more than 400 work
places and almost 9,000 members disclosed that average over-award 
payments to boilermakers exceeded those paid to A.E.U. members in 
New South Wales, Victoria, Queensland and Tasmania. Only in 
South Australia did fitters, etc. receive higher payments, on 
average, than boilermakers. 1969 A.E.U. and B. & B.S. NationaZ 
Over-Award Survey, Combined Research Centre A.E.U. and B.B.S.A., 
Sydney, May 16, 1969. 
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payments. 117 However, boilermakers also sought payments in 

addition to general overawards through local action. These ad hoa 

gains were extremely vulnerable to the employers' absorption drive. 

A 1969 survey noted that the B.B.S.A. was experiencing greater 

difficulty with absorption. Although increases had been registered 

in Victoria, South Australia and Tasmania, average overaward 

payments had fallen by 69 cents in New South Wales. New South Wales 

was by far the largest state in terms of membership and the national 

average had declined by 40 cents per week. lIB The absorption 

problem was viewed by a number of officials as a consequence of the 

tendency to localize wage negotiations. 

A powerful and somewhat inSUlar organization, the Boilermakers' 

Society was marked by a stronger degree of craft consciousness than 

even, perhaps, the A.E.U. Unlike the S.M.W.U., its membership were 

overwhelmingly tradesmen and craft identity was such that internal 

discipline could be exerted to an extent seldom contemplated by 

other unions. Union policy emanated from and was enforced by 

branches with minimal recourse to federal council or conference. 

Despite instances of parochialism, this did not interfere with the 

society's overall cohesion. Throughout its history the society took 

an independent line on industrial matters. The imposition of 

overtime restrictions and the willingness to confront penal 

provisions in pursuit of its particular strategy were but two 

examples of this. At the same time, the rigid adherence to craft 

principles and the considerable power vested at branch level meant 

that the union was apt to be extremely cautious in its responses to 

immigrants, reflecting membership fears and conservatism. 

The Union's Responses to Immigration 

Prior to 1949 the society expressed no opinion on the 

desirability of immigration. However, from this time onwards the 

B.S.A. did not hesitate to make its views known. The primary 

concerns were that immigration would contribute to unemployment, 

undermine working and living conditions and lead to a dilution of 

117See federal secretary's report, B.B.S.A. Federal Conference 
minutes, April 1969. 

11B1969 A.E.U. and B. & B.S. National Over-Award Survey, op·cit. 
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trade skills. With regard to the level of intake the position 

clearly adopted was the smaller the number of immigrants the better. 

Motions calling for a halt to immigration apart from family reunion 

were a regular feature of meetings of the union's various governing 

bodies. Federal Council expressed its hostility in 1952, 1953, 

1955, 1957, 1959 and 1961. "9 Council stated that cessation would 

be in the interests of both migrants and indigenous workers by 

reducing pressure on housing, hospitals and other social services. 

The argument that immigration would lead to an erosion of margins 

and industrial conditions was also frequently raised at federal 

conferences and rank and file conventions. '20 

The society's attitude to immigration was entirely defensive. 

Aside from government lobbying, the union also tried to dampen 

enthusiasm for emigration. In November 1950 the Sydney branch 

responded to housing complaints from British migrants by informing 

its United Kingdom counterpart of the situation. 12 • In 1957 

Federal Council authorized the general secretary to inform overseas 

unions of the "true" position in Australia with regard to working 

conditions and housing. '22 In 1962 the society rejected a request 

from the Bank of New South Wales to send information on the trade 

and wages to London. The question of misleading advertising 

provided to immigrants also received attention at the 1967 and 1971 

rank and file conventions. 123 

The union leadership sought to dissociate itself from 

ethnocentric overtones in immigration opposition. Concern was 

119The motions were generally carried with substantial 
majorities. B.S.A. Federal Council reports, 1952, 1953, 1955, 1957 
and 1961. For further evidence of hostility see The BoiZermakers' 
Report, October, 1952; and The BoiZermaker, February 1958 and 
February 1959. 

120 See , for instance, B.S.A. (and B.B.S.A.) Federal Conference 
minutes, June 1963 and 1967; and Rank and File ~onvention minutes, 
1961, 1967 and 1971. 

121B•S•A• Sydney branch minutes, November 30, 1950. For 
evidence of further action see Federal Council report, 
1955. 

122B•S•A• Federal Council reports, November 1957, item 87. 

123 B•B•S•A• Rank and File Convention rr.inutes, 1967 and 1971. 
A similar concern was voiced by Federal Conference in 1967 and 1969. 



583. 

expressed at the arrival of displaced persons and German migrants 

on the grounds of their political sympathies, presumed hostility 

to unions and contractual obligation to the government. 124 

Despite calls for complete exclusion from a number of workshops, the 

society confined its response to demands for more careful screening 

and a government instruction that migrants join a union covering 

their occupation. 125 At the same time, the union opposed the 

deportation of refugees 126 and adopted a progressive stance with 

regard to the treatment of Aborigines and racism. 127 It did oppose 

the introduction of Japanese labour into Western Australia during 

the 1960s but the basis of this criticism was the indentured status 

of these workers. 128 The union was highly suspicious of proposals 

to import selected groups of workers for specific projects. Federal 

Council took the view that the segregation of migrants engaged 

under such contracts permitted employers to offer inferior 

employment conditions. 129 It generally required evidence that 

contracted labour had specific skills not found in Australia and 

demanded that these workers join the union, be paid local rates, 

should not disrupt local custom and practice, and that a school be 

established to train local workers in the appropriate skills. 13D 

The issue of most vital concern to the society was the 

criterion upon which migrants would be accepted as tradesmen. As 

124See, for instance, B.S.A. Sydney branch minutes, July 5, 
1949. 

125For evidence of workshop complaints see B.S.A. Sydney branch 
minutes, May 2, 1950. 

1261bid b ., Octo er 25, 1949. 

1271bid., January 21, 1957, February 2 and August 16, 1960 and 
November 23, 1971. Federal Council reports, 1966; Rank and File 
Convention minutes, 1951, 1961 and 1967; and The BoiZermaker 
October 1960. 

128See B.B.S.A. federal secretary's report to Federal Conference, 
April 1969. 

129B.S.A. Federal Council reports, November 1957, item 98. 

13Dln one instance, a group of Italian welders brought out to 
work on a natural gas pipe line created friction when a number 
refused to join the union (and were flown home) while those remain
ing acted as pacemakers on the job. See B.B.S.A. New South Wales 
State Committee minutes, November 17, 1970. 
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early as 1946 the Port Augusta branch urged Federal Council to 

tighten up the credentials criteria for accepting migrants as 

boilermakers. The bulk of council representatives felt existing 

procedures were adequate and a resolution was passed stating that 

migrants should be made aware of the union's rules. Federal 

Conference informed Immigration Minister Calwell that those 

applying to emigrate as tradesmen should be closely investigated 

to avoid "unpleasantness" if they did not measure up to local 

requirements. 132 

Trade recognition was central to admission to the society's 

ranks. In turn, union membership was a precondition for employment 

in many work-places/regions. Historically, the union had 

vigorously opposed the entry of workers who had not completed an 

apprenticeship. Officials saw the 1941 dilution agreement as a 

short-term and entirely reversible measure. While many wartime 

dilutees remained at the trade, preference provisions for recognized 

tradesmen were actively defended. In 1949, for instance, the Sydney 

branch imposed overtime bans on Morts Dock and Babcock and Wilcox 

when management stood down recognized tradesmen while keeping on 

"added" tradesmen during industrial disputes. 133 In 1950 the branch 

closed its books for further dilutee labour - they were admitted to 

the union under a separate membership category - although some 

elevation to first-class welder was permitted at Humes Steel Ltd. 134 

Instances where companies hired "added" tradesmen following the 

retrenchment of recognized tradesmen were almost certain to evoke a 

strong response from branch executives. 135 

The acceptance of immigrants as tradesmen was conditional on 

their producing conclusive proof of their qualifications. With few 

exceptions, the society was extremely hostile to the employment of 

131B.S.A. Federal Council reports, 1946. 

132B.S. A• Federal Conference minutes, 1946. 

133B.S.A. Sydney branch meeting minutes, March 15 and April 26, 
1949. 

134Ibid., November 27, 1951. On October 12 a request from the 
railways for additional dilutees was rejected by the branch. 

13SSee, for example, B.S.A. Sydney branch minutes, April 19, 
1960. 
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migrants lacking such proof as dilutees or "added" tradesmen. This 

criterion was applied irrespective of the migrant's origin. British 

boilermakers were required to present a clearance card from the 

United Society of Boilermakers, Shipbuilders and Strucural Steel 

Workers attesting to their skill and membership standing before 

being admitted to membership.,s6 Nevertheless, few problems arose 

with regard to tradesmen from the United Kingdom. A very different 

situation applied to non-British migrants who could offer little or 

no proof of apprenticeship or whose skills were highlY specialized. 

The branch records of the society in the late 1940s and early 1950s 

disclose many applications for membership. rejected on these 

grounds. 'S7 The situation was exacerbated by a certain amount of 

confusion amongst migrants as to the relevant union with instances 

of engineers applying to join the Boilermakers' Society and 

viae versa. 'SB Although there was provision for trade testing 

applicants with insufficient proof of training, the society resisted 

any expansion of testing which might enable the entry of workers who 

had not undertaken an apprenticeship. 

The adherence to documentary proof was not, as was simplistically 

suggested by the press, a device by ethnocentric officials to impede 

the entry of foreign labour. Rather, it was a product of vocal 

pressures from the union's rank and file membership to safeguard the 

local apprenticeship system from the vagaries of widespread dilution 

or resort to adult training schemes. 1S9 Officials attempted to 

prevent this opposition from acquiring "racial" overtones. In late 

1952 friction arose over the introduction of Italian and German 

migrants at B.H.P.'s Whyalla and Newcastle steelworks without 

lS6The Sydney branch endorsed federal executives' refusal to 
accept British tradesmen without proof of indenture or certificates 
of recognition. B.S.A. Sydney branch minutes of meeting held on 
April 13, 1954. 

137See, for example, B.S.A. Sydney branch minutes, October 18, 
1949 and November 27, 1951. 

13BIbid., October 21, 1952. This problem continued to occur. 
See Wollongong branch minutes, November 12, 1964. 

139The society consistently resisted government and employer. 
attempts to introduce an adult training system. See, for instance, 
the S.M.H., July 6, 1964,p.2. 
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consultation with the union. The society called on its members in 

these work-places to recognize the plight of the migrants and avoid 

racial prejudice. l4D 

The B.S.A. did slowly modify its stringent stance in the 

light of a continuing shortage of boilermaking tradesmen, the 

growing knowledge of overseas training methods and the co-operation 

achieved at both central and local trade committees. In 1957 

Federal Conference ratified a Launceston branch motion that 

indenture papers for three years and proof of a further two years 

spent working at the trade be accepted as sufficient for admitting 

European migrants. l4l A Melbourne branch motion to defer further 

admissions of provisional members for 12 months because of the 

prevailing levels of unemployment was soundly defeated. l42 However, 

in the same year, the society refused to relax its rules to permit 

the entry of Hungarian refugees as "added" tradesmen. 14 3 The 

rejection rate for southern European migrants remained high. In the 

three and a half years to October 1965, the New South Wales Local 

(Boilermaking Trade) Committee rejected or deferred over half 

the applications by Yugoslav migrants, more than 60 per cent of 

those from Italian-born workers and an even higher proportion of 

Greek applicants. l44 

While the society became increasingly flexible to the question 

of documentation and trade testing, it never fully abandoned the 

principle of written evidence. On occasion, great concern was 

expressed at cases where trade certificates were photocopied or 

l4DThe Boilermakers' Report, January 1953. 

l4lThe vote was 16,545 for and 1,381 against the motion. 
B.S.A. Federal Conference report, 1957, item 51. 

l42Ibid., item 51A. 

l43The Boilermaker, March 1957. The decision was strongly 
supported by branches in all states. For evidence of this see 
B.S.A. WOllongong branch, minutes, April 4, 1957. 

l44Calcu1ated from the records of the Local (Boilermaking 
Trade) Committee meetings held at the Department of Labour and 
National Service, Sydney for the period March 14, 1962 to October 20, 
1965. 
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falsified. 145 Such practices served to stiffen the ever present 

resistance to liberalization. 146 

In periods/regions Where acute labour shortages prevailed, the 

society permitted limited elevation of semi-skilled workers and the 

admission of migrants with inadequate documentation as provisional 

members. Provisional members were not entitled to the society's 

extensive friendly society benefits and were to be dismissed before 

time-served tradesmen in the event of retrenchments. They could 

apply to be admitted as full members after seven (later six) years. 

By the mid-1960s migrants dominated the provisional membership 

category which grew steadily in relation to that of recognized 

tradesmen. The B.S.A. would not, however, broach the widespread 

introduction of migrant "dilutees". The degree of craft conscious

ness imbued by the society was such that its restrictive attitude 

to admitting non-apprenticed tradesmen received considerable 

support even from members who had, themselves, not undertaken an 

apprenticeship. In 1953, for instance, a ballot of provisional 

members over the desirability of permitting further elevation was 

endorsed but not overwhelmingly.147 

Even these limited attempts to meet labour market exigencies 

led to a degree of inter-branch friction. Attitudes to admitting 

provisionals varied considerably between branches. Those who 

opposed this trend such as Wollongong were often reluctant to permit 

the transfer of provisional members to their jurisdiction. 146 On 

145See B.S.A. New South Wales State Committee minutes, 
September 10, 1964; and B.B.S.A. Rank and File Convention minutes, 
1969. 

146In September 
expressed concern at 
cates. B.B.S.A. New 
September 25, 1969. 

147The vote was 
3,174 opposed to it. 
1953. 

1969 the New South Wales State Committee 
"looseness" in the granting of trade certifi
South Wales State Committee minutes, 

4,547 in favour of elevation continuing and 
The BoiZermakers' QuarterZy Report, vol. 16, 

146Provisional members were not permitted to travel from one 
branch to another without special permission of the branch 
executive. In Wollongong, the society was influenced by the 
fluctuating nature of employment and the strength of members' 
feelings in workshops such as A.I. & S. For evidence of the branch's 
stringent stance and rank and file pressure see B.S.A. Wollongong 
branch minutes, May 5, June 2, July 9 and 21, August 18, December 1 
and 15, 1955, April 19, 1956, March 21, April 4. and May 16, 1957. 
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occasion, the Wollongong branch simply refused to accept new 

arrivals lacking clearances or whose qualifications it suspected. 149 

For its part, the Sydney branch adopted a more lenient approach in 

its efforts to maximize membership in the metal fabrication 

industry. To an extent this friction was the product of local 

parochialism. 15 0 However, it also represented a response to the 

employment characteristics of some regions. 

The union could not be held entirely responsible for continuing 

shortages of boilermakers. It rejected proposals for adult training 

schemes, uncontrolled elevation or admission of migrants lacking 

sufficient proof of trade training. On the other hand, it did not, 

nor could it, entirely forestall the latter two from occurring. The 

society operated within T.R.A.A. guidelines and strove to ensure 

that local apprenticeship would not be threatened by an influx of 

overseas tradesmen. In 1969 the federal secretary responded to 

employer complaints at the lack of apprentices and standard of 

tradesmen by accusing the government and employers of doing nothing 

to encourage apprenticeship training despite numerous official 

enquiries and union support for such a programme. 15l The society's 

leadership viewed any relaxation of admission criteria as not only 

threatening industrial bargaining power and trade standards, but 

also a suicidal act in the face of strong rank and file hostility to 

such moves. Further, it saw the reliance on immigration as a source 

of tradesmen as shortsighted. 152 

Most employers were prepared to abide by the T.R.R.A. 

regulations and negotiate upgrading with the union. A prominent 

exception to this were two construction companies - Transfield 

149Ibid., July 18, August 1 and October 3, 1957. 

150A number of former officials interviewed made this 
allegation with regard to Victorian branches. 

l5lFederal secretary's report to B.B.S.A. Federal Conference, 
April 1969. 

l52In 1957, for instance, the Sydney branch expressed its 
disgust at the Immigration Minister'S public concern over the 
shortage of migrant tradesmen while showing no concern for the 
conditions of apprentices. B.S.A. Sydney branch minutes, May 21, 
1957. 
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and E.P.T. Both firms showed a strong preference for hiring recently 

arrived migrants lacking industrial experience or formal qualifi

cations, and employing them on trade work. The operations of these 

companies caused a great deal of concern on the part of the 

society. 

In October 1955 a delegates' meeting of the Wollongong branch 

reported that E.P.T. employed only Italians. 153 Two months later a 

branch meeting was informed that the company was involved in the 

transfer (without clearances) and elevation of migrants. 154 

Following further reports of organizing difficulties from both the 

Wollongong and Sydney branches, the state committee executive 

resolved to try and stop further labour reaching the company until 

local workers were engaged. 155 The executive also approached the 

New South Wales Labor Council and called for an investigation by 

the A.C.T.U. 156 

These moves met with no appreciable success. Without a 

leavening of local tradesmen the society was unable to obtain a 

foothOld within the company. Similar problems pertained to 

Transfield. Both companies took advantage of the ignorance of 

their employees to breach both union rules and demarcation/ 

jurisdictional lines. Faced with the question of either ignoring or 

enrolling migrants trained on the job, the society opted for the 

latter course in order to protect its industrial position. 157 

However, even after recruiting members in both firms the society 

l53B.S.A. Wollongong branch, minutes of delegates' meeting, 
October 20, 1955. 

l54B•S•A• Wollongong branch minutes, December 15, 1955. 

l55B.S.A. New South Wales State Committee minutes, June 21 and 
August 2, 1956. For evidence of branch complaints see the Sydney 
branch minutes, December 13, 1955, December 3, 1957, August 26, 
1958 and September 8, 1959. 

l56B.S.A. New South Wales State Committee minutes, August 16, 
September 6 and October 18, 1956. 

l57The Wol1ongong branch initially strongly opposed these 
moves because of the threat they posed to the society's craft 
standards, although the decision was not one unanimously held by 
all on the executive. B.S.A. Wollongong branch minutes, December· 19, 
1957 and December 19, 1959. 
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was still unable to deter the companies' preference for migrant 

labour. It continued to face problems from a high level of 

unfinancial membership, victimization of job delegates, non

tradesmen doing trade work, "added" tradesmen being shown 

preference in employment, tradesmen working without assistants or 

exceeding overtime limits and other breaches of union rules and 

award conditions. 158 The use of disciplinary procedures failed to 

curb these actions in the face of managerial intimidation. The 

union accused the companies of inciting members to work through 

stoppages and renewed its call for Labor Council intervention. 159 

The process of absorbing elevatees and educating migrants in 

local industrial practice eventually enabled the society to build up 

a strong base in both firms (they eventually merged). At no stage 

did the union blame immigrants themselves for these problems. Blame 

was laid squarely on the discriminatory employment practices of 

both firms. 16o This stance, and pragmatism in trade recognition, 

were undoubtedly important in the union's ultimate success. 

Once organized, migrants proved to be as militant and 

solidaristic as indigenous workers. During an eight-week strike over 

wages at Transfield in 1971, the overwhelming majority of migrants 

rejected a cash incentive to return to work despite their hardship. 

The strike had arisen spontaneously, lacked tactics, and received 

little outside support. Nevertheless, a victory was achieved which 

won important concessions for the entire construction industry. 

Some officials became convinced that migrants were a decided asset 

in drawn-out confrontations. 161 

158B.S.A. Sydney branch minutes, April 11, May 6 and 13, 1958, 
July 5, 1960, May 16, 1961, January 23, March 6, May 21 and 
September 4, 1962; The Boilermaker, October 1957, February 
1958 and July 1959; and The Boilermakers' Report, April 
1957. 

159B.S.A. Sydney branch minutes, March 26, 1963. 

160Both firms continued to show preference to recently arrived 
migrants. For evidence of this see Wollongong branch minutes, 1957-
1969. 

161Severa1 former officials also made the point that northern 
Italians did not lack industrial experience, a number having applied 
to join the union prior to emigration. Steve Quinn, interviewed 
July 6, 1978; and Eric Ramsay, interviewed May 26, 1978. 



592. 

The 1960s saw something of a deterioration in the situation with 

unfinancial membership reaching 26.4 per cent of total membership in 

1966. This was reduced to 17.9 per cent in December 1968 following a 

concerted branch level campaign. 166 It is unlikely that the problems 

experienced by some branches can be attributed to the influx of 

migrants. A number of branches with high levels of unfinancial 

membership such as Adelaide, Port Pirie, Whyalla and Sydney did 

enrol large numbers of migrants. 

WOllongong which maintained close 

However, this was not a barrier to 

to 100 per cent financial membership 

despite its large migrant membership or Melbourne which was able to 

significantly improve its position between 1956 and 1968. 

Migrants were not seen to threaten society rules or local 

custom and practice. Branch records do disclose instances where 

migrants were charged with exceeding overtime limits, accepting 

piecework, entering into sub-contracting arrangements and ojher 

breaches of union policy.167 However, the special problems 

associated with Transfield and E.P.T. and the apparent tendency to 

exceed overtime limits did not induce branch executives to regard 

migrants as a recalcitrant group. In the early stages those found 

guilty were simply fined or reprimanded in the same way as 

indigenous workers. Some branches, such as Wollongong, recognizing 

that ignorance of rules played a part in these branches, later 

adopted a more lenient stance, issuing cautions and occasionally a 

translated note explaining union policy. 168 With regard to E.P.T. 

and Transfield, special branch meetings were called where 

interpreters could be used to explain union policy. These efforts 

were exceptional. 

In the absence of major organizational problems there was 

strong pressure at branch level not to show "favouritism" to 

migrants. Apart from the limitations of provisional status, the 

166 B•B•S•A• Federal Conference minutes, April 1969. 

167For typical cases see B.S.A. (and B.B.S.A.) Wollongong branch 
minutes, March 7, July 18, October 3 and November 17, 1957, April 3, 
June 4, August 4, October 16, November 6 and 13, 1958, August 6, 
1959, July 6, 1961, December 5, 1963, July I, August 5, November 30 
and December 14, 1967. 

168For an instance of this see B.S.A. Wollongong branch 
minutes, July 6, 1961. 
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feeling within the society was that equality demanded that members 

be treated identically. Prior to 1960 the only issue to generate 

widespread concern at all levels was the political victimization of 

migrant activists. 169 The strict enforcement of seniority at the 

work-place actually worked against migrants who visited their home

land because the union insisted that they be treated as new 

employees upon their return. '70 

In the 1960s the society did begin to produce sporadic pieces 

of foreign language material. Individual branches such as 

Wollongong began to employ interpreters on a part-time basis and 

distribute foreign language newspapers. 171 The extent to which 

these efforts fell short of what was desirable is difficult to 

determine. Unlike some unions, there were no apparent expressions 

of dissidence by migrants. The difficulties facing foreign-born 

members never arose in electoral struggles, in strikes or with 

regard to workers' compensation. '72 Branch records disclose a 

small but steady attendance of non-British migrants at branch 

meetings. 17, Migrants made few inroads into the union leadership. 

Union records suggest many served capably as shop stewards, 

particularly on construction projects where a greater proportion 

of the workforce tended to be foreign-born. 

169In the case of such allegation the society displayed a 
willingness to act. See B.S.A. Federal Council reports, 1951, 
item 69; and Sydney branch minutes, February 10, 1953, July 5, 
1955, July 7, 1959 and January 23, 1962. 

170That is if the trip involved special leave outside normal 
holidays. 

171 
B.S.A. (and B.B.S.A.) Wollongong branch minutes, April 2 and 

October 6, 1964 and December 1, 1968. 
172The activities of the New Citizens' Council and New 

Settlers' Federation were strongly condemned but there is no 
evidence of the B.S.A. encountering even slight problems from these 
organizations. See B.S.A. Sydney branch minutes, August 15, 1961; 
Wollongong branch minutes, July 2, 1959; and The BoiZermaker, 
July and September 1959. 

17'A name count of attendance at Wollongong branch in the 
period April 19, 1956 to December 16, 1971 revealed an overall 
average "migrant" attendance of 22.7 per cent. Wollongong branch 
attendance books, 1956 to 1971. 
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In the early 1950s the movement had made an attempt to capture 

the union or at least remove a number of officials who were members 

of the communist party. This move failed, despite alleged 

interference with ballots. There is no evidence that during these 

or subsequent elections any appeal was made to non-British migrants 

by either faction. 17 • The small number of migrants in the union 

probably discouraged such an appeal if it were ever contemplated. 

The insular attitude of the union membership would have also 

militated against such appeals. 

Conclusion 

More so than many other unions, the Boilermakers' Society 

appears to have been immune to the pressures accompanying post-war 

immigration. It is thus somewhat remarkable that the union 

expressed frequent and bitter hostility to immigration until 1961 

on the familiar grounds of unemployment and housing. There is very 

little evidence that its own members suffered unemployment during 

periodic economic downturns. Even after this time the union 

continued to complain that intending migrants were being misled. It 

would seem that level of concern was a by-product of the particularly 

insular attitudes to be found within the society. Officials 

conducted a vigorous and not unsuccessful defence of craft standards 

which was demanded by their conservative and relatively homogeneous 

membership. The society was obliged to modify its early stance on 

documentary proof of training, trade testing and the admission of 

migrant "dilutees" as provisional members in the face of continuous 

shortages of boilermakers. Some flexibility with regard to workers 

employed as welders was also necessitated by competition with other 

unions in this category. Variations in admission policies between 

regions occasionally led to interbranch friction but this never 

acquired explicit ethnocentric overtones. 

Overall, the union encountered few organizational problems 

with regard to migrants. In two cases where this did occur, 

officials adopted a pragmatic approach to trade recognition in 

17'B.B.S.A. ballots generally drew a vote ranging from 40 to 
60 per cent of the membership. See A.M.W.V. MonthZy JournaZ, 
February 1975. 
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order to preserve industrial organization. While the society 

provided few special supports to non-English speaking members, 

available evidence indicates that migrants were rapidly absorbed 

into the culture of the union with many adopting its peculiarly 

strong craft awareness. Apparent reasons for this were union's 

active workshop and branch organization, its predilection for direct 

action and the relatively small numbers of migrants entering its 

ranks. 

While the two unions described so far adopted similar attitudes 

to arbitration, their experiences in other areas were quite distinct. 

In the S.M.W.U. changing membership characteristics were associated 

with declining craft consciousness and modified recruitment methods. 

In the Boilermakers' Society no such change occurred and craft 

traditions remained deeply embedded in the union's structure and 

policies. The next union to be described also possessed a strong 

craft identity. However, the A.E.U. had unique characteristics and 

faced problems not encountered by the R.R.S.A. 

3. The Amalgamated Engineering Union (A.E.U.) 

Before its amalgamation with the S.M.W.U. and B.B.S.A. in 1972, 

the A.E.U. could claim to be the oldest, largest and most influential 

craft union in the metal trades. The first branch, formed in Sydney 

in 1852, was an offshoot of the English Amalgamated Society of 

Engineers (A.S.E.). Quickly spreading to other states (colonies), 

the local union retained its formal link with its British parent 

organization until 1968. During the nineteenth century the local 

section of the A.S.E. operated on the classic mode of a new model 

craft union. A high level of branch level independence in daily 

functioning was accompanied by tight organizational control, a wide 

range of friendly society benefits and selective use of the strike 

weapon. 175 As noted in Chapter 2, A.S.E. branches attempted to 

maintain a tight rein over the labour supply, not only through entry 

175The history of the union has been well documented and needs 
little repetition here. See K.D. Buckley, The Amargamated Engineers 
in Austraria 1852-1920 (Australian National University Press, 
Canberra, 1970); and T. Sheridan, Mindfur Miritants, the A.E.U. in 
Austraria 1920-1972 (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1975). 
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restrictions to the trade but also by discouraging the emigration 

of British engineers. 

The union was registered under the Commonwealth Conciliation 

and Arbitration Act in 1905. This was a period of rapid growth. 

Membership grew from 5,023 to 17,155 in the decade after 1910. In 

1920 the union changed its name to the Amalgamated Engineering 

Union following the amalgamation of the British parent with 

ten other engineering and allied trade unions. By this time the 

Australian union had to compete with a breakaway - the Australasian 

Society of Engineers (A.S.E.).176 Throughout the twentieth 

century the A.S.E. and A.E.U. engaged in an intense and direct 

contest for membership. 

The A.E.U. always remained the pre-eminent union in terms of 

membership strength and industrial influence. By 1930 national 

membership stood at 21,921 and a decade later reached 31,827. The 

second world war dilution agreement brought an influx of new 

recruits into the A.E.U.'s ranks. In some cases new branches were 

established on the basis of di1utees who were entered in a special 

category of membership (25A) that established their inferior 

status in comparison with time-served tradesmen and precluded them 

from standing for certain union positions. 

Post-war industrial expansion maintained the momentum of union 

growth. By 1950 A.E.U. membership had reached 71,543. 177 Four years 

later membership was 76,000. However, in the next decade membership 

grew by only three thousand despite continued industrial expansion 

and the entry of large numbers of skilled migrants into Australia. 

The National Conference of A.E.U. officials held in 1964 viewed this 

trend with grave concern. 17B A broadening of the membership 

recruitment base and the union's activism on the industrial front 

176In 1923, the Amalgamated Society of Carpenters and Joiners 
(A.S.C. & J.), possibly the only other union formally tied to its 
parent, became a fully independent body. See T. Sheridan, 
"Democracy amongst the Aristocrats: Participation of Members in the 
Affairs of the A. E. U. (Australian Section) 1900-1972", Journal of 
Industrial Relations, vol. 21, no. 2, June 1979, pp.161-183. 

177Source: A.E.U. membership statistics compiled from branch 
contribution books by the union. 

17BA.E.U. Monthly Journal, December 1964. 
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during the remainder of the 1960s helped reverse this slackening. 

By 1970 membership stood at 89,000 and two years later was 95,430. 

Even so, the rate of membership growth between 1954 and 1969 

compared less than favourably with the S.M.W.U., B.B.S.A. and other 

metal unions. '79 In terms of state membership, New South Wales and 

Victoria with one-third and more than one-quarter of the total 

membership respectively were by far the most important, followed by 

Queensland (with about half the Victorian membership) and South 

Australia, Western Australia and Tasmania close together (about 

half the Queensland membership). 

One reason for the A.E.U.'s sluggish growth was its competition 

with the A.S.E. and the internal structure dictated by the rules of 

its U.K. parent. Membership in the union was divided into a number 

of sections conferring specific rights and obligations. At the top 

were the benefit sections of membership. Benefit section members 

(almost if not totally tradesmen) paid higher weekly contributions 

in order to acquire a number of friendly society benefits 

(including a superannuation scheme). At the turn of the century all 

members were subject to these contributions. '80 However, their 

proportional representation steadily deClined in relation to the 

industrial section of membership which offered no friendly society 

benefits. In 1945 the benefits section represented only 33 per cent 

of total membership, and by 1968 the figure had fallen to 16 per cent. 

This process was accelerated by the closure of some benefit sections 

to further admissions. 181 

Between 1945 and 1968 Industrial Section membership grew from 

43,996 to 63,946. '82 The other major section was 25A which 

179In this period A.E.U. membership grew by 15.7 per cent, that 
of the S.M.W.U. by 19.7 per cent, the B.B.S.A. by 84 per cent, the 
F.I.A. by 36.6 per cent and the E.T.U. by 41 per cent. Compiled 
from A.C.T.U. affiliation returns. 

180See T. Sheridan, "De.mocracy amongst the Aristocrats", op ait., 
p.165. 

181For instance, in 1966, Sections 1, 2 and 3 were closed to 
new admissions. 

182These and the following figures are derived from the A.E.U. 
A Report setting out some PartiauZars and Comments on the Finanae and 
Membership of the A.E.U. (undated). 
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incorporated upgraded workers. In 1945 there were 4,013 members in 

this section. Numbers rose slowly to a peak of 5,916 in 1963 and 

then declined to 5,042 in 1968, after which it was abolished as a 

separate category. Small numbers of women (1,106 in 1968) and 

juniors were also enrolled under different categories of membership. 

While non-tradesmen had been admitted to union from the turn of the 

century their numbers remained small. In the post-war period the 

union did seek to enrol all workers in the engineering trade. 

However, the A.E.U. did not engage in widespread poaching or 

outright jurisdictional struggles and its hold on non-tradesmen 

was confined to a number of workshops. In essence it remained a 

craft-based union. Sheridan argues that the A.E.U.'s aura of craft 

superiority made the A.S.E. more attractive to dilutees and migrants 

whose trade qualifications were in doubt, while the F.I.A. appealed 

to those without any pretensions to trade skills. 1B3 

The different membership categories were significant in terms 

of participation within the union. Structurally the A.E.U. was 

unique. The supreme 

section periodically 

governing body to which the Australian 

sent delegates - was in the United Kingdom. 

The highest local authority was a five-man full-time executive 

located in Sydney. Below this the union was organized into 

branches and district committees. The basic organizational unit was 

the branch. Members were organized into branches according to their 

place of residence rather than work-place. Branches were small -

their membership being originally limited to 300 (later 500) to 

enable the performance of administrative functions by part-time 

officials. In 1955 there were 231 branches scattered throughout 

Aus tralia. 1 B' 

Directly above the branch level were district committees 

composed of representatives of branches within a 15-25 mile 

radius. 1B5 The more significant district committees included a 

lB 3T. Sheridan, "Democracy amongst the Aristocrats", op ait., 
p.168. 

lB'Over the next decade there was no change in this number. 

lB sT. Sherinan, "Democracy amongst the Aristocrats", op ait., 
p.163. 
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full-time secretary and organizers, although the bulk of officials 

were part-time. The branches were both a focal point for union 

activists and a training ground for those destined to take on 

higher positions. A high level of attendance at branch meetings 

was necessitated by the requirement for members to pay union 

subscriptions at such meetings rather than at the work-place. 

This provided an opportunity to participate in the almost 

continuous rounds of elections occurring throughout the union. As 

Sheridan notes, there was no qualifying period for participation in 

meetings or elections and before 1968 members did not even have to 

be financial to vote or nominate a member for office. 'B5 

However, there were a number of important restrictions on the 

levels of office to which those belonging to certain categories 

of membership could aspire. Apprentices and juniors were entitled 

to vote in all elections but could hold only minor branch positions. 

A similar, though less severe, restriction was also placed on non

tradesmen and dilutees (25A). Even amongst tradesmen, only 

benefit members could run for the federal executive before 1963. 

In addition, a certain period of membership was required to be able 

to hold pOSitions at branch, district and federal executive level 

which escalated in accordance with the level of office. 'BG 

In practice, tradesmen, and benefit members in particular, 

dominated official positions. Sheridan argues that benefit members 

"continued to wield an influence out of all proportion to their 

numbers ... ".18 7 Thus, the union's structure entrenched its craft 

membership base and outlook. Not one non-tradesman was elected to 

a full-time pOSition throughout the post-war period. However, 

within this framework a high level of membership involvement was 

lB5Ibid., p.168. The situation was altered by new rules 
instituted as part of the A.E.U.'s shift to autonomy from its 
British parent organization. 

lBGFor instance, branch presidents and minute secretaries were 
required to have been members for one year; branch auditors for 
two years; branch secretaries and treasurers for four years; 
district committeemen three years; district secretary (part-time) 
and presidents five years; organizers, full-time district 
secretaries and federal executive members required seven years' 
membership. Ibid., p.168. 

lB7Ibid., p.166. 
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achieved. Sheridan contends that while the federal executive 

closely supervised branches, the manning of the latter by 

competent and experienced officials meant this process was not 
one-sided: 188 

The structure of the British A.E.U. - and hence the 
Australian section - was the visible outcome of many 
attempts to reconcile the necessity for a strong and 
efficient executive with the desire to ensure that 
policy was ultimately formulated by the union's working 
members. With its complicated system of cheeks and 
balances, it has ¥enerally been recognized as an ultra 
democratic model. 89 

While the branches were the key link between the leadership 

of the union and the rank and file, they were too small 

supervised to exert 

be found within the 

the degree of independent authority 

and closely 

that could 

branches of the Boilermakers' Society. 

District committees did sometimes display a regional interest not 

entirely consistent with that of the federal executive. 

even they could not muster the clout necessary for the 

demonstrated by some B.S.A. (later B.B.S.A.) branches. 

However, 

parochialism 

In this 

respect, the democratic check of A.E.U. branches did not involve a 

devolution of central authority. 

The scatter of A.E.U. members over a large number of work

places explains the original emphasis on branch organization. The 

emergence of shop stewards and later shop committee organization in 

the 1920s was originally accompanied by a degree of controversy. 

Before World War Two, A.E.U. involvement in interunion shop 

committees was confined to large railway workshops, power stations 

and the occasional metal. fabrication plant. During the war years 

shop committees became more common in the metal trades. Militants 

within the A.E.U. played a significant role in this growth and 

their inroads into the union hierarchy helped establish the 

1egi timacy of these bodies and shop steward activism generally .190 

188Ibid., p.165. 

189Ibid., p.163. 

190 In 1946 a conference of A.E.U. officials voiced its support 
for the shop committee movement. See the A.E.U. Monthly Journal, 
June 1946. 
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The increasing support for shop committees reflected changes 

both in the pattern of industry and within the A.E.U. itself. By 

the late 1950s their formation was seen as one way of countering 

the general weakness of union organization (i.e. membership of all 

unions) in many factories which had made it difficult to organize 

plant-wide campaigns.191 Committees and stewards were also being seen 

to have a more important role within the A.E.U.'s general structure. 

To illustrate this it is worth recording the views of a number of 

officials. 

In a series of articles dealing with the problems of union 

leadership, the then Melbourne district secretary, Laurie Carmichael, 

highlighted the important rank and file contribution through district 

and political committee delegates, shop stewards and shop 

committeemen, branch officers and those who assisted them on the 

job. 192 Carmichael stated that union policy was to encourage shop 

stewards to try and solve many problems themselves, consult with 

their members at all stages of dispute handling and discuss inter

union matters in the work-place via the medium of shop committees. 193 

Another official, C.M. Southwel1, took the broadest possible 

interpretation of the 1961 A.C.T.U. charter on shop committees. 

Southwe11 argued that their functions should include ensuring that 

the basic wage and margins were treated as minimum and not maximum 

payments, safeguarding and improving working conditions, 

demonstrating the link between politics and industrial action by 

organizing protests in support of improved statutory legiSlation, and 

in disseminating union policy to members. 194 

Formally stated, the A.E.U. programme was for a shop steward in 

every department, an A.E.U. shop committee in every shop and an inter-

1915ee, for instance, the A.E.U. Monthly Journal, January 1958. 

192Ibid., June 1961. 

193Ibid., July 1961. 

194The latter remark was a reply to criticism that shop 
committees disrupted efficiency and were merely the bugbear of 
management. Southwe11 argued unions were, indeed, a mobilising 
influence in industry. Ibid., May 1962. 
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union shop committee on every job. 195 While the union was never 

able to fully implement this policy, the growing importance of 

workshop organization was unmistakable. In contrast, attendance at 

branch meetings was steadily declining. 19G One reason for this was 

that members could post in their subscriptions without having to 

attend the branch. By the 1960s, branch officials were having 

great difficulty in stopping an escalation of arrears amongst 

members. The 1965 interstate conference of full-time officials 

urged a tightening up by branch secretaries. 197 However, if the 

short-term solution lay in the appointment of a finance officer, 

the long-term one lay in terms of collection at the work-place. 

Sheridan suggests that the rising influence of shop committees may 

have accelerated the decline of branches by offering an alternative 

mode of participation. 19B Another reason for their decline 

identified by Sheridan was a major power struggle within the 

A.E.U. 199 

This struggle is worth recounting briefly. Members of the 

communist party gained a foothold at branch and district level in 

the A.E.U. during the 1930s and a number later achieved full-time 

posts. The union continued to be dominated by A.L.P. members but 

was labelled as a "red stronghold" in the press revelations of 

Cecil Sharpley.2oo As the largest and most influential metal trades 

union, the A.E.U. became a key target of the "industrial eroupers". 

Unlike most craft unions the struggle between the "groupers" and the 

195This policy was periodically reaffirmed. See A.E.U. Inter
state Conference, 1965, Addresses, Reports and Deeisions, p.29; 
First Commonwealth Conference, 1969, Addresses, Reports and 
Deeisions, p.32; and Second Commonwealth Conference, 1971, Addresses, 
Reports and Deeisions, p.28. 

19GT. Sheridan, "Democracy amongst the Aristocrats", op eit., 
p.178. 

197A.E.U. Interstate Conference, 1965, Addresses, Reports and 
Deeisions, p.25. 

19 BT. Sheridan, "Democracy amongst the Aristocrats ", or eit., 
p.180. 

199Ibid., p.180. For a more detailed account see T. Sheridan, 
"Opposition, Factions and Candidates in A.E.U. Elections in 
Australia 1907-1972", Journal. of Industrial. ReZ,ations, vol. 22, 
no. 3, September 1980, pp.293-311. 

200See the S.M.H., April 21, 1949, p.2. 
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left A.L.P./C.P.A. group was particularly long. Between 1953 and 

1966, union elections were conducted by postal ballot through the 

Commonwealth Electoral Office. 201 While the right wing achieved a 

degree of success throughout and particularly in the early 1960s, 

the latter proved to be shortlived and it never gained a permanent 

foothold at branch 1evel. 202 According to Sheridan this struggle 

adversely affected branch attendances by a polarization effect203 

which meant that members attended meetings only for strategic votes 

and the eventual defeat of the right. 2o , 

The Australian A.E.U. achieved full autonomy in 1968 and this 

was accompanied by a major restructuring of the union and its 

rules. The supreme governing body was to be a biennial Commonwealth 

Conference consisting of al1 members of the Commonwealth Council, 

state officials on the basis of one where the state had up to six 

rank and file delegates and two where the state had more than six, 

and rank and file delegages from each state according to the ratio 

of one for every 2,000 members or part thereof. 2os Conference 

decisions were subject to endorsement by a majority of branches. 

Commonwealth Council (which was responsible for the implementation 

of conference policy) was enlarged from the existing five full-time 

officials to include also two state representatives each from 

New South Wales and Victoria and one representative from Queensland, 

Tasmania, South Australia and Western Australia elected by state 

members every three years. Council met at least twice yearly. 

201This method was traditionally favoured by the "groupers". 

They could obtain a list of members' addresses for the purpose of 

door-to-door lobbying and could also rely on widespread support in 

the press. 

202T. Sheridan, "Opposition, Factions and Candidates in A.E.U. 

Elections in Australia 1907-1972", op ait., pp. 296-297 • 

203Left officials, themselves, accused the National Civic 

Council of destroying the climate of co-operation at branch meetings 

by their resort to destructive criticism. See the 'A.E.U. Monthly 

Journal, June 1961. 

2°'Sheridan offers several other reasons for the gradual 

decline of branches. T. Sheridan, "Democracy amongst the 

Aristocrats", op ait., p.180. 

20sAll told, conference consisted of 60 members. See the 

A.E.U.Monthly Journal, June 1968. 
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State Conference (the supreme policy-making body on state 

matters) met annually. It consisted of the state president, all 

full-time officials and three rank and file delegates from each 

zone (the states were divided into between three and ten regional 

zones). State Conference decisions were also subject to 

endorsement by a majority of branches. State Council, which met 

quarterly or more frequently if required, was composed of the state 

president, one full-time official and one rank and file delegate 

from each zone. 

District committees were abolished although state council was 

given power to form new committees consisting of representatives 

from the branches and shop stewards in an area. The number of 

branches was drastically reduced and their administrative functions 

were largely taken over by the state office. Branches were 

expected to act as forums for 'rank and file debate. However, 

signalling the changed emphasis in union organization, the new rules 

placed shop stewards under the direct control of state council and 

stated that more attention should be given to the development of 

shop stewards and shop committees. The centralization of the 

union's general administration was seen to be more appropriate to 

Australian conditions than the previous set-up. 

The acceleration of structural changes within the union during 

the post-war period were not associated with any pronounced change 

in the A.E.U.'s industrial goals. Like other craft unions, the 

A.E.U. harboured deep hostility to work study and all forms of 

incentive payment. From the mid-1940s onwards, the union's monthly 

journl warned members of employer attempts to introduce these 

schemes in the guise of merit payments and planned maintenance. 206 

By 1956 it was warning members that such schemes represented an 

employer attempt to '~ead off the rising tide of militancy over 

margins especially in the eastern states".207 By basing payments 

on skill, co-operation, attitude and punctuality, employers 

acquired more discretionary power over workers to the detriment of 

2 0 6 
A.E.ll. MonthZy JOW"naZ, June and September 1946, February' 

1948 and May 1952. 
207 

A.E.U. l10nthZy JournaZ, February 1956. 
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the latter's struggle for better working conditions. The actions 

of companies such as Australian Paper Mills were highlighted in 

this regard. 20B 

The union leadership made use of both overseas and local 

material in its war against piecework and incentive payments. 209 

The struggle against their introduction was a recurring theme in 

organizer reports. 210 In addition to this barrage of publicity, 

Commonwealth Council presented a motion condemning all payment by 

results schemes to the 1959 A.C.T.U. Congress. 211 This stance 

was reiterated at interstate conferences of full-time officials 

held in 1961 and 1964. 212 Overall, the campaign relied on moral 

persuasion and there is (unlike the Boilermakers' Society), no 

evidence of members being fined for accepting piecework or merit 

payments. Union records make little reference to engineers 

entering into subcontracting arrangements which may indicate that 

this was not a problem. 

Another traditional area of craft concern was overtime. 

Although the A.E.U. was opposed to unrestricted overtime, it did not 

enter into general bans or limitations. There was support for such 

moves in some branches,213 but it does not appear to have been wide

spread enough for a general limit to be entertained. Overtime bans 

were imposed during disputes in particular workshops. Further, the 

20BSee the A.E.U. Monthly Journal, March 1956, December 1957, 
January 1958 and September 1960. 

209See the A.E.U. Monthly Journal, May and September 1956, 
June, August, September and December 1957, January, February, March 
and May 1958, January, February, June and December 1959, September 
1961, December 1962, January and February 1963 and March and 
December 1964. 

210See, for instance, the A.E.U. Monthly Journal, February 
1957, January, February, March and April 1958. 

211A.E'. U. Monthly Journal, July 1959. 

212A.E.U. Interstate Conference, 1961, Addresses, Reports and 
Decisions, item 14; and National Conference of Full-Time Officials, 
1964, Addresses, Reports and Decisions, p.30. At the latter 
conference the South Coast District Committee expressed its 
vehement opposition to the bonus system operated at A.I. & S., 
Whilst admitting to the difficulty of organizing an effective 
campaign on the issue. 

213See , for jnstance, A.E.U. Wollongong No. 2 branch minutes, 
January 21, 1966. 
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union attempted to dissuade members from undertaking overtime too 

readily by arguing that the short-term boost in earnings soon 

rebounded against the long-term prospects of improving conditions. 

It contended that systematic overtime tended to become a perceived 

part of the regular earnings. 214 The provision of the Metal Trades 

Award requiring workers to undertake a "reasonable" amount of 

overtime was attacked on the basis of its vagueness. The 1960 

interstate conference recommended that members limit overtime to 

eight hours per week. This recommendation appears to have had 

little effect. By 1967 the A.E.U. leadership was complaining that 

excessive levels of overtime were holding up claims for shorter 

hours and improved conditions. Employers' advocates were able to 

argue that the overtime level indicated a labour shortage which 

could only be exacerbated by further reductions in standard hours. 

In response, the union pleaded with its members to "talk margins 

not overtime". 215 

The A.E.U. fought a sometimes vigorous, though generally 

unsuccessful, rearguard action against the extension of shift work 

arrangements. 216 In an effort to counter this trend, the union 

resolved to improve existing rates from the "meagre penal ties at 

present influencing employer decisions on new technology". 217 This 

was accompanied by increased activism on shift rates in a number of 

industries. 218 

In the area of health and safety the A.E.U. appears to have 

214The 1959 margins hearing where employers used the level of 
overtime worked to counter union claims was highlighted as evidence 
of this. A.E.U. Monthly Journal, May 1961. 

215 A.E. U. Monthly Journal, December 1967. 

216Its struggle against A.I. & S. was not aided by the F.I.A.'s 
ready agreement to such proposals. For evidence of the union'S 
response see the A.E.U. Monthly Journal (general articles and 
organizers' reports), April, May and June 1957 and January, June and 
July 1958; and A.E.U. Interstate Conference, 1965, Addresses, Reports 
and Decisions, p.32. 

217A.E.U. Commonwealth Delegates' Meeting, 1967, Addresses, 
Reports and Decisions, p.60. 

218See, for instance, the A.E.U. Monthly v-ou:rnal, December 
1968 or.ganizers' report, Division 9. 
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been less active than the B.S.A. It made periodic calls for 

improved legislation governing safety and workers' compensation. 219 

The monthly journal also warned members of specific occupational 

hazards and (less frequently) reported industrial action on safety 

questions. 22o While shop stewards and shop committees were 

encouraged to act as watchdogs in the area of safety, they were 

given little assistance in terms of information. However, the 

union did become progressively more aware of health and safety 

issues. 

Irrespective of the comparisons that might be made with the 

B.B.S.A. on questions of overtime restriction and safety, the A.E.U. 

had the deserved reputation of being a large, industrially powerful 

and aggressive organization. During the post-war period the A.E.U. 

was noted both for the level of rank and file activism and its 

ability to muster disciplined militancy during important campaigns. 

The union's pre-eminence derived not only from its size, strategic 

position and willingness to use industrial action in support of 

claims. In addition, the A.E.U.'s central trade, the fitter and 

turner, acted as the linchpin in determining margins for skill. 

Changes in the fitters' rate set the guide for the claims by other 

groups. This pecking order was not seriously challenged until the 

late 1960s. 

Throughout the post-war period, the union leadership was pre

occupied with the task of trying to arrest the decline in the margin 

as a proportion of the basic wage. Following the 1907 Harvester 

judgement, the fitters' margin had been established as 42.8 per cent 

219Such as the A.E.U. Interstate Conference held in 1961 and the 
first (1969) and second (1971) Commonwealth Conferences. 

220It is interesting to note that the union highlighted 
dangers associated with uranium in 1956. As with most unions, rank 
and file actions generally fOllowed visible injury events such as 
death. For instance, in August 1967 a strike occurred at the 
A.I. & S. (Port Kembla works) coke ovens following the death of a 
boilermaker. Two months later the company was forced to accept 
the union in negotiations over job safety and apprenticeship. For 
details of the above and other examples see the A.E.U. Monthly 
Jo=l, April 1956, May 1959, October 1960, April, Hay, June and. 
October 1961, February 1962 and August and October 1967. 
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of the basic wage. 221 

Mooney judgement which 

A period of decline was reversed by the 

established the margin at 48.5 per cent. 

The situation deteriorated rapidly in 1952 when the Metal Trades 

Award decision of Judge Ga1vin abolished the 6/- war loading. As a 

proportion of the basic wage, the margin was slashed almost in half. 

The union did not merely register its protest to this decision 

through widespread strike action directed at the court. It refused 

to be constrained by arbitration judgements and further emphasis was 

placed on direct negotiation with individual employers to obtain 

overaward payments. 2" In 1952 a union survey revealed that the 

average overaward for tradesmen in Sydney and Melbourne was 

El/15/-."3 By 1954 the national average for A.E.U. tradesmen had 

reached this figure and was E2/-/- five years later.'2. In 1964 the 

average in Sydney and Melbourne was E4/l0/- per week. 225 In 

December 1969 the national average was ~,8. 99 per week with the 

New South Wales figure being $9.24. Irrespective of the distortion 

caused by averaging and the limitations of union surveys, the growth 

in overaward payments is apparent. 

Overaward bargaining gave a direct impetus to work-place 

organization. The leadership continued to view activism on over

awards as a response to the declining importance of margins - an 

assertion by the tradesman to be remunerated according to his skill. 

It is also apparent that labour shortages contributed to this 

growth. 226 Employers attempted to maintain discretionary power over 

these payments by making them in the form of a bonus, merit or 

221 A.E.U. Monthl.y JOUl'nal., September 1964. 
"'The union's views are recorded in the monthly journal by its 

arbitration officer, J. Hutson. In 1956 the union had even 
canvassed the possibility of going it alone. See the A.E. U. Monthl.y 
Journal, March 1956 and August 1959. 

223According to Hutson, overawards had almost vanished during 
the war, being excluded from the cost structure of government 
contracts. See the A.E.U. Monthl.y Journal., August 1964. 

22·A.E.U. Month7y Journal, February 2, 1962. 

225A.E.U. Monthly Journal., August 1964. 

226Recognizing thiS, one 
advantage of their situation. 
August 1962. 

organizer urged his members to take' 
See the A.E.U. Monthly Journal., 



609. 

attendance money. For its part, the A.E.U. endeavoured to have 

these payments made on an unconditional flat rate basis, especially 

after 1952. Employers also sought to curb plant level activism 

through use of penal sanctions. These were borne with an 

increasing level of resentment. The A.E.U., as the spearhead of 

many overawards campaigns, saw itself being more heavily penalized 

than others. 227 This did not persuade the A.E.U. to change its 

philosophy but entrenched its view that arbitration was biased 

against the union. 226 

The A.E.U. leadership accused the Arbitration Commission of 

taking overawards into account in its determinations. In 1959 the 

Commission warned unions not to make heavy use of over awards in 

future. This was reiterated in the 1963 margins case where the 

criteria for increases were restricted to price and productivity 

movements. 229 In the early 1960s the union reported that the Metal 

Trades Employers' Association was making concerted efforts to wipe 

out overawards. 23o The A.E.U. accused the Commission of encouraging 

employers to absorb increases in the basic wage and margins into 

existing overawards. 

The attempt by the M.T.E.A. to vary the Metal Trades Award in 

1964 to have wage rates expressed as a total wage in each 

classification was interpreted as the most planned attack on the 

227I bid.. December 1966. The union kept detailed records on 
the fines imposed on it by federal and state courts. These 
statistics were periodically presented to union conferences. See for 
instance, National Conference of Full-time Officials, 1964, 
Addresses, Reports and Deaisions, pp.16-l7. 

226 During the 1960s the left faction accused right-wing 
officials of being too eager to go to arbitration rather than 
rank and file support for campaigns. The National Civic Council was 
labelled as being opposed to overawards and in favour of incentive 
payments. (See the A.E.U. Monthly Jo~~, June 1961, pp.16-l8, 
OCtober 1964; and A.E.U. BalZots are for A.E.U. Members only (undated 
electoral pamphlet).) Nevertheless, Sheridan suggests that 
factional struggles within the A.E.U. made no difference to 
industrial tactics and attributes this to the degree of rank and 
file independence. See T. Sheridan, "Opposition, Factions and 
Candidates in A.E.U. Elections in Australia 1907-1972", op ait., 
p.295. 

229 A.E.U. MonthZy Journal, August 1964. 
230This was quickly noted by the union. See the A.E.U. Month~y 

Journal, February 12 and March 1962. 
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union's wages strategy. While initially rejected, the total wage 

concept was introduced by the Commission three years later. The 

resulting fragmentation of wage determination destroyed the fitters' 

key position. However, this did not halt agitation on overawards. 

The A.E.U. continued to resist employer attempts at absorption. 231 

In 1969 the union's membership played a key role in the Clarrie 

O'Shea case which rendered penal provisions impotent. 

The foregoing section has sought to establish the character of 

the A.E.U. It has argued that the A.E.U. was imbued with a strong 

craft tradition which was reinforced, in turn, by its unique 

governing structure. Official posts were dominated by tradesmen 

belonging to the benefit sections of membership. The progressive 

rundown of these categories had no discernible impact on this 

situation. At the same time, elaborate rules and decentralized 

decision-making bodies ensured that democratic practices were 

adhered to. During the post-war period the union underwent a 

number of changes. First, membership became increasingly diversified 

although tradesmen continued to constitute the overwhelming majority 

of members (unlike the S.M.W.U.). Second, there were a number of 

structural changes culminating in the 1968 rules revision which 

centralized administration and accelerated the decline of branches. 

However, the new structure still left considerable scope for 

independent rank and file criticism, something demanded both by the 

membership and the union's own industrial philosophy. Indeed, there 

was a growing imphasis on shop steward organization, not only to 

conduct campaigns on overawards and other matters at the plant level 

but also to fill the gap being vacated by branches. 

If the A.E.U.'s craft tradition and unique structure were to 

shape its response to immigrants, there were a number of counter

vailing influences, most notably competition from the A.S.E. This 

factor, and the modifications to union structure and pOlicies outlined 

above, were associated with some changes in the A.E.U.'s relationship 

with both British and non-British migrant metal workers. 

231 A.E.U. MonthZy JouPnaZ, March 1968. 
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The Union's Response to Immigrants 

As with the B.S.A., the A.E.U.'s responses to immigrants can 

be evaluated on three levels: first, the union's overall attitude 

to immigration, the level of intake, sources of immigrants and the 

conditions governing their arrival; second, the union's policy with 

regard to migrants entering its ranks as skilled tradesmen; and 

third, the integration of migrants at the workplace, their 

participation in union affairs and impact, if any, upon the leader

ship's thinking. 

The official attitude of the A.E.U. to immigration was more 

ambiguous than that found in many unions. Although never outspoken 

with praise for immigration, A.E.U. publications and conferences 

also lack bitter denunciations of the programme or level of intake. 

In December 1948, an article in the monthly journal expressed 

opposition to the populate-or-perish argument. 232 Throughout the 

1950s and 1960s the journal periodically reproduced without comment 

public addresses by a succession of federal immigration ministers 

extOlling the virtues of immigration and expressing their hopes for 

a higher intake. 233 Even those few unions who formally endorsed the 

programme seldom took the trouble to do this - probably for fear of 

stirring up rank and file dissent. On the other hand, the A.E.U. 

journal reproduced decisions by the A.C.T.U. and the union itself 

calling for cessation or limiting of immigration. 234 In the 

absence of another explanation, the variety of articles to be found 

may indicate a desire to inform members in a balanced fashion that 

would permit debate on the topiC. 

Immigration was infrequently a topic of discussion at various 

national conferences. During proceedings of the 1950 Commonwealth 

Conference it was stated that, "local labour is now being used but 

large numbers of migrants and displaced persons will have to be 

232A.E.U. Monthly Journal, December 1948. 

233 Unions opposed to immigration viewed such statements as 
propaganda. See the A.E.U. Monthly Jo=l, January 1951, July 
1954, February 1957, December 1959, August 1964 and November 
1964. 

234S h ee t e A.E.U. Monthly Journal, September 1952. 
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employed to make up the necessary workforce. 235 However, interest 

in immigration was generally confined to periods of job shortage. 

Even so, the A.E.U. was often slower and more circumspect in taking 

up cudgels on the issue. In 1958 an interstate conference of full

time officials adopted a resolution on immigration which simply 

reaffirmed a decision reached by the previous A.C.T.U. Congress. 236 

Three years later Commonwealth Council condemned prevailing levels 

of unemployment and made a series of demands which included the 

regulation of immigration to ensure full employment. 237 For the 

first time, Council placed a motion calling for cessation of 

immigration on the agenda of the forthcoming A.C.T.U. Congress. 

This motion was qualified by a warning of the need to defeat 

employer attempts to divide Australian- and foreign-born workers. 

The A.E.U. called for jOint action over dismissals, opposition to 

incentive payments and the building of shop committees to help 

unify work-place campaigns.238 

After 1961 the A.E.U. made no further pronouncements upon the 

immigration intake. 239 This undoubtedly reflected the continuing 

strong demand for metal tradesmen. The absence of concern at the 

national level appears to have been shared by district committees 

and branches. 24o Further, the A.E.U. showed no direct interest in 

235Reported in the A.E.U. MonthLy JournaL, April 1950. 

236Reported in the A.E.U. MonthLy JournaL, January 1958. See 
also the A.E.U. MonthLy JournaL, November 1957. 

237A•E•U• Interstate Conference, 1961, Addresses, Reports and 
Decisions, p.28. 

238Reported in the A.E.U. MonthLy JournaL, July 1961. 

239Like the B.S.A., the A.E.U. was opposed to the introduction 
of foreign workers under contract for specific projects. In 1967, 
it endorsed A.C.T.U. Congress guidelines for special projects 
labour. See the A.E.U. MonthLy JournaL, November 1967. 

240 an occasion, organizers reported that immigration was having 
an adverse effect upon employment in particular regions. (See, for 
example, the A.E.U. MonthLy JournaL, February 1957, organizer's 
report for Division 6.) However, in the district committee and 
branch records surveyed there was no discussion of immigration 
per Be. The numbers surveyed were small but did include those in 
regions where a strong response might be expected. See minutes of 
A.E.U. South Coast District Committee, Wollongong branches No. 1 and 
No. 2, Eveleigh, Sydney branch No. 13 and the Granville branch. 
Source: Wollongong University and Australian National University 
Archives. 
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the sourcing of migrants. Unlike many unions, it did not voice 

misgivings about the character of displaced persons. While 

frequently critical of Apartheid241 and the treatment meted out 

to Aborigines,242 the union expressed no view on "White 

Australia". 

If the A.E.U. showed little interest in general aspects of 

immigration, it was vitally concerned with the training standards 

of migrants who sought work as metal tradesmen. Following the war 

it had strongly opposed any extension of dilution. 243 Like the 

B.S.A., it regarded documentary proof of apprenticeship as a pre

requisite for trade recognition and admission to membership as a 

tradesman. For British migrants this presented few problems, 

although some possessed only certificates from their previous 

employer as distinct from indenture papers. 244 The connection 

between the local union and its British parent meant that British 

migrants could transfer their membership to Australia and, in so 

dOing, maintain both continuity and contributions to the various 

benefit funds. 

The union's policy did create problems for non-British 

migrants especially early arrivals such as displaced persons, many 

of whom lacked adequate documentation. The A.E.U. initially sought 

241See the A.E.U. Monthly Journal, July 1955, August 1957, 
October 1957, December 1957, April 1958, May 1958, November 1958, 
January 1960, July 1960, August 1960, September 1960, April 1961, 
March 1962, June 1962, January 1967, January 1968, April 1971, July 
1971 and August 1971. 

242See A.E.U. Interstate Conferences, Addresses. Reports and 
Decisions. 1961, p.26 and 1965, p.51; Commonwealth Delegates' 
Meeting, 1967, Addresses. Reports and Decisions, p.57; Commonwealth 
Conferences, Addresses. Reports and Decisions, 1969, p.45 and 1971, 
p.47. Some branches supported these sentiments by donating money to 
Aboriginal bodies. See, for example, Wollongong No. 2 branch 
minutes, March 6, 1964 and Granville branch minutes, September 22, 
1957. 

243In 1946 an interstate conference of full-time officials 
asked Commonwealth Council to instruct branches to vigorously 
oppose any new upgrading of semi-skilled workers to tradesmen 
status. In the immediate post-war downturn many branches were 
already pursuing this policy. See the A.E.U. Monthly Journal, 
June 1946. 

244Correspondence to the author from D.J. Garland, joint 
national secretary of the A.M.W.S.U. and former A.E.U. official, 
June 26, 1978. 
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to preclude displaced persons but this proved impossible and they 

were reluctantly admitted to membership where they were already 

employed at the trade and appeared competent. 2• S While the 

Eltham Committee clarified the situation with regard to northern 

European tradesmen, it was unable to devise acceptable recognition 

criteria for Italian migrants (see Chapter 6). This elicited a 

defensive response from the union, especially branch secretaries, 

whose handling of admission applications was closely scrutinized by 

their generally conservative membership.2.. Continuing labour 

shortages did induce a deal of pragmatism and applicants without 

adequate documentation were sometimes admitted to the Section 25A 

category of membership. Branch records suggest that migrants came 

to constitute an increasing proportion of 25A admissions. 2.7 

The stringency with which admission standards were enforced 

was not uniform throughout the union'S branches and district 

committees. Disparities arose not only in the propensity to accept 

applications but also in whether successful applicants were admitted 

into the 25A or Industrial membership sections. 2• S The harder line 

adopted in Newcastle, the South Coast of New South Wales and other 

areas was a product of the stronger attachment to traditional 

criteria by local officials and the vulnerable employment base of 

some regions. 2' 9 Newcastle and the South Coast were more susceptible 

to changes in the level of economic activity than the larger capital 

cities (with their diversified industrial base). In 1952 the 

Wollongong No. 2 branch debated the admission of workers without 

trade papers or proof of membership and resolved that documentation 

2.Sr. Sheridan, A History of the A.E.U. (AustraZian Seation) 
1920-1954 (Unpublished Ph.D. Thesis, Australian National University, 
1967), p.416. 

2"Por evidence of this see theA.E.U. MonthZy JournaZ, April 1953. 

2.7Section 25A members could eventually be admitted to the 
Industrial Section. 

2.SPor instance, records of the Sydney No. 13 and Eveleigh 
branches indicate that most non-British migrants were admitted 
directly to the Industrial Section. 

249This impression was confirmed by J .0. Garland in 
correspondence with the author, June 26, 1978. 
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should be given closer scrutiny. 250 In June 1955 the South Coast 

District Committee asked the branch to close the 25A Section to new 

admissions and not permit further elevation. 251 One month later, 

the branch expressed its alarm at the extent of dilution and urged 

both the district committee and Commonwealth Council to call a 

24-hour stoppage on "this important matter".252 In 1957, during 

another bout of unemployment, the branch urged members to report any 

doubts they had over an applicant's ability so these could be passed 

on to the district committee. 

Irrespective of the protests emanating from some regions, the 

A.E.U. was obliged to adopt a pragmatic attitude to elevation at 

individual work-places if the case seemed reasonab1e. 253 The union 

reluctantly accepted a progressive widening of T.R.R.A. provisions 

during the 1950s in the face of mounting employer opposition to the 

legislation. 254 The monthly journal kept members fully informed of 

these developments and attempted to allay rank and file 

misgivings. 255 Like other metal unions, it saw the Act as 

fundamental to the smooth absorption of immigrants. 256 

The A.E.U. officials also vigorously countered employer 

criticism of apprenticeship. During the 1954 Commonwealth/State 

Apprenticeship Inquiry the M.T.E.A. representative alleged that 

250A.E.U. Wollongong No. 2 branch minutes, September 19, 1952. 

251The branch secretary was empowered to consult the organizer 
with regard to suspect tradesmen. While the district committee 
instruction was originally based upon the victimization of two 
members it was repeated in the light of unemployment amongst 
tradesmen in the area. See A.E.U. Wollongong No. 2 branch minutes, 
June 10 and July 8, 1955. 

252The branch also registered its opposition to any further 
extension of T.R.R.A. criteria. Ibid., July 8, 1955. 

253District committees were empowered to resolve any disputes 
that arose in this regard. Sheridan's survey which concluded in 
1954 suggested that such disputes were rare. T. Sheridan, A History 
of the A.E.U. (AustraZian SeationJ 1920-1945, op ait., p.417. 

254For union reports of this criticism see the A.E.U. MonthZy 
JournaZ, October 1952. 

255See the A.E.U. MonthZy iIournaZ, November and December 1952, 
August and October 1955, January, July and October 1958 and April 
1961. 

256See, for instance, the A.E.U. MonthZy JournaZ, July 1952 
and August 1955. 
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between 30 and 40 per cent of New South Wales metal tradesmen were 

e1evatees. The A.E.U. representative replied that the figure was far 

lower for fitters and electricians. The union saw value in some 

European training schemes (apart from Italy) but believed that the low 

wages of apprentices was the primary reason for a shortage of 

applicants. 257 When employers renewed demands for a revised system of 

trade training in the early 1960s the union responded by arguing that 

apprenticeship still supplied two-thirds of new metal tradesmen. It 

alleged that the government's failure to encourage apprenticeship and 

employer reluctance to take on apprentices were largely responsible for 

the stagnation in apprentice numbers between 1955 and 1960. 258 The 

declining real value of tradesmen's wages was also seen to be a factor 

in the shortage. 259 

Undoubtedly the A.E.U. leadership's greatest fear was that an 

,adult training system would be introduced in direct competition with 

apprenticeships. Employer moves in this direction had been defeated 

in 1952, 1955 and again in 1962 when an application had been made to 

vary the metal trades award to permit dilucion. 26o In 1964 the 

union's worst fears were apparently realized when the government 

itself proposed the introduction of an adult training system of 

26 weeks' duration. 

In marshalling its arguments against the proposal, the union 

presented a four-pronged attack. First it was suggested that adult 

training would lead to skill dilution which had already caused 

problems in Victoria. 261 Second, the union's own explanation of the 

tradesmen shortage was reiterated, namely that the government and 

employers had ignored its advice; there were sufficient local youth 

257Reported in the A..E.U. MonthZy Jou:rrnaZ. September 1955. 

258Ibid, September 1961. 

259Ibid. As a final swipe at employers, the union suggested 
that local tradesmen had to be very self-reliant in obtaining 
necessary materials, something migrants accustomed to a higher 
degree of managerial efficiency, quickly found. 

26oWhi1e the A.E.U. permitted some elevation it would not 
countenance the formal sanctioning of these practices in the Metal 
Trades Award. For evidence of union policy see A.E.U. Interstate
Conference 1965, Adt3:Pesses. Reports and Decisions, p.24. 

261 
A.E.U. MonthZyReport. March 1964. 
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available but these were discouraged by low wages or denied 

opportunities by the failure of many employers to take on the full 

quota of apprentices permitted by the union; and thousands of 

tradesmen had left the industry because of better opportunities 

elsewhere. In short, more apprentices should be employed and the 

retention of tradesmen encouraged. Third, on a more opportunistic 

level, the A.E.U. contended that the currently high level of British 

migration would contribute to solving the present shortage. 262 

Finally, the union stated that it would favour a scheme whereby 

youths were given three years of technical training followed by 

two years on the job - a system practised in Germany and a number of 

other European countries. 263 While the argument that there were 

plenty of unemployed youths available was dubious and the faith 

placed in British migration could be viewed as optimistic, the 

overall argument lacked neither logic nor supporting evidence" 

These arguments and a number of others were used by the Metal 

Trades Federation (and later the A.C.T.U.) in criticizing the 

government's plan. The determination of unions not to accept the 

proposal probably played a greater role in the failure of the 

scheme to proceed than the persuasiveness of the arguments mustered. 

Nevertheless, the struggle drove home the need for greater concessions 

in terms of trade recognition and elevation. The effects of continued 

immigration had brought about a change of attitude even in areas where 

resistance had originally been stiffest. In Wollongong immigrant 

labour formed the backbone of industrial expansion and by the late 

1950s a significant proportion of new admissions into A.E.U. branches 

were non-British migrants. This forced some rethinking on the part 

of branch officials. 

A further influence on A.E.U. strategy was its rivalry with the 

A.S.E. It was apparent that the more inflexible attitude and air of 

craft superiority to be found in the A.E.U. was causing the union to 

lose out in the competition for members. In the same year as the 

government's adult training proposal, the South Coast District 

Committee reported that it had relaxed its policy that all applicants 

262Ibid., May and June, 1964. 

263lbid., June 1964. 
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for membership must have served an apprenticeship or hold a 

tradesman's certificate. The 1964 Conference of Full-Time Officials 

asked Commonwealth Council to investigate the T.R.R.A. legislation 

and proposed that all those having worked seven years at trade 

rates be eligible for a certificate of trade recognition. 26 4 The 

reasons given for this move were the problems of maintaining the 

line in the face of A.S.E. competition and the need to increase 

effective membership. For its part, the Wollongong No. 2 branch, 

far from expressing further fears about dilution, urged the District 

Committee to consider absorbing all fitters' assistants into the 
A.E.u.26 5, 

The A.E.U. leadership, at both national and regional levels, 

had come increasingly to appreciate the necessity for a more lenient 

admissions policy for dilutees and non-British migrants. 266 An 

aggressive membership drive amongst metal trades workers was 

initiated. The impact of these changes is well reflected in the 

rapid increase in membership after 1964, following a decade of 

sluggish growth. The evolving stance on admissions was accepted 

without major protests from the membership which is not to imply that 

traditional craft attitudes evaporated. 

It now remains to assess the impact of migrants themselves on 

the A.E.U. including the degree to which they participated in union 

operations. It is almost axiomatic to state that British migrants 

were incorporated within the ranks of the Australian union without 

evoking formal recognition from local officials or members •. Before 

1968 British engineers could transfer their membership to the local 

union. After this time they had to join the A.E.U. as new members 

but could retain dual membership if they wished to maintain those 

264A.E.U. National Conference of Full-Time Officials, 1964, 
Addresses, Reports and Decisions, p.30. The monthly journal began 
a practice of publishing the periodic extension of application dates 
for certificates. See, for instance, the A.E.U. Monthly Journal, 
September 1965 and September 1966. 

265A.E.U. Wollongong No. 2 branch minutes, January 21, 1965. 

266The growing flexibility is indicated by reports of overseas 
missions to revise existing criteria and establish criteria for new 
source countries. See the A.E.U. Monthly Journal, September 1968. 
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friendly benefits not available in Australia. 267 Their rapid 

acc1imitization was facilitated by the similarity of union structure 

and policies. While British tradesmen had no experience of 

arbitration (most other industrial legislation following the British 

model), the Australian union emphasized rank and file activism on 

overawards and other conditions of employment. Independent action 

by shop stewards and the creation of shop committees, both familiar 

to British engineering workers, became increasingly pronounced 

during the post-war period and their arrival may well have assisted 

in this trend. In South Australia, where the British contribution 

to membership was significant, Sheridan argues that their militant 

work-place activism and acquisition of official posts coincided with 

the rising strength of the A.E.U. in comparison to the A.S.E. 267 

The situation with respect to non-British migrants was quite 

different. There are no figures as to their exact numbers. Given 

what has already been said about trade recognition it seems safe to 

assume that the number entering as tradesmen was relatively small, 

especially before the mid-1960s. Non-British migrants also entered 

the union's ranks as unskilled operatives and this category became 

more important. Sheridan suggests that literary evidence indicates 

that the majority of non-British migrants fell into this category.269 

This might well overstate the situation if, as is likely, non

British tradesmen were a very anonymous segment of the membership. 

However, there is no doubt that non-British migrants were of less 

significance in the A.E.U. than in the S.M.W.U. 

A number of things can be said in terms of the integration of 

non-British migrants within the A.E.U.'s ranks. The leadership of 

the union refrained from entering into criticism of migrants, and 

267There was also an arrangement whereby immigrants returning 
to the United Kingdom within two years did not have to rejoin the 
British union as a new member. See the A.E.U. Monthly Journal, 
April and August, 1969. 

268 South Australia was the only state where the A.S.E. had 
originally been more important. See T. Sheridan, "Democracy 
amongst the Aristocrats", op ait., p.170. 

269Ibid., p.170. 
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officials attempted to allay membership resentment. 270 On the few 

occasions when they were identified as a separate group in journal 

reports of industrial action and so on it was generally for the 

purpose of praise. Non-British migrants were not perceived as a 

major organizational problem. While the relatively small numbers 

were undoubtedly one reason for this, a number of factors need to 

be taken into account. First, as with the B.S.A., those entering 

as tradesmen had, by definition, prior industrial experience. In a 

reference to this one official (reporting the struggle against 

piecework), stated: 

To the credit of the New Australians who have learned by 
bitter experience, they have, it is understood, expressed 
in no uncertain terms their opposition to any such 
system. 271 

Second, foreign-born members were frequently concentrated in 

particular regions or work-places. Nor can it be assumed that those 

who entered the unskilled ranks had industrial experiences. 

There are no reported instances of migrants refusing to join 

the union or support industrial action. Reporting a recent visit 

to the Snowy one organizer remarked: 

New Australians who predominate have no hesitation in 
joining the union and are always prepared to play their 
part in improving conditions, and it seems that they will 
be a decided asset to the trade union movement in the 
future. 272 

At the same time, it was soon recognized that the rapid introduction 

of migrants into some work-places and remote construction projects 

did create difficulties that were beyond the scope of the occaSional 

visit by organizers Qr job delegates acting in isolation. 273 On the 

Snowy, where the high level of labour turnover exacerbated 

recruitment problems. the A.E.U. encouraged the formation of site 

2701he only critical article to be found in the journal 
concerned the harbouring of right-wing nationalist and assimilation
ist organizations by the New Settlers' Leage and Good Neighbour 
Council. It was written by A.W.U. migrant organizer, J. Bielski. 
See the A.E.U. Month~y Journa~, June 1956. 

271Reported in the A.E.U. Month~y Journa~, May 1952. 

2720rganizer's report, Division 5, A.E.U. MonthZy Journa~, 
March 1957. 

273 See the A.E.U. Month~y Journa~, October 1957 and October 1958. 
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committees to maintain membership.274 The same strategy was tried 

(with less success) at A.I. & S. Port Kembla in conjunction with 

combined union membership drives. 275 

In an effort to combat language difficulties during recruitment 

a number of pamphlets explaining union functions were produced in 

Italian and German. 276 Some branches saw the need for more detailed 

information. In February 1959 the Wollongong No. 2 branch requested 

Commonwealth Council to have literature printed in Italian and 

German outlining wage and overtime rates, sick pay procedures, annual 

holiday entitlements and shift work provisions. 277 This request 

arose from anomalies encountered on construction projects being 

performed by E.P.T. in the A.I. & S. Port Kembla steelworks. There 

is no evidence of the union taking any action. The monthly journal 

also reported that migrants were facing difficulties, due to 

ignorance and Victimization, in the area of workers' compensation. 27B 

The journal urged members to explain to migrants the difference 

between actions conducted through the Workers Compensation 

Commission and those at common law and the meaning of a lump sum 

entitlement. These and other matters were dealt with by branch 

274In November 1962 the A.E.U. organizer had reported a bad 
arrears situation on the Snowy made worse by the absence of job 
delegates. This situation, however was progressively reversed with 
one contractor after another being completely unionized through the 
combined action of the organizer and committees of delegates. See 
the A.E.U. Monthly Journal, November 1962, June and August 1963 and 
May 1964. 

27SFor further evidence of this and the union's campaign, see 
A.E.U. correspondence, organizer to secretary, dated March 16, 1960; 
and minutes of meeting of the South Coast Labour Council Disputes 
Committee, Combined Mining Unions, the Ports Committee and unions with 
members at A.I. & S. dated November 9, 1964. Again, the problem was 
not seen to reside with the attitude of migrants although one job 
delegate (in a letter of reSignation) did somewhat immodestly report: 
"it took me a considerable time to persuade A.S.E. and third class 
F.I.A. men to weld together in one united body of 100% A.E.U. members 
and I'm afraid that there could be a drift back particularly with the 
New Australian contingent." Correspondence to state organizer, 
May 19, 1961. 

27bThe earliest of these that could be found amongst A.E.U. 
records were produced in 1958. 

277A.E.U. Wollongong No. 2 branch minutes, FebruarY 13, 1959; 

27BA.E.U. Monthly Journal, May 1959. 
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officials and organizers when individual cases were brought to their 

attention. However, no general effort was made to counter the 

language problems and ignorance of industrial conditions amongst 

migrants. In Victoria, officials attempted to boost migrant 

understanding of the complexities. of arbitration campaigns by 

eliciting co-operation from sympathetic organs of the foreign 

language press. 279 Apart from the above initiatives, A.E.U. 

officials did not feel the situation warranted further attention. 2Bo 

Little can be said concerning the participation of non-British 

migrants in the affairs of the union. At the base level of 

industrial organization and activism they remained largely 

inconspicuous and so presumably adopted the behaviour of their 

indigenous workmates. Evidence of their penetration of official 

posts in the union is non-existent. While a number undoubtedly 

became job delegates, and a few may have attained minor branch 

positions, none achieved a full-time post. If, as Sheridan suggests, 

most were unskilled then this point alone would have militated 

against their gaining an important union office - even a part-time 

one. Nor were they perceived as a potential electoral asset by 

either of the union's warring left and right factions and no appeal 

was made for their support during the strugg1e. 2B1 

Conclusion 

For a large and influential union, the A.E.U. displayed 

remarkably little interest in general aspects of immigration. 

Its major pre-occupation was with the question of trade recognition. 

The demand for thorough documentation was based on a strong attach

ment to traditional standards. While this stance favoured British 

279For reports of this see the A.E.U. Mont'YzZy JournaZ, March 

1964, organizer's report, Division 8. 

2BOIn 1959 the journal informed members that migrants could 

claim their immediate family overseas as a tax deduction if they 

intended bringing them to Australia. There is no evidence that the 

union attempted to pass this information on to its non-British 

migrant members. A. E. U. MonthZy JOUPrlaZ, July 1959. 

2B1The monthly journal did publish a number of articles 

stressing the importance of migrants being encouraged by unions to 

become citizens and support the A.L.P. See the A.E.U. MonthZy 

JournaZ, September 1956. and January 1958. 
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and (later) other northern European applicants it was not based on 

an explicit ethnic preference but rather an abiding- fear of wide

spread skill dilution. Officials sought to counter membership 

fears and prejudice by publicizing their commitment to the T.R.R.A. 

Throughout the 1950s the union adopted a conservative stance 

interspersed with some informal pragmatism. The stringency with 

which admission rules were enforced varied between regions for 

reasons that were partly parochial but also based on the local 

employment situation. Evidence would seem to indicate that this did 

not lead to interbranch friction on the scale that occurred within 

the Boilermakers' Society. 

By the mid-1960s A.E.U. officials at both the national and 

regional levels had come to recognize the need for some modifications 

in union policies. There were a number of related reasons for this 

change of opinion. First, continuing shortages of tradesmen were 

encouraging elevation which officials feared might get out of hand. 

Second, employers had switched the emphasis of their attack from the 

T.R.R.A. to demands for formal dilution clauses in the metal trades 

award and an adult training system. That the government should also 

propose the latter was particularly worrying. Third, it was apparent 

that workers, including many migrants, who feared or were excluded 

from the A.E.U., were joining the rival A.S.E. In short, it was 

recognized that the harder line adopted was not completely effective 

and was incurring serious costs well illustrated by the sluggish 

membership growth in the decade to 1964. The union's response was 

to relax admission requirements for tradesmen and actively recruit 

them and metal workers generally. The effects of this were apparent 

although the new policy in no way involved an abrogation of the 

union'S craft-based philosophy. While the rundown of branches 

accompanied these policy changes there is no evidence to link these 

trends. 

One intriguing aspect of both the B.B.S.A, and the A.E.U. 

deserving of comment was their segmented membership categories. 

Available evidence indicates that in both of these unions (but not 

the S.M.W.U.) provisional/dilutee membership sections were used to 

admit elevatees (including migrants) and migrants with inadequate 

qualifications, This presented a pragmatic response to labour 
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shortages especially in regions where the membership demanded very 

rigid admission standards to protect the interests of recognized 

tradesmen. Union rules stipulated that these persons had to be 

laid off before recognized tradesmen in the event of retrenchments. 

While this raises the spectre of an underclass of inferior members, 

a number of qualifying remarks need to be made. First, post-war 

growth ensured that the question of redundancies seldom arose and 

preference did not carry over to other aspects of employment such as 

promotion. Second, persons in these categories could eventually 

enter the general membership section. The relative stability of 

Section 25A numbers in the A.E.U. suggests that this process did 

occur. Moreover, direct entry into the Industrial Section became 

progressively easier as T.R.R.A. criteria were amended and the A.E.U. 

relaxed its demands for documentation. (A similar though perhaps 

less pronounced process occurred in the B.B.S.A.) Section 25A was 

eventually abolished. Thi"rd, if migrants came to dominate this 

section - and the evidence for this is fragmentary - it was because 

they represented the bulk of genuinely doubtful cases. Finally, 

while Section 25A members were precluded from holding certain union 

posts, the dominant role played by benefit section members was a far 

more impenetrable barrier to their achieving high union office. This 

factor even affected tradesmen (both local and foreign-born) who 

belonged to the Industrial Section - albeit that this dominance was 

grounded more in tradition than formal rules. 

With regard to the participation of migrants within the union 

a number of things can be said. First, the unique links between the 

A.E.U. and its U.K. parent undoubtedly facilitated the rapid 

absorption of British tradesmen into union operations. The 

structural changes which inVOlved a growing emphasis on shop steward 

organization and co-ordinated plant level bargaining closely matched 

their own experience and they may well have assisted in promoting 

this trend. A number also secured full-time positions. Second, the 

role of non-British migrants is far more ambiguous. They were not 

viewed as constituting a major recruitment problem although the 

A.E.U. did make greater efforts to produce foreign language leaflets 

than the B.B.S.A. which may indicate that their numbers were somewhat 

larger than the latter union. On the isolated occasions where such 

problems did arise, the A.E.U. tried to establish work-place 
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committees to maintain membership. Some problems were perceived 

with regard to workers' compensation but the union simply urged 

fellow members to pass the message on. There was no attempt to 

differentiate between those who were tradesmen and those who were 

semi-skilled in terms of problems or behaviour. In sum, they 

remained a very marginal influence on the thinking of union officials 

at all levels. 

In the three unions discussed thus far the most pronounced 

characteristic of non-British migrants was their anonymity. 

However, this was not a product of complete acceptance of the union 

to which they belonged, apathy or an absence of problems - something 

particular events were to demonstrate after the A.E.U., S.M.W.U. and 

B.B.S.A. amalgamated. 

4. The Amalgamated Metal Workers' and Shipwrights' Union (A.M.W.S.U.) 

1972-1978 

In January 1972 the B.B.S.A., A.E.U. and S.M.W.U. entered into a 

process of amalgamation completed in 1973. The new union - the 

Amalgamated Metal Workers' Union (A.M.W.U.) - was the culmination of 

years of negotiation. 282 The three unions involved possessed very 

similar industrial philosophies 283 and the 1960s had witnessed a 

growing level of overt co-operation. Officials of the A.E.U. played 

a strong initiating role in proceedings. Their desire for 

amalgamation had been strengthened by the loss of the fitters' pre

eminence in wage determinations and the resultant jockeying of 

282Amalgamation of the six major metal unions had been proposed 
as early as 1922. Negotiations were renewed in 1934, again 
unsuccessfully. The amalgamation of the A.E.U., B.S.A. and S.M.W.U. 
had been canvassed in the early 1950s but it was not until the 1960s 
that serious efforts were made to inform the rank and file of these 
negotiations. See S.M.W.U. Federal Conference minutes, 1956 and 
1964. 

283The significance of industrial/political divisions is well 
illustrated by the refusal of the A.S.E. to consider overtures from 
the A.E.U. and its (and the F.I.A.'s) attempt to inhibit 
amalgamation. Sheridan also draws attention to this factor in union 
amalgamations and factional struggle. See T. Sheridan, "Opposition, 
Factions and Candidates in A.E.U. Elections in Australia 1907-72", 
op ait •• p.310. 
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wages and relativities at industry level. Nevertheless, the move 

was not so much an indication of weakness as a desire to enhance 

the bargaining power of metal workers. 

The total membership of the A.M.W.U. was 163,968, making it 

the largest union in Australia. 28 ' Membership was highest in 

New South Wales and Victoria which each had more than 50,000 members. 

The combined Queensland/Northern Territory membership was more than 

20,000, South Australia and Western Australia both had approximately 

15,000 members and Tasmania just over 4,000 members. 285 Membership 

was composed of all categories of metal tradesmen along with semi

skilled metal workers. The new union sought to broaden its member

ship base, reinforcing a process that was in train prior to 

amalgamation. Tradesmen continued to dominate membership and they 

were charged a slightly higher subscription rate. 28G In 1976 it was 

reported to National Conference that tradesmen constituted 

62 per cent of the union's total membership.287 

According to Davis, women constituted about 7 per cent of the 

total membership.288 At the same time, they represented 

approximately 18 per cent of those workers in the non-trade 

category.289 There are no firm figures for the number of non

British migrants in the union although a figure of around (though 

not more than) 40 per cent of the total is generally 

28'A.M.W.U. National Conference, 1976, Addresses, Reports 'and 
Deaisione, p.18. 

285Ibid., p.18. 

28G In 1976 the tradesmen's rate was $11.90 per quarter and that 
of non-tradesmen $10.10 per quarter. 

287A•M•W•U• National Conference, 1976, Addresses, Reports and 
Deaisions, p.66. 

288 E• Davis, "Decision-making in the Amalgamated Metal Workers' 
and Shipwrights' Union", The JOUPnal of Iru'fustrial Relations, 
vol. 19, no. 4, December 1977, p.361. The figure suggested by the 
union itself was 9 per cent. See A.M.W.S.U., A Trade Union at 
Work (A.M.W.S.U., Melbourne, 1977), p.23. 

289If the 9 per cent figure (see previous footnote) is accepted 
this percentage becomes 23.68 per cent. 
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accepted. 290 In the light of what was said in the foregoing 

sections of this chapter, it seems reasonable to assume that the 

majority of non-British migrants belonged to the non-trade 

category. 291 If this is accepted then it can be stated that the 

bulk of unions' non-trade membership were non-British migrants 

(including women). 

During the early to mid-1970s the A.M.W.U.'s membership grew 

rapidly as a result of the continued industrial expansion and 

better organized recruitment. In May 1973 membership was 179,968, 

grew to 184,753 the following year and reached a peak of 188,623 in 

May 1975. 292 The economic recession and reduced tariffs then 

brought about a sharp decline with membership falling to 162,906 in 

May 1976293 and 159,820 in June 1977. 29 ' The areas worse 

affected were steel fabrication, general engineering, household, 

hardware and white goods - in fact, just those areas where large 

numbers of the union's migrant (and female) membership were 

concentrated. 295 In the following years membership tended to 

stabilize around the 160,000 mark. 

Irrespective of these fluctuations, the A.M.W.U. sought to 

merge with other unions enrolling workers in the metal and 

290This figure was often quoted by officials interviewed 

including the New South Wales education research officer, Bob 

Richardson (interviewed July 4, 1977) who stated that while the 

union was trying to gear up its recording in this regard it was 

facing some difficulty. The figure is also quoted in A.M.W.S.U., 

A Tpade Union at Wopk (A.M.W.S.U., Melbourne, 1977), p.23; and 

E. Davis, "Decision-making in the Amalgamated Metal Workers' and 

Shipwrights' Union", op cit., p.352. 

291A view that was also stated by numerous union officials 

interviewed and confirmed in visits to particular work-places. 

292A•M•W•U• National Conference, 1976, AdcU>esses, Repopts and 

Decisions, p.18. 

293Ibid., p.18. 

z9'Reported in the A.M.W.S.U. Month~y JoUrna.~, September 1978. 

295Whether this had an effect on the overall proportion of 

non-British migrants (and female members) is unknown although 

quite plausible. The figures cited earlier were post-1975 which 

may indicate that the proportion of migrants was at its upper 

limit prior to this year and then declined somewhat. 



628. 

associated industries. In 1976 it amalgamated with the small 

Shipwrights' Union to form the Amalgamated Metal Workers' and 

Shipwrights' Union (A.M.W.S.U.).296 In the same year a joint 

working arrangement was reached with the Federated Engine Drivers' 

and Firemen's Association (F.E.D. & F.A.) - a union representing 

semi-skilled stationary engine, tow motor, forklift truck and crane 

drivers and associated occupations. The F.E.D. & F.A. (with about 

30,000 members) shared a similar industrial and political philosophy 

to that of the A.M.W.S.U. 297 The arrangement to work and live 

(reside in the same office where possible) together began to take 

effect in 1978. It was hoped that this de faato relationship would 

create sufficient rank and file support in both unions to achieve a 

formal amalgamation. 298 

In terms of its governing structure the A.M.W.U. (hereafter 

referred to as the A.M.W.S.U.) was largely modelled on the revised 

rules of the A.E.U. The stable transfer of power was achieved with 

full-time officials of the pre-existing unions obtaining posts in 

the new union. Former A.E.U. officials tended to dominate the top 

positions - a situation which resulted not only from the A.E.U.s 

relative size but also the retirement of many leading S.M.W.U. and 

B.B.S.A. (to a lesser extent) officials at the time of the 

amalgamation or in the years immediately following it. 299 

296The B.B.S.A. Federal Council had discussed possible 
amalgamation with the Shipwrights in 1965-1966. 

297This certainly applied at the federal level and in most 
branches. A notable exception was the queensland branch of the 
F.E.D. & F.A. which pursued a far more conservative political and 
industrial path - sometimes placing it at odds with the A.M.W.S.U. 

298A.M.W.S.U. Monthly Journal, October 1978. 

299The S.M.W.U. appears to have had a higher proportion of full
time officials close to retirement age (65 years) than the A.E.U. 
This is consistent with the points made in the earlier section on 
this union. Both the federal secretary (McNolty) and New South Wales 
secretary and federal president (T. Wright) had retired either before 
or immediately after the merger. Two New South Wales organizers 
(H. Hatfield and A. Amos) retired within five years of the merger and 
so were too old to climb within the new hierarchy. The two top rank
ing former S.M.W.U. officials were H. Wilson who became a joint 
national secretary (and has since left the union in 1980) and 
F. Bollins who became New South Wales president. Given the decline 
of apprenticeship in the sheet metal trade and the continued 
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The political affiliations of officials within the A.M.W.S.U. 

remained a mixture with a general leaning towards the left. At 

least four separate groups could be identified - those belonging to 

the communist party, those belonging to the socialist party and 

those belonging to either the right or left wing of the A.L.P. In 

addition, a number of prominent officials belonged to no political 

party. The majority of officials were A.L.P. members with a smaller 

group belonging to the C.P.A. In 1976, for instance, the National 

Council consisted of 21 officials, 15 of whom belonged to the A.L.P., 

five to the C.P.A. and one without party membership.300 In keeping 

with the traditions of all three pre-amalgamation unions, the 

A.M.W.S.U. pursued a broad range of policies that recognized no 

convenient distinction between political and industrial/union 

matters. In fact, the union's enhanced size and resources enabled it 

to achieve a more prominent reputation. 

Union officials were elected by secret ballot with National 

Council positions being filled through branch nominations. 301 Davis 

argued that these formal democratic processes were marred by the 

fact that standing officials were seldom opposed, many nominated 

positions went uncontested and there was a low level of particip

ation in voting at branch meetings and in postal ballots. 302 Any 

presumption that the union was subject to manipulation by a 

minority group of political activists would seem to be misplaced. 

Three reasons are worth elaborating. First, low participation in 

voting and the absence of an opposition could be seen to indicate 

broad satisfaction with union officials. Sheridan has suggested 

that the political/industrial division which existed between unions 

in the metal trades and the strength of previous traditions 

(especially in the A.E.U.) explain why an organized right wing 

dominance of tradesmen of the union'S top posts (see E. Davis, 
"Decision-making in the Amalgamated Metal Workers' and Shipwrights' 
Union", op ait., pp.348-365), this situation could be expected to 
continue. Some implications of this will be elaborated upon later 
in the chapter. 

3ooE. Davis, "Decision-making in the Amalgamated Metal Workers' 
and Shipwrights' Union", op ait., p.361. 

301Ibid., p.361. 

302Ibid., pp.36l-362. 
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failed to emerge during the 1970s. 303 

Second, Davis notes that while the representation of communist 

officials probably outweighs their numerical strength throughout 

the membership, this influence is not disciplined, the ideologies 

and strategies of the left wing of the A.L.P. are quite close, and 

it is difficult to conceive of how their minority representation 

on National Council could over-rule the majority. 30. Davis 

suggests that the success of communist officials simply reflects 

their competence in achieving the best results for the union's 

membership.30s 

Third, there are structures and processes within the union 

which would seem to undermine any argument that the membership are 

ignorant dupes of full-time officials (or a minority of them). 

These points were raised by officials themselves during periodic 

debates on the low voting levels. 306 The Victorian state 

secretary, J. Halfpenny, argued that low returns did not reflect a 

lack of membership interest in union policies and activities given 

their involvement in shop steward, mass and job meetings. 307 Union 

policy and rules did encourage rank and file participation within 

its governing bodies and operations. After a brief discussion of 

the A.M.W.S.U.'s structure, these policies and initiatives will be 

examined. 

303He does mention the defeat of a long-standing (C. P.A. member) 
official, Jim Baird, in April 1979 but states that no organized 
faction seems responsible for this result. See T. Sheridan, 
"Opposition, Factions and Candidates in A. E.U. Elections in 
Australia 1907-72", 01' eit., p.310. 

30'E. Davis, "Decision-making in the Amalgamated Metal Workers' 
and Shipwrights' Union", 01' eit., p.362. A leading official, 
J. Halfpenny, the Victorian state secretary, has since resigned his 
membership of the communist party. 

3osIbid., p.362. A number of other reasons mentioned by Davis 
will be dealt with later. 

306No one was more concerned at low voting turnouts than 
officials themselves. See A.M.W.U. Commonwealth Conference, 1974, 
Addresses, Reports and Deeisions; and the A.M.W.U. Monthly Journal, 
February and ~Iarch 1975. 

307Hal fpenny argued that comparisons with the B.B.S.A. and 
S.M.W.U. overlooked the fact that these were smaller and more compact 
unions which was one reason for their higher turnouts. A.M.W.U. 
Monthly Journal, April 1975. 
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The supreme governing body of the union was a biennial National 

Conference with rank and file representatives making up a majority 

of the delegates. The implementation of conference decisions and 

policy (which had to be ratified by a majority of branches), was in 

the hands of a Commonwealth Council composed of full-time common

wealth officials and state representatives. The former included a 

national president, two joint national secretaries, two assistant 

national secretaries, four national organizers, trustees, returning 

officer and research officers. At the state level, the supreme 

governing body was an annual State Conference which again had a 

majority of rank and file delegates. Its decisions had to be 

ratified by a majority of state branches. State Council which 

usually met monthly acted to implement the policies arrived at by 

State Conference. Full-time state officials included a president/ 

organizer (not Tasmania), secretary, assistant secretary and a 

number of organizers ascertained in accordance with t~e size of the 

membership responsible for a particular region. 30e Each state was 

divided into a number of geographic divisions and these were used 

as a basis for electing rank and file delegates to both Conference 

and State Council. 

In addition to elected full-time officials the union demon

strated a growing tendency to employ specialist officers to deal 

with finance, publicity, property, data processing, education, 

research and workers' compensation. By October 1978 there were 

15 such officers. 309 Former union activists and officials of long 

standing occupy most of these posts and their activities are 

carefully scrutinized by the union's governing bodies. Hence, this 

trend has not centralized administrative controls to the extent that 

might otherwise be expected. 

30eAt the time of amalgamation there were about 80 full-time 
officials. Within six years the number was in excess of 100. 

309At this time there were education officers in all states 
except Tasmania, only Victoria and South Australia had compensation 
officers and only Victoria and New South Wales had data processing 
officers to operate the union's computers. Property, finance, 
publicity and research officers were located in the national head~ 
quarters in Sydney. See the A.M.W.S.U. Monthly Journal, October 
1978. 
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Below the level of state council there were a number of bodies 

whose personnel and functions tended to overlap to a greater 

extent than was implied by union rules. The A.M.S.W.U. carried on 

the modified branch structure of the A.E.U. The number of branches 

had been reduced (109 in 1974) with an average membership of 

1,500. 310 Branches possessed limited autonomy and funds, but were 

nevertheless intended to act as forums for debate within the union. 

In addition to branches, state councils were empowered to establish 

District Committees covering a geographic region of four or five 

branches. 311 District committees could put recommendations before 

state council, implement council decisions and handle local matters 

such as endorsing delegates, discipline and the calling of mass 

meetings. Each branch in the region elected delegates to the 

committee which was also composed of (in New South Wales) locally 

based full-time officials and state councillors plus a number of 

delegates elected by all shop stewards in the region. 312 

Branches never lived up to the union leadership's expectations. 

fleetings were generally poorly attended and the low voting 

turnout in branch elections was a source of concern to union 

officials. 313 Irrespective of this, Davis found that the A.M.W.S.U.'s 

decision'~making bodies appeared "broadly representative of the rank 

and file through the composition of the official structure of the 

union.,,314 He argues that the failure of the branches to act as an 

effective mode of rank and file input into union decision-making was 

310 E• Davis, "Decision-making in the Amalgamated Metal Workers' 
and Shipwrights' Union", op ait., p.363. 

311Most major industrial areas outside the state headquarters 
(such as Geelong, Newcastle and Wollongong) possessed a district 
committee. 

312A.M.W.U. Constitution of New South Wales Distriat Committees 
endorsed by New South Wales State Council, April 28, 1972. 

313Por evidence on these points see the A.M.W.U. (A.M.W.S.U.) 
Monthly Journal, April 1975 and October 1978; E. Davis, 
"Decision-making in the Amalgamated Metal Workers' and Shipwrights' 
Union", op cit., p.363; and E. Chapp1es, Unpublished Survey of 
557 A.M.W.S.U. Members in the Sydney Region (Department of 
Government, University of Sydney, 1976). 

3HE. Davis, "Decision-making in the Amalgamated Metal Workers' 
and Shipwrights' Union", op ait., p.363. 
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offset, to a large extent, by the development of informal 

structures centred on shop stewards and the work_place. S1s 

The grow·ing importance of shop steward organization was not 

simply accidental but reflected a continuation of policies 

pursued by the pre-amalgamation unions. At one of its first 

meetings, the New South Wales state council affirmed the 

policy that the development of combined shop steward activity in the 

work-place strengthened general union organization and was an 

integral part of it. S16 The greater autonomy of delegates permitted 

organizers to concentrate on broader matters and special problems. S17 

In 1973 Commonwealth Conference adopted two detailed charters on 

shop stewards and shop committees outlining not only the union's 

policy of unqualified support but also a set of objectives to be 

pursued with employers. S18 The latter include the right of stewards 

to hold regular meetings during work time without loss of pay, 

protection from victimization, access to a telephone, the right to 

attend monthly district meetings and the right to take time off to 

receive additional training in union activities. The intention was 

to have both charters recognized in all awards and agreements with 

employers. 

The point with regard to training was not an idle one. 

The union appointed education officers in most states whose prime 

tasks included conducting special schools for job deletages and 

producing video tapes and cassettes for use in both schools and the 

31 sIb 'd 1. ., p.363 • 

• '6A.M.W.U. New South Wales State Council minutes, February 18, 
1972. Similar sentiments were expressed at the State' Conference 
held in this year. 

317 In an effort to promote independence on the part of shop 
stewards New South Wales Council resolved to discourage delegates 
from allowing organizers to collect membership contributions. 
A.M.W.U. New South Wales State Council minutes, August 2, 1974. 

S18The motion of unqualified support was introduced by 
Ted Gnatenko, a rank and file delegate who was an active shop 
steward (and shop committeeman) at the G.M.-H. plant in Elizabeth, 
South Australia. A.M.W.U. Commonwealth Conference 1973, Addresses, 
Reports and Deoisions, p.l, pp.52A-S4, pp.6S-67. 
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work-place. 319 It was felt that employers were unlikely to agree 

to either charter without a concerted work-place struggle co

ordinated by informed and dedicated job delegates. 32D 

A growing recognition of the potential role of shop stewards 

in -strengthening work-place organization and countering bureaucratic 

tendencies within the union led to calls for changes to union rules. 

In 1976, the Victorian state secretary, J. Halfpenny, told state 

conference that the success of existing regional shop steward 

committees and the ineffectiveness of branches indicated that formal 

changes in union structure must be considered. 321 Early in 1977, 

the establishment of Area Shop Steward Councils (elected from amongst 

all job delegates in the region) received national endorsement. 322 

In addition, all shop stewards in the region were to meet quarterly. 

These meetings gave union leaders an opportunity to inform the rank 

and file of developments (outside the context of the already profuse 

319The union ran both national and state schools for its 
delegates (and other members). Courses were designed to instruct 
stewards on their functions and responsibilities as well as providing 
detailed information on the industry from which they were drawn and 
particular issues. While the courses sought to support the 
A.M.W.S.U.'s own philosophy, union policy ensured that the scope of 
debate was not restricted in the way often found in courses run by 
conservative unions (who emphasized the delegate's responsibility to 
full-time officials). By 1978 the union was allocating 3 per cent of 
its total budget for education purposes. In addition, the union also 
sent its delegates to courses operated by the Trade Union Training 
Authority. For evidence of union policy and education activities see 
the A.M.W.U. Monthly JournaZ, September 1974 and January 1976; and 
A.M.W.U. Victorian State Conference 1976, Reports and Deaisions, 
Report on 1975 Education Programme, pp.1-2. 

32 DThe 1976 National Conference resolved that the significance -
of education for the preparation of members as job delegates and 
acti vists "cannot be overstressed". Direct intervention on all 
aspects of managerial decision-making at the work-place was seen to 
constitute the only genuine form of industrial democracy and worker 
participation schemes were strongly condemned as a sham. See 
A.M.W.S.U. National Conference 1976, Addresses, Reports and 
Deaisions, p.1lS and p.119; and Fraser Supports Worker Partiaipation: 
Why Should You?, A.M.W.S.U. National Newsletter, December 1976. 

32l A•M•W•U• Victorian State Conference 1976, Reports and 
Deaisions, Secretary's Report, pp.S-6. 

322A.M.W.S.U. Monthly Journal, October 1978. 
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union publications) and, in turn, get feedback from members. 323 

The leadership continued to call for greater participation at branch 

level but it was apparent that the emphasis had shifted firmly 

towards the work-place. 324 

Union policies towards the work-place were also changing in 

another important respect, namely the institutionalization of union 

membership. The B.B.S.A. and A.E.U. had both strongly opposed 

entering into closed-shop/check-off arrangements with employers and 

this attitude continued to hold sway in the new union. At the same 

time, the A.M.W.S.U. leadership became increasingly aware of the 

trend to these agreements amongst unions generally and its own 

problems with regard to dues collection, financial membership and 

reliable delegates. 325 The immediate concern was that other unions 

would use these agreements to exclude the A.M.W.S.U. from some 

work-places. In 1972 Commonwealth Council had received reports that 

the A.S.E. was employing just these tactics in South Australia. 326 

Over the next two years the desirability of check-off agreements was 

deliberated at both state and national 1eve1. 327 The 1974 

New South Wales state conference resolved to support these arrange

ments where necessary and where precautions were taken to ensure 

contact was maintained with members. 328 Following a successful 

trial at a large New South Wales factory the new policy was 

endorsed by both commonwealth and state conferences. 329 Common

wealth Council considered a number of rule changes to facilitate this 

change. Procedures were introduced which required that the members 

323In the words of one official it gave the rank and file an 
additional chance to speak to (and confront, if they desired), the 
union leaders. Steve Quinn, interviewed July 6, 1978. 

324See the A.M.W.S.U. Monthly Journal, October 1978. 

325This was the view of J.D. Garland, joint national secretary, 
correspondence with the author, July 21, 1978. 

326A.M.W.U. Commonwealth Council minutes, May 29 and June 2, 
1972. 

327Ibid., September 10-12, 1973; and New South Wales State 
Council minutes, May 24 and August 2, 1974. 

328A.M.W.U. New South Wales State Conference 1974, Decisions, 
item 26. 

329See A.M.W.U. Commonwealth Conference 1975, Addresses, 
Reports and Decisions; and New South Wales State Conference, 1975, 
Decisions. 
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concerned should discuss the check-off and, if a majority were in 

favour, the proposal should then be placed in the hands of state 

council. 

Besides benefits in terms of stable organization, two other 

advantages were seen to derive from the new policy. First, it was 

felt that organizers and job delegates would have more time to 

focus on industrial problems. Second, while A.M.W.S.U. policy was 

to raise member subscriptions to 1 per cent of the Metal Industry 

Award rate (in accordance with A.C.T.U. policy), various governing 

bodies had expressed fears that this placed the union at competitive 

disadvantage to rival unions with lower dues. llo It was hoped that 

automatic deductions would remove the need for delegates to confront 

workers in competitive situations. 

It is impossible to accurately estimate the extent of closed 

shop/check-off arrangements. However, these practices appear to have 

become widespread within a short period. According to one leading 

official, closed shop agreements encompassed all large mass 

production factories and about 45 per cent of the total membership 

by mid_1977. 331 Nevertheless, some officials and members continued 

to oppose the system. In many work-places with an effective delegate 

system there was no move to change existing practices. 

The structural/policy changes just described did not disrupt 

the broad philosophy and industrial strategies shared by the pre

amalgamation unions. Rather, they facilitated more co-ordinated 

activism on the wages front. The tradesmen-dominated leadership of 

the A.M.W.S.U. still smarted over the abolition of the basic wage/ 

margins system and the disruption of traditional inter-industry 

wage differentials. Arbitration was seen to be biased in favour of 

employers - settling disputes with compromises which always worked 

against workers' interests - and an institutional impediment to the 

330 For evidence of this policy see A.M.W.U. National Conference 
1976, Addresses. Reports and Decisions, p.1ll. 

331H. Wilson, joint national secretary, interviewed June 24 and 
July 11, 1977. 
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pursuit of higher wages and effective unionism. 332 Nevertheless, 

like its predecessors, the A.M.W.S.U. used arbitration as an 

industry base line whose deliberations required the spur of direct 

action. In addition, the union sought flat overaward payments 

from individual employers and work-places. 333 

Although the union had to service a multiplicity of awards 

(about 70), the Metal Industry Award was the major award covering 

its members. 334 In the period 1971 to 1974, direct negotiations 

with employers tended to replace formal arbitration hearings. The 

reversal of economic fortunes was accompanied by the introduction 

of wage indexation. The union leadership accepted wage indexation 

in principle but disputed the guidelines employed. Dissatisfaction 

soon emerged with regard to comparative wage costs and productivity 

movements. 335 By May 1977, the union was labelling the current 

indexation package as a "hoax" which had cost the average, adult 

male $14.90 and adult females $9.95. 336 

In fact, the union maintained its activities at the work-place 

on overaward payments. In 1976 the Victorian secretary, 

J. Halfpenny, told state conference that despite the union's 

inability to mount a nationwide campaign for metal workers it had 

been able to continue the offensive through overawards especially 

332Distrust was not confined to the wages area with delegates 
being encouraged to resolve dismissal disputes through direct action 
and negotiation rather than relying on the decisions of arbitration 
tribunals. 

333Opposition to any form of payments by results continued to 
be a strong feature of union policy. The 1974 New South Wales 
State Conference declared that bonus payments were used to 
escalate production to the detriment of jobs, safety and conditions 
of work. It pOinted to the coal industry as an example of how the 
introduction of a bonus system contributed to a higher accident 
rate. An identical view was expressed by the Victorian State 
Conference. See A.M.W.U. New South Wales State Conference 1974, 
Deaisions, item 21; and Victorian State Conference 1974, Reports and 
Deaisions. 

334Having largely replaced the Metal Trades Award which was now 
confined to employees in state authorities. 

335Nailing the Lies about Workers' Wage Rises, A.M.W.U. 
National Newsletter, November 1976. 

336Can Arbitration Restore our Stolen $14.90?, A.M.W.S.U. 
National Newsletter, May 1977. 
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in the latter half of the year. He cautioned conference delegates 

to consider carefully the implications of proposals to convert the 

Metal Industry Award to a paid rates award. 337 The view that over

awards actually offset the restriction in award movements gained 

under indexation 

earning surveys. 

New South 

is supported by the union's'own authoritative 

Between 1971 and 1978 the average overaward 

Wales fitters (employed under the Metal Industry paid to 

Award) 

$37.10 

increased from $14.15 (or 23 per cent of the award 

(or 26 per cent of the current award rate).338 

wage) to 

The question of standard working hours received varying levels 

of attention during the period under review. By 1973 a more 

intense campaign for the 35 hour week for metal workers was being 

planned by the 1eadership.339 To support this and the wages 

struggle, various state conferences and councils continued to 

express the A.E.U./B.B.S.A. philosophy of opposition to systematic 

overtime and the desirability of a limit (outside emergencies) of 

eight hours per week. 34o However, no attempt was made to implement 

a general limit. 

The economic recession gave a new urgency to the question of 

overtime limitation. National Conference recommended an eight

hour limit (to be equally distributed amongst workers) with a 

complete ban in work-places where retrenchments had taken p1ace. 341 

However, Conference authorized state councils to relax limits in 

multi-union plants - an admission of its inability to maintain 

discipline in work-places where there was strong interunion 

337A.M.W.U. Victorian State Conference 1976, Reports and 
Decisions, State Secretary's Address, p.4. 

338The centre's figures show a similar movement in Victoria 
for the same period and a maintenance of this trend through to 1980. 
See A.M.W.S.U. National Research Centre, OVerawaPd Payments in the 
Metal Industry in New South Wales and Victoria 1976-80 (A.M.W.S.U., 
Sydney, 1980). 

339See the A.M.W.U. rA.M.W.S.U.) Monthly Journal, January 1973, 
March 1974 and October 1977. 

34oFor instances of this see A.M.W.U. New South Wales State 
Conference 1972, Decisions; Victorian State Conference 1973, 
Reports and Decisions; and New South Wales State Council minutes,' 
February 18, 1972. 

341A.M.W.U. National Conference 1976, Addresses, Reports and 
Decisions, p.100. 
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competition for membership. On the other hand, in some regions 

such as Newcastle, district committees were able to establish an 

even more stringent policy on overtime. This inspired the 1978 

New South Wales state conference which endorsed the stricter limits 

and urged regional shop steward councils to assist in their 

imp1ementation.,42 Somewhat ironically (for the government), the 

restricted national wage movements under indexation strengthened 

the conviction amongst A.M.W.S.U. officials and activists that a 

campaign for reduced working hours was not only opportune but 

imperative. This campaign, however, did not really get under way 

until after 1978. 

Another issue which received increased attention from the 

union was health and safety. In 1973 New South Wales state 

conference advocated the formation of a safety charter for the union, 

direct union representation on government departments dealing with 

health and safety matters and a greater shop steward participation 

in safety discussions. Conference requested the research department 

to prepare material for job delegates and urged both state and 

commonwealth council to investigate 

with the Building Trades Group.,4, 

various hazards in conjunction 

While this resolution had 

little immediate impact, the union did adopt the B.B.S.A. policy 

of regularly publishing detailed information on work-place safety, 

compensation matters and specific hazards.,44 

In 1974 the Victorian state conference resolved to appoint a 

workers' compensation officer - a move which was followed by 

South Australia. 34s These officers were responsible for dealing 

342A.M.W.S.U. New South Wales State Conference 1978, Decisions. 
item 22. 

,4'A.M.W.U. New South Wales State Conference 1973, Deaisions, 
item 33. 

,44See , for instance, the A.M.W.U. (A.M.W.S.U.) Monthly 
Journal, February, March, April, Hay, September, October and 
December 1974, April, May and December 1975, January, May, June and 
July 1976, November 1977 and October 1978. The more widely dis
tributed national newspaper published fewer articles although the 
frequency and detail of items did increase after 1976. See, for 
instance, The Amalgamated News, September 1977, pp.4-5 (a report on 
asbestos) • 

'4sA•M.W.U. Victorian State Conference 1974, Reports and 
Deaisions, item 17. 
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with compensation claims and educating members on industrial health 

and safety. Two years later the Victorian conference instructed 

state council to approach other unions and interested bodies with a 

view to setting up an industrial environment research section to 

collate material on research in health and pollution hazards in 

industry. 346 These moves were undertaken with the union offering 

financial support to a number of bodies. In the same year National 

Council passed a resolution stressing the importance of safety and 

the need to produce pamphlets for use by delegates and members. 347 

In 1977 a National Health and Safety Committee was formed to 

plan publications, seminars and the organization of safety in the 

work-place. 348 

office provided 

Taking a lead from Victoria, the New South Wales 

financial support to help establish a Workers' 

Health Centre in the western suburbs of Sydney. 349 This body sought 

to increase awareness of occupational hazards amongst rank and file 

workers, produce pamphlets and counsel injured workers. 350 While 

the resources of bodies like the Workers' Health Centre severely 

limited their effectiveness, the A.M.W.S.U.'s continued support 

was an indication of its growing commitment to the problem. The 1978 

Victorian state conference adopted a comprehensive policy on health 

and safety including proposals for financing research, uniform 

346A•M.W.U. Victorian State Conference 1976, Reports and 
Deaisions, item 21. 

347 A.M. W. U. National Conference 1976, Addresses. Reports and 
Deaisions, p.122. This view was reaffirmed in 1978. See the 
A.M. W. S. U. Monthly Jo=l, August and November 1978. 

348The 
delegates. 
1977. 

latter included a proposal for the election of safety 
See the A.M.W.S.U. Monthly Journal, August and November 

349See the A.M.W.S.U. Monthly Jo=l, July and August 1977. 

350A1though these problems were faced by many unions, the 
officials of a number (and the New South Wales Labor Council) 
refused to offer support or even co-operate because they regarded 
the centre as a hotbed of radicals. It is not a little ironic that. 
according to centre staff, workers in most need of assistance were 
often those belonging to unions whose leaders shied away from the 
centre. The centre provided speakers to address workers on the job 
and this facility was used by the A.M.W.S.U. as well as groups of 
rank and file workers such as shop committees at the nearby Chu110ra 
railway workshops. The centre's staff included persons capable of 
dealing with the specific problems of women and non-Anglophone 
migrants. The centre also produced multilingual safety material. 
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regulations to cover safe work practices, demands relating to 

specific hazards and reform of workers' compensation legislation. 

Conference called on the membership to develop a safety log of 

claims based on its own 14-point proposal. 351 Conference recognized 

the specific hazards faced by migrants and women resulting from 

their concentration in particular jobs and listed a series of 

demands with regard to this. 352 It was also resolved to produce a 

multilingual booklet on occupational health and safety for 

distribution to members. 

In summarizing this section two general observations about the 

A.M.W.S.U. need to be stressed. First, the formation of the 

A.M.W.S.U. represented the merger of a group of like-minded metal 

trades unions. Thus, it is hardly surprising that the new union 

should adopt an industrial philosophy very much in keeping with its 

antecedents'. At the same time, the A.E.U. - which was far larger 

than the combined membership of the S.M.W.U. and B.B.S.A. -

dominated this merger. Former A.E.U. officials held the majority 

of key posts - a situation reinforced by the retirement of leading 

S.M.W.U. and B.B.S.A. (to a lesser extent) officials. More 

importantly, the A.M.W.S.U.'s structure and rules were based on 

those of the A.E.U. The new rules involved some further centraliz

ation of administration and the restructuring of branches did not 

halt their rapid decline, probably the reverse. Nevertheless, many 

democratic practices were retained including the requirement that 

rank and file members make up the majority of delegates to both 

commonwealth and state conferences. In addition, increasing 

emphasis was placed on workshop organization in terms of union 

structure and operations. 

Second, the A.M.W.S.U. pursued an aggressive membership drive 

amongst metal workers. This led to a growth in semi-skilled 

351 A.M.W.S.U. Victorian State Conference 1978, Reports and 
Deaisions, items 19-22. 

352Jbid. The trend has continued to gain momentum with the 
appointment of full-time safety officers in New South Wales and 
Victoria. It was impossible to assess the long-term impact of this 
activism especially at the work-place level. By 1977 the union 
journal was reporting the implementation of some of the safety 
proposals in work-places such as the Whya1la shipyard and Garden 
Island. See A.M.W.S.U. Monthly Journal, August 1977. 
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members, although tradesmen continued to constitute more than half 

the membership - and to dominate union affairs. Nevertheless, 

officials had to make a number of changes in organizational strategy. 

Most notably, they were obliged to revise their attitude to formal 

closed shop/check-off arrangements. This change in policy was a 

response to dues collection problems and competition from other 

unions. At the same time, officials sought to ensure that these 

arrangements did not lead to an erosion of rank and file contact 

with the leadership. 

In several respects the A.M.W.S.U. came to face a similar 

dilemma to that of the S.M.W.U. - though on a larger scale. On the 

one hand, the leadership had to defend metal tradesmen from all the 

familiar threats. On the other hand, they also had to serve the 

interests of a large number of non-tradesmen in order to maintain 

the credibility of the union's claim to be the pre-eminent union of 

metal workers. The fact that the bulk of semi-skilled workers were 

migrants could not be ignored. Nor could the union ignore its 

craft traditions and preferred industrial strategy. Finally, the 

A.M.W.S.U. had to deal with a number of external and internal 

pressures not encountered by the S.M.W.U. It was a symbiosis of 

these priorities and pressures that was to dictate the union's 

response to migrants. 

Responses to Immigrants 

The union's official attitude to immigration was a continuation 

of its predecessors', namely that the intake must be regulated 

according to local economic and employment conditions. 

was expressed with regard to the sourcing of migrants. 

was renounced along with racism in general. 353 

No preference 

Indeed this 

353For evidence of this see (for Aborigines) the A.M.W.U. 
(A.M.W.S.U.) Monthly Journal, April 1976 and September 1978; A.M.W.U. 
Commonwealth Conference 1973, Addresses, Reports and Decisions; 
Victorian State Conference 1976, Reports and Decisions, item 24; 
Commonwealth Council minutes, October 5-6, 1972 and April 3D-May ID, 
1973; New South Wales State Council minutes, July 24, 1972 and 
May 24, 1973; and South Coast District Committee minutes, May 24, 
July 5 and 19, 1972. For policy statements on Apartheid see 
National Conference 1976, Addresses, Reports and Decisions, 
pp.102-103 and p.138; South Coast District Committee minutes, 
April 24, 1974; and the A.M.W.S.U. Monthly Journal, September 1978. 
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The broader membership base did make officials more sensitive 

to the impact of immigration upon the industrial campaigns being 

waged during the early 1970s. The Labor government's cutback of 

the immigration intake was seen to improve the prospects of 

exacting major concessions from employers offering the most 

abysmal working conditions. Victorian secretary, John Halfpenny, 

stated that the employers most vocal in their demands for 

additional migrants had recently retrenched thousands of workers 

during an economic downturn. He alleged that they only wanted 

cheap labour who could be hired and fired at will. 354 

The union reacted angrily to Leyland Australia's proposal to 

import "batches" of Filippino tradesmen but carefully avoided 

racist overtones. The 1974 Victorian state conference declared that 

while the union had always welcomed workers irrespective of their 

origin,355 it opposed a scheme whereby a large multinational 

corporation, unable to recruit local labour because of the poor 

wages and conditions it offered, could simply import additional 

labour from overseas. Conference warned that the entry of workers 

tied to a particular employer set a dangerous precedent which would 

create deep divisions within the working class "as militant action 

to improve working conditions can be nullified by a continuous supply 

of new labour being available.,,356 Finally, conference expressed 

its total opposition to the guestworker system being advocated by 

some employers because it had led to labour exploitation 

elsewhere. 357 

The union's fears were cut short by the economic recession 

which caused employer interest in contracting migrants to largely 

evaporate. It had never been a widespread feature of the metal 

354Reported in Tribune, June 5-11, 1973. 

3550ne indication of the genuineness of this renunciation of 
favouritism is that for the remainder of the decade the union made 
no remark as to the sourcing of immigrants which included 
progressively larger numbers of non-Europeans including Indo
Chinese refugees and Korean metal tradesmen. Its primary concern 
was the level of intake and entry conditions. 

356 A•M•W•U• Victorian State Conference 1974, Reports and 
Decisions, item 40. 

357A reference to Europe. Ibid. 
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trades in any case.'58 Nevertheless, the union was equally 

determined to restrict the use of special project labour in the 

construction industry, where the practice had been more common. '59 

Officials used the local employment situation to bolster their 

arguments that such labour should be introduced only following 

consultation with union, that local wage rates must be paid and 

provision had to be made for the training of local workers in 

special skills.'60 

The recession focused the union's attention upon the 

particular problems faced by both its semi-skilled and skilled 

membership. The leadership soon noted that migrants and women 

occupied the semi-skilled jobs most vulnerable to industrial 

restructuring. '61 This information was passed on to the membership 

in an effort to stave off the work-place friction.'62 This point 

was also used to fight tariff reductions in the white goods industry. 

Joint national secretary H. Wilson argued that the large number of 

unskilled migrants retrenched would require not only retraining but 

also language classes.'6' 

The employment policy adopted by the 1976 national conference 

included the traditional demands for government works programmes and 

a cut in immigration. '64 The federal government had no intention of 

restricting immigration, however, and proposed a 70 per cent 

' 58 This situation appears to be changing. 

'59 A•M•W. U• Commonwealth Council minutes, February 25-26, 1975. 

' 60 S f . ee, or 1nstance, A.M.W.S.U. New South Wales State 
Conference 1978, Deeisions, item 19. 

' 61For a brief assessment of these changes and their employment 
effects see P. Robson, "Technological Change and Employment in the 
1980s", Jou:rnal of Australian Politieal Eaonorrry, no. 5, July 1979, 
58-69; and C. Hami 1 ton, "Capital and Labour in the White Goods 
Industry", Journal of Australian Politiaal Eeonorrry, no. 7, April 
1980, pp.18-27. 

' 62 See , for example, the A.M.W.U. (A.M.W.S.U.) Monthly Jou:rnal, 
July 1975 and December 1977. 

'6'H. Wi1son, Comments on the I.A.C. Report on Domestia 
Refrigerating Applianaes and Other White Goods (unpublished union 
document, February 21, 1977). 

' 64 A.M.W.U. National Conference 1976, Addresses, Reports and 
Deeisions, p.139. 
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increase in the intake. This was immediately denounced by 

joint national secretary J.D. Garland. 365 The union pointed to the 

strong opposition to increased immigration which was even being 

expressed by migrant community groups. 3 66 

In general, metal tradesmen did not suffer a decline in 

employment opportunities of anywhere near the magnitude experienced 

by the union'S semi-skilled membership. In fact, by 1976 the 

government was claiming that a shortage of tradesmen was inhibiting 

the growth of employment. PredictablY, the union strenuously 

opposed any moves to boost immigration irrespective of whether 

these new arrivals were tradesmen or semi-skilled/unskilled. 

However, the A.M.W.S.U. did debate the retraining of local workers 

including its own members. 

If such shortages did exist an alternative solution was to 

boost apprenticeship or to introduce adult training. The broad 

question of training had received some attention from the union 

leadership as part of its growing recognition of minority groups 

within its ranks. The 1973 Commonwealth Conference discussed the 

organization of specific education for young workers, migrants and 

women. 36 ? A year later it reSOlved: 

That an investigation be made by the State Councils of the 
organizing of English classes for migrants on a paid leave 
basis in conjunction with the appropriate Education 
Authorities using facilities of the Australian government 
as part of the union's education programme. 36B 

This was a prerequisite for any additional on-the-job training. 

The amalgamation ~ad wrought no dramatic changes in the strong 

craft orientation of most officials and activists within the 

union. 309 In some regions and work-places feelings of craft 

superiority almost verged on sectiona1ism. In August and September 

365A•M. W.S. V• Monthly Journal, January 1977. 

366Ibid., December 1977. 

367 A.M.W.U. Commonwealth Conference 1973, Addresses, Reports 
and Deaisions, item 10. 

368Ibid., 1974, item 13 •. 

369J . D• Garland, correspondence with the author, July 21, 
1978. 
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of 1974, for instance, the South Coast District Committee had to 

specifically reject requests from groups of steel industry tradesmen 

who wanted to pursue a claim for additional payment restricted to 

indentured craftsmen. 37o While such cases were rare they 

indicated the depth of feeling towards craft traditions of 

apprenticeship. Nevertheless, proposals for a limited amount of 

adult training did emanate, somewhat surprisingly, from within the 

union. The 1975 South Australian state conference proposed that 

semi-skilled members be given an opportunity to undertake trade 

training subject to their qualifications and quotas imposed by the 

union movement. 371 

A year earlier Commonwealth Conference had instructed the 

union'S Education and Training Committee to conduct an investigation 

of training in the metal industry. In its report to the 1976 

National Conference, the committee stated that there was a need for 

further training of unskilled and semi-skilled operatives if 

dangerous work practices were to be avoided. It noted that some of 

these operatives had progressed to trade jobs without formal 

training and were selected on an ad hoc basis without recourse to 

the union. Referring to specific groups the committee said: 

There are special problems relating to the training of 
Aborigines and migrants, and recognition of their need 
for social advancement as well as a total absence of an 
adequate rehabilitation ~rogram for injured or otherwise 
incapacitated workers. 37 

The committee's policy recommendations to conference were two

pronged. The first was that moves be undertaken to eliminate 

contradictions in the apprenticeship system arising from the payment 

of adult wages to l8-year-olds. It urged conference to call for a 

National Apprenticeship Training Act and the introduction of formal 

training for semi-skilled workers. 373 Second, recognizing that 

370 South Coast District Committee minutes, August 28 and 
September 9, 1974. 

371A•M• W• U• Monthly Journal, April 1975. 

372A•M•W•U• National Conference 1976, Addresses, Reports and 
Decisions, Education and Training Committee Report, p.67. 

37 3Ib·d 6 1- ., pp. 8-69. 
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trade skills had been diluted over many years by the entry of workers 

without apprenticeship or training, the committee urged conference to 

propose an adult training programme operated under union supervision. 

The programme would operate after an employer had achieved the full 

quota of apprentices (as stipulated by the award). A maximum number 

of adult trainees would be set in proportion to the number of 

tradesmen and apprentices employed and applications would be 

considered by a tripartite body.374 

The overwhelming majority of conference delegates could not 

bring themselves to fully endorse such a radical departure in policy. 

After a lengthy debate two separate resolutions were adopted. The 

first called for a National Apprenticeship Training Act to standardize 

training throughout the country. Conference proposed that the 

national apprenticeship system should be flexibly applied with regard 

to rotation of apprentices amongst work-places and that a tripartite 

committee should seriously consider removing the age barrier for 

apprenticeship entry. 375 The second resolution declared conference's 

support for adult training in the form of adult apprenticeship 

(receiving tradesmen's rates) to supplement junior apprenticeship. 376 

As an added point conference declared that: 

one of the most important Adult Training programs at this 
point of time is that of English lessons to all ethnic 
groups at the employer's time and expense. This will make 
it possible for the members to be retrained into higher 
skills and give them the opportunity to enter an adult 
apprenticeship course. 377 

Neither proposal aroused any interest from the federal 

government or employers. Two years later the Victorian State 

Conference urged State Council to intensify its campaign to ensure 

that the maximum number of apprentices were adequately trained in 

accordance with union policy. It endorsed the council's decision 

to accept accelerated training in principle. 378 Conference also 

374Ibid ., pp.69-70. 
375Ibid., Conference decisions, p.l03. 
376Ib·d 1 ~ ., p. 04. 

377Ibid., p.104. Demands for English classes and child-care· 
facilities were included in the 1978 metal industry campaign. See 
the S.M.H., April 12, 1978, p.13. 

378A decision relating to technical training· of apprentices 
reached on January 24, 1977. 
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asked National Council to refer to the A.C.T.U. a proposal that a 

levy be placed on all employers who failed to employ the maximum 

number of apprentices and these funds be made available to employers 

able and willing to provide adequate training for apprentices. 379 

Again these moves led to no tangible result. Rather, the government 

and metal employers continued their effort to boost immigration of 

tradesmen. 380 These moves were condemned by A.M.W.S.U. officials 381 

who received support from both the A.C.T.U. and the Labor Council 

of New South Wales. 

By and large, the bitter debate over the immigration of skilled 

tradesmen did not spill over into the area of trade recognition. 383 

The question of documentary proof and admission to membership had 

aroused considerable debate within the B.B.S.A. and A.B.U. If this 

controversy continued within the A.M.W.S.U. it did so at a very 

subdued and informal level. A number of reasons for the absence of 

overt friction can be offered. First, the A.B.U. and B.B.S.A. (to 

a lesser extent) progressively modified their stance for reasons that 

have already been outlined. This trend gained strength in the 

A.M.W.S.U. A second reason was the inability of the government to 

attract migrant tradesmen at a level which seriously threatened 

the employment prospects of local metal tradesmen. 

In the period under review the union's attitude to migrants 

within its ranks did undergo a fairly significant change. There 

were indications of a new approach to migrants as early as 1972 

when the Victorian secretary told state conference that recent 

problems had arisen as a result of the past neglect of migrants by 

379A.M.W.S.U. Victorian State Conference 1978, Reporte and 
Deaieions, item 23. 

3BoWhile conceding the need to train locals, the M.T.I.A. 
argued that this had to be supplemented by migrants. See the 
S.M.H., March 26, 1980, p.2. 

3B1For evidence of this criticism see the S.M.H., January 26, 
1979, p.3. 

382See the S.M.H., February 7, 1980, p.3, March 26, 1980, p.2, 
December 31, 1980, p.3 and January 12, 1981, p.2. 

383There were occasional cases of trade papers being forged, 
including a systematic racket involving South Korean migrants. 
These practices caused concern amongst union officials, but the 
reaction was very tame in comparison with earlier periods. 
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the mainstream of the union movement. Conference resolved that 

there was a need for greater participation by non-Ang10phone 

workers and understanding of their special needs. State Council 

was directed to establish committees of migrant workers (of 

different nationalities), produce multilingual material more 

regularly and conduct schools for migrant workers. ss, This 

statement of good intent did not result in immediate action. Nor 

did it entirely reflect thinking elsewhere. In New South Wales the 

main topic of discussion with regard to migrants were the 

activities of the Ustashi. ss,s 

Nevertheless, there was a number of factors drawing union 

officials to consider the area. First, the 1970s saw the emergence 

of a series of external pressures demanding greater recognition for 

minority groups. The leadership of the A.M.W.S.U., which saw itself 

as politically and socially ~rogressive, was receptive to the over

tures of the activist groups that most directly impinged upon it -

namely migrants and women. SSG Nor did it feel threatened by the left 

political leanings of migrant activists and organizations as did 

many other union 

links with them. 

leaderships. Rather, it tried to cultivate close 

In 1973, and again in 1975, the union provided 

financial support and sent delegations to Migrant Worker 

Conferences held in Melbourne. Likewise, after some hesitation the 

New South Wales State Council sent support to a similar conference 

held in Sydney. Included amongst its own ranks were leading 

activists in the establishment of Working Women's Charter. ss7 

SS4A.M.W.U. Victorian State Conference 1972, Reports and 
Deaisions, item 5. 

sssSee A.M.W.U. New South Wales State Conference 1973, 
Deaisions, item 2; and New South Wales State Council minutes, 
August 24, 1973. 

38GFor reports and debates relating to (and involving) women 
see the A.M.W.V. MonthZy JournaZ, May 1974, May and November 1976; 
A.M.W.U. Victorian State Conference 1976, Reports and Deaisions; 
New South Wales State Council minutes, July 24, 1973 and May 25, 
1973; Commonwealth Conference 1973, Addresses, Reports and 
Deaisions; Commonwealth Council minutes, October 3-6, 1972 and 
April 30 to May 4, 1973; and South Coast District Council 
minutes, May 24, July 5 and 19, 1972. 

387Ei1een Beaver, for instance, a job delegate at Ma11eys Ltd. 
Interviewed July 28, 1977. 
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Of course, these groups were not mutually exclusive. This was 

amply demonstrated when the demands of women members delivered to 

the 1973 New South Wales state conference included a request that 

decisions and other relevant material be produced in English, 

Arabic, Serbo-Croatian, Turkish, Spanish, Greek and Italian. 

Second, there were a number of pressures relating to the 

union's own organization and operations. The amalgamation and 

expansionary membership policy caused some rethinking of organizat

ional and communication techniques particularly amongst former 

delegates and officials of the B.B.S.A. and the A.B.U. The regional 

allocation of organizers meant that the more experienced S.M.W.U. 

organizers did not retain their responsibility for the large metal 

fabricating plants. 388 Traditional craft recruiting methods were 

inappropriate for work-places with a large number of semi-skilled 

workers; many of them migrants possessing a diversity of backgrounds 

and expectations. 389 High levels of labour turnover prior to 1975 

exacerbated these problems and made it difficult to find reliable 

job delegates. While closed shop/check-off arrangements offered a 

solution to some of these difficulties, the A.M.W.S.U. leadership 

saw a need to ensure that migrants became willing and active members. 

The presence of migrants was seen to influence work-place 

organization in a number of other ways. On the one hand, ignorance 

of industrial conditions and the union's functions was seen to make 

recent arrivals vulnerable to intimidation at the hands of manage

ment. Problems noted by organizers included abuse and pressure at 

the hands of supervisors, arbitrary dismissal and the denial of 

388According to a former S.M.W.U. official visits to some of 
these work-places became less frequent after the amalgamation with 
the S.M.W.U. practice of appointin£ an official as permanently 
responsible for a plant being discarded and the nearest organizer 
simply being sent instead. 

3890n occasion, the union published detailed accounts of the 
prior experiences of different national groups. While stressing 
that migrants were not anti-union, the journal pointed to particular 
problems and their general fear of being identified as "trouble
makers". See the A.M.W.U. Monthly Journal, March 1975. 
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rights to workers' compensation or sick pay.390 The practice of 

segregating different national groups increased the isolation of 

migrant workers, preventing the ready interaction of industrially 

experienced and inexperienced groups and perpetuating assumed 

behavioural differences which would serve to make plant-wide 

industrial action difficult. 391 The need for effective work-place 

organization became more acute after 1975 when the union was 

trying to counter large-scale retrenchments and factory closures. 392 

A problem of an entirely different nature was communicating 

with migrants once they had joined in industrial action. It was 

found that the presence of migrants had the potential to alter 

traditional patterns of work-place militancy. 393 This took the 

form of spontaneous strikes for which the motives were unclear or 

outside the context of general campaigns. A second distinctive 

feature was an apparent reluctance to return to work once a dispute 

had commenced. This cut across the attitude of Australian-born 

workers and officials more accustomed to short demonstration 

stoppages. The most prominent example of these tendencies -

although it was by no means the only one to influence officials -

was the prolonged Broadmeadows stoppage in 1973. In reporting the 

dispute to Commonwealth Council, assistant national secretary Laurie 

Carmichael stated: 

A majority of workers in one section of the Broadmeadows 
car assembly plant are still against a resumption of 
work. Here the problems of language were intense and 
industrial experience not very great. The unions did not 
succeed in getting understanding to these hundreds of 
migrants from many countries who wanted to fight the 

390According to officials interviewed, there were few instances 
of award underpayment which would accord with the general pattern of 
the industry. 

3910rganizer reports indicate a growing recognition that not 
all migrants lacked industrial experience and some made the danger 
of stereotyping to work-place action quite explicit. 

392Solidarity was also seen to be essential to protect job 
delegates and activists during such struggles. H. Hatfield, 
interviewed, April 19, 1978. 

393This point was raised by almost every union official 
in t ervi ewed. 
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company at all costs. With the breakdown of 
communications some 600 of these revolted on the 
13th June and attacked the plant, about 1,800 resumed 
in accordance with decision. s94 

The problem was not simply, as Carmichael implied, one of 

communication and inexperience. Some recalcitrant workers at 

Broadmeadows had not lacked industrial experience but were 

dissatisfied with the state of negotiations and union tactics, 

preferring a direct confrontation. To their credit, leading 

elements within the A.M.W.S.U. came to recognize that the 

communication problem operated in both directions. However, despite 

the appreciation that groups of migrants might have different 

expectations of and attitudes to industrial action, the prevailing 

policy was to integrate migrants within the pre-existing industrial 

strategies. A minor exception was safety matters where some 

officials believed that migrants had contributed to greater union 

activism. s9s The union's philosophy meant that organizers seldom 

interfered with independent work-place action except to assist in 

the organization and presentation of demands. 

The strategies used to counter migrant problems took a number 

of forms. As with other unions, one of the first responses was to 

produce additional multilingual material. Victoria led the way in 

this regard although it was recognized at the outset that this 

would not be of itself sufficient. s96 Nevertheless, these 

activities suitably impressed the New South Wales State Council 

which recommended that Commonwealth Council should arrange for the 

production of multilingual recruiting pamphlets explaining the 

union and its functions. s97 Commonwealth Council agreed to under

take this task although two months later the New South Wales 

administrative committee was still complaining about the lack of 

S94A•M•W•U• Commonwealth Council minutes, September 10-12, 1973. 

s9sFor instance, F. Bollins, New South Wales president, 
interviewed October 7, 1977. 

s96For evidence of this see the A.M.W.U. Victorian State 
Conference 1972, Reports and Decisions, Secretary's Report and 
item 5. 

s97A•M.W.U. New South Wales State Council minutes, March 29, 
1974. 
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foreign language leaflets. 398 

In 1974 the union experimented with multilingual columns in 

the monthly journal. 399 However, the format of the journal was 

unsuited to large foreign language segments and the limited 

distribution of the journal Ca bulk number to the state office and 

one copy to each official and shop steward) meant there was a good 

chance such material would not reach the intended clientele. The 

multilingual information in the journal tended to be of a fairly 

specialized nature. 400 Multilingual information was also 

introduced into the union's national new·spaper, The AmaZgamated 

News. By 1976 The AmaZgamated News included a fairly regular two

page feature in Italian, Greek and Yugoslav outlining the union's 

structure and operations, the arbitration 

political developments and other news. 40l 
system, industrial and 

While this catered for 

the larger migrant groups, it could be argued that smaller 

language groups were in greater need of attention because they were 

less capable of establishing informal information networks amongst 

themselves. Further, The AmaZgamated News had its own distribution 

problems. Owing to cost considerations only four editions per year 

were mailed directly to members. Other editions were distributed 

to branches, officials, workshops and delegates. In its report to 

the 1976 National Conference, the National Publications Committee 

admitted to cost problems and difficulties being experienced with 

regard to workshop distribution. The committee also pointed to 

the absence of dispute, sacking and closure reports. It saw these 

as having an important educative role and urged more activity in 

this regard. 402 In response, states issued more regular multi

lingual news bulletins and information leaflets, with Victoria 

398The committee proposed that State Council should undertake 
the task itself. A.M.W.U. New South Wales State Council minutes, 
May 24 and July 23, 1974. 

'9'See, for example, the A.M.W.U. MonthZy JournaZ, October 
1974. 

400 For instance, in January 1978 the journal published an 
article on deafness in five languages. A.M.W.S.U. MonthZy JournaZ, 
January 1978. 

40lSee , for instance, The AmaZgamated News, May 1977. 

402 A•M•W•U• National Conference 1976, Addresses, Reports and 
Deaisions, National Publications Committee Report, p.64. 



654. 

leading the way.'03 Bulletins could be produced and distributed 

according to the needs of specific work-places. Overall, the union 

produced more multilingual material than perhaps any other. 

However, the service remained uneven, varying considerably from 

state to state. Decisions reached by the 1978 Victorian State 

Conference were indicative of the view that much remained to be 
done.'o, 

A number of other initiatives can be more directly linked to 

insights gained from the Broadmeadows dispute and migrant workers' 

conferences (see Chapter 7). The 1974 Victorian State Conference 

supported the establishment of a migrant workers' centre and 

reaffirmed the need to form migrant workers' committees within the 

union. Conference asked state council to delegate migrant members 

for an interim period and assist committee members with classes on 

trade unionism and English.'os Despite the note of urgency, action 

was slow in coming. Early in 1976 the A.M.W.S.U. joined with a 

number of other unions to establish a Trade Union Migrant Workers 

Centre at its Melbourne headquarters. This body appears to have 

been one of the more effective of the initiatives tried. However, 

there was no move to set up similar bodies in other states. The 

latter confined their efforts to arranging for the regular 

attendance of interpreters to deal with migrant enquiries.,06 The 

union's greater activism in the area of safety and workers' 

compensation (see Pages 639-641) did help alleviate some migrant 

'03In April 1977, for instance, it issued a booklet in five 
languages (English, Greek, Italian, Serbo-Croatian and Arabic) with 
details of a new long service leave award together with general 
information on workers' compensation and accident pay. Other 
bulletins dealt with award changes and other matters. 

,0'Conference instructed State Council to increase the quantity 
and range of multilingual publications and review the distribution 
of ethnic newspapers. A prime role of these leaflets was to help 
bolster financial membership. A.M.W.S.U. Victorian State Conference 
1978, Reports and Decisions, items 3 and 4. 

,osA.M.W.U. Victorian State Conference 1974, Reports and 
Decisions, item 16. 

406For example, in New South Wales a Spanish-speaking 
interpreter attends the union's head office for half a day per week. 
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problems in this area.'07 

Efforts to establish migrant workers' committees within the 

union were less successful. In Victoria, a committee of Yugoslav 

migrants set up in 1978 failed to make its presence felt. The 

New South Wales office also made some attempts with migrant workers' 

committees. In late 1977, a 20-person Yugoslav committee was 

established with the assistance of a visiting Yugoslav union 

official and organizer, H. Hatfield. Attempts were also made to 

set up a committee of Lebanese workers. The survival of these 

bodies depended heavily on the time and effort devoted by Hatfield 

who has since retired. In 1977 the South·Australian State Council 

also decided to promote the formation of a migrant workers' 

committee to facilitate migrant involvement in the union. This move 

was welcomed by F.I.L.E.F. which praised the union's pioneering 

efforts and expressed confidence that the committee would strive to 

achieve its aims.'OB This confidence was indicative of the strong 

ties forged between the A.M.W.S.U. and migrant worker 

organizations.' 09 

At the work-place level, the policy that shop stewards must be 

elected inhibited any attempt to deliberately promote the appoint

On the other hand, the union did 

stewards to members and also 

ment of foreign-born delegates. 

encourage a high ratio of shop 

operated a co-delegate system. The multiplicity of nationalities 

created problems in some work-places with organizers complaining 

,o7Problems continue to occur. One official related how a 
Yugoslav woman directed to the union'S solicitor after losing her 
finger in an industrial accident was intercepted by a fellow 
Yugoslav who took her to a private legal practice, thereby causing 
her to have to pay legal costs for the settlement gained. Never
theless, the union has taken some pride in its achievements. See, for 
instance, A.M. W. U. (A.M. W.S. U.) Monthly Journal, March 1976 and July 1977. 

'OBInstead of being an idle statement of good intent which 
F.I.L.E.F. felt was all too common. See Nuovo Paese, March 3, 
1979, p.9. 

'09Apart from F.I.L.E.F., the A.M.W.S.U. has regular contact 
with Greek, Arab, Turkish, Spanish and South American organizations. 
Nuovo Paese is purchased and distributed by the Victorian, 
New South Wales, South Australian and Western Australian state 
offices. This practice was introduced after investigations by 
state councils. See, for instance, A.M.W.U. New South Wales State 
Council minutes, May 24, 1974. 
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that no sooner had a good delegate of one nationality become 

comfortable than this was disrupted by the arrival of a different 

language group. Regular shop stewards' meetings were seen to 

perform an important role in encouraging inexperienced delegates. 

The union also began to employ interpreters at mass meetings. 

Efforts to involve migrants in the union's burgeoning education 

activities (through special courses) were disappointing. In 1978 

the Victorian branch attempted to conduct three one-day courses 

for Greek, Yugoslav and Italian speaking stewards and members. The 

response to these was so poor that only the Yugoslav course went 

ahead, and then only because a visiting Yugoslav union official had 

given his assistance. 410 The production of multilingual tapes and 

video films was seen to present a more immediately useful policy 

since these could be in the work_place. 4ll The production 

(involving workers) and their presentation have been carried out 

with some success. 4l2 The educational programme was also aimed at 

sensitizing Australian-born delegates and members to the difficulties 

faced by migrants. 

Perhaps the most ambitious single attempt to combine the 

union's shop floor philosophy with its desire to foster better 

communication amongst migrant members was the formation of a shop 

committee based on ethnic representation in a Sydney factory. The 

events leading up to this experiment and its fate are worth 

examining in some depth. While unique in many respects, the 

situation was also indicative of some of the broader problems faced 

by the union with regard to migrants. 

4l0Even then only six attended. The education officer 
suggested that courses needed to run on a more specific industry 
basis. He argued that a lot more ground work (including surveys) 
was essential. A.M.W.U. Victorian State Conference 1978, Reports 
and Decisions, Education Officers Report, p.:>. 

4llThe view of both the Victorian and New South Wales 
education officers, ~Iax Ogden and Bob Richardson, respectively. 

4l2Between April and September 1977 these films were viewed 
by 2,000 members. See The Amalgamated News, September 1977. 
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The company concerned was a medium sized engineering and metal 

fabrication firm. Formed in 1947 the companY manufactured its first 

roll-a-door for garages in 1955. From this time onwards the 

company underwent steady expansion particularly in the manufacture 

of various types of doors for garages, factories, etc. By the early 

1960s the company had moved its main plant from Botany to Revesby. 

At this time the firm switched to a mass production technology 

involving a large number of short repetitive tasks."13 This 

expansion necessitated an increase in the semi-skilled workforce, 

the majority of those recruited being non-British migrants. "1" 

The new work patterns were accompanied by the introduction of a 

performance bonus scheme regulated by a complex work study system. 

The bonus/work study package was intended to motivate workers and 

improve management control in the areas of work standards, flow and 

pay. The S.M.W.U., which represented the bulk of workers at this 

time, opposed its introduction. While the ensuing battle united 

the membership industrially they eventually accepted the scheme 

against the advice of the S.M.W.U. organizer and job delegates."lS 

The bonus system was not complicated, being directly tied to 

"13A small number of tradesmen performed a number of supportive 
functions. Some idea of the quantitative impact of these changes 
can be gauged by the fact that weekly production of roll-a-doors 
rose from about five at the outset of production to reach 3,000 by 
the mid-1970s. 

"l"There are no exact figures on ethnic composition relating to 
the Revesby workforce prior to 1975. However both management and 
union officials agreed that non-British workers represented the bulk 
of the workforce from the period of rapid expansion. In 1975 the 
workforce consisted of 32 per cent Anglophone (British, Irish and 
Australian), 22 per cent Spanish-speaking, 20 per cent Greek
speaking, 9 per cent Italian-speaking and 16.5 per cent speaking 
other languages. Three years later (October 17, 1978) these ratios 
had changed only marginally - 29 per cent English-speaking, 
22 per cent Spanish-speaking, 22 per cent Greek-speaking, 
7.6 per cent Italian-speaking, 11.8 per cent Serbo-Croatian
speaking, 2.1 per cent Arabic-speaking and others 4.2 per cent. 
At this time the workforce numbered 144 which was slightly smaller 
than that pertaining for the previous decade. 

"lSThe rueful comment by the organizer concerned was that the 
union had won the argument but lost the war. F. Bollins, 
interviewed September 4, 1978. 
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production •. Many workers could earn an additional 30 per cent on 

their award base rate although the factory average was somewhat 

below this since not all workers could reach the progressive limits. 

In fact, the basis of applying the formula proved to be a major 

cause of dissatisfaction. Initially, not all jobs were included in 

the scheme. Amongst those jobs included, the ease with which limits 

could be reached varied considerably. On some tasks it was almost 

impossible to reach the upper limit because of tightly set 

performance criteria, poor scheduling of work and materials or the 

frequency of breakdowns. A special bonus rate applied after standard 

hours and this had an important impact on earnings with weekly 

overtime averaging 16 hours during peak production periods. 

The above changes brought about a significant 

its early years the 

change in 

firm had been run industrial relations. During 

in a paternalistic fashion by one of the founders (personal co~tact, 

Christmas hampers, and so on) with workers (mostly boilermakers 

and other tradesmen at this stage) imposing a darg on output. 416 

While stoppages had not been unknown at the Botany factory, the 

Revesby plant experienced an increasing level of strike action 

throughout the 1960s. 417 Most of the stoppages concerned wages, 

were short in duration (frequently in the form of protest meetings) 

and became so regular that they were semi-institutionalized into 

the factory's custom and practice. A small number of stoppages were 

not short. During these strikes workers displayed a capacity for 

independence by organizing their own disputes committee to conduct 

negotiations and raise funds. In May 1968, for instance, A.E.U., 

B.B.S.A .. , F.I.A., A.S.E. and S.M.W.U. members formed the "B. & D. 

Disputes Committee" to co-ordinate action during a six-week 

416The S.M.W.U. did not get a foothold in the factory until 
1958. F. Bo1lins, interviewed September 4, 1978. 

417In March 1957 the Boilermakers' Society reported that a 
wages struggle at Byrne and Davidson remained unresolved after 
nine months. During the 1960s there is an increasing number of 
references to disputes at the Revesby plant although many remained 
unreported because they never reached the notice of union 
organizers. See The Boi~ermakerB Report, ~mrch 1957. 



659. 

stoppage. 4le In the following year another long strike occurred 

over the issue of absorption. 

Irrespective of this activism, problems were experienced with 

regard to non-unionists and unfinancial members - a consequence of 

language problems and the high level of labour turnover. In 1969 

management accepted the principle that all workers should belong 

to the union and the S.M.W.U. should have coverage over semi

skilled operatives. 4l9 Utilizing a capable Yugoslav-born job 

delegate, the S.M.W.U. was able to institute 100 per cent unionism 

following a series of stop-work meetings. In 1971 a formal closed 

shop agreement was signed with the company. 

In 1972 the A.M.W.S.U. gained coverage of almost all workers 

with the exception of a handful of A.S.E. and E.T.U. members. The 

amalgamation led to the replacement of organizers and a lack of 

continuity in the officials visiting the plant. Former B.B.S.A. 

and A.E.U. officials also suffered from a lack of experience in 

dealing with mass production shops. The instability of union 

organization was aggravated by a high attrition rate amongst 

delegates (absorbed into management or leaving the firm) and the 

inability of temporary dispute committees to transform themselves 

into something more permanent. 

Industrial action over wage matters and dismissals (to a 

lesser extent) in the plant became, if anything, more vo1ati1e. 42o 

The heated nature of union meetings (involving even physical 

assaults) was one factor contributing to the high attrition rate 

amongst job delegates. In 1974, the introduction of a new shift 

4le B. & D. Disputes Committee, WeekZy Repo1't, June 25, 1968. 

4l9The F.I.A. which also claimed coverage of this group was 
forced to abandon the plant not so much because of managerial 
acquiescence (there was no formal written agreement with the 
S.M.W.U. at this time) but because of its failure to recruit more 
than a handful of members. 

420 The firm had long been the highest paying employer in the 
region, largely as a consequence of bonus earnings. In October 
1978 the average gross weekly wage of process workers was $195.27 
($139.90 base rate), fitters received about $205.90 and installers 
(second class sheet metal workers) received $245.74 ($150.83 base· 
rate). At this time the upper limit of the bonus was 60 per cent 
of the worker's base rate. 
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arrangement which reduced overtime (and thereby the level of bonus 

earnings), the metal trades campai.gn and a number of dismissals 

resulted in bitter stoppages.42~ In May 1974 an overtime ban was 

imposed in support of a claim for a $19 increase ($4 in excess of 

the metal trades settlement figure of $15) and a return to the day 

shift. The dismissal of five workers caused the ban to erupt into 

a full-scale stoppage which lasted for four weeks. 

For union officials there were a number of features of the 

stoppage which were symptomatic of problems pertaining to the plant. 

First, the strike had been in progress a week before the union 

found out about it - and then only through the company ringing them. 

It was disturbing for officials to receive their first intelligence 

of a strike from the company or the M.T.I.A. - this was not the 

first instance - rather than the job delegate. Second, it appeared 

that demands and strategy had not been sufficiently crystallized 

at an apparently chaotic mass meeting which decided to strike. 

One week after the strike commenced the Australian-born contingent 

desired to return to work but were outvoted by some of the more 

militant groups of migrants who had prepared themselves for a much 

longer strugg1e. 422 Tension had been aggravated when management 

sent a multilingual letter to each worker threatening to cut their 

holiday pay and superannuation if they did not return to work. The 

degree of frustration to be found during this and other stoppages 

made the organizer's task of confronting a hostile and divided 

group of workers unenviable. It was not unknown for officials to 

be on the receiving end of abuse and, occasionally, more substantial 

items which were hurled by angry workers. Indeed the Paramatta 

office of one of Australia's'(reputedly) most militant unions 

acquired an embattled look when a strike was reported at the firm. 

In 1975 the company lost 40,078 man hours through strike action 

421In June, for instance, two workers were dismissed for 
fighting with one (who wanted his job back) being reinstated 
following a strike. 

422The final settlement reached in the dispute included the 
reinstatement of the dismissed men and a $3.70 per week increase 
above the metal trades settlement. 
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or the equivalent of 33.5 days per man employed per year. 423 

Officials at the Parramatta office were not alarmed by militancy 

per se but were disturbed at the lack of organization and chaotic 

meetings which they believed underpinned the failure of many actions 

to achieve an effective result. 424 Another disturbing aspect was 

the desertion of most of the skilled tradesmen to the A.S.E. 

(which enabled them to stay out of many of the strikes).425 In an 

effort to focus militancy into more effective action,officials met 

with B. & D. delegates and elected representatives from each of the 

ethnic groups. Following lengthy discussions, officials decided 

that the issues needed clarification and called on the company to 

permit the Work Research Centre to conduct detailed interviews with 

workers. 426 

Management, itself disturbed by the level of industrial action 

agreed, and indeed paid for the exercise. The survey of worker 

attitudes revealed strong consensus on a number of issues together 

with different expectations on the part of some language groups and 

evidence of stereotyping, mistrust and misunderstanding. Key areas 

423It is worth noting that the company remained highly 
profitable throughout this period. It was, however, disturbed by 
what was certainly a high rate of industrial action even for the 
industry. In 1976 management engaged a consulting firm, Chandler 
and MacLeod, to investigate the problem of strikes. In its report, 
Chandler and MacLeod pointed out that the company also suffered from 
high rates of labour turnover, particularly amongst workers with 
less than 20 weeks' service (this had been reversed by the 
recession), and absenteeism (2,359 days lost) which it saw as 
symptomatic of low morale. Problems associated with the bonus 
system were identified as a significant causal factor in turnover. 
Chandler and MacLeod Consultants, report to P. Do1an, Manager of 
Byrne and Davidson (Manufacturing) Pty Ltd, Revesby, April 20, 1976. 

424This view was not entirely accepted by other A.M.W.S.U. 
officials interviewed who felt that the high level of strike action 
was effective at least in terms of wages. 

425Surely an ironic twist on the common conception of craftsmen 
as being more militant. 

426The above events are described in P. Robson, An Interim 
Paper on the DeveZopment of a Shop Committee based on Union and 
Ethnic Group Representation (unpublished document, Work Research 
Centre and A.M.W.S.U.), July 1976, p.3. Additional information 
was obtained through interviews with Peter Robson (March 22 and 
May 25, 1977) and David Goodger, A.M.W.S.U. organizer (July 14, 
1977). 
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of general dissatisfaction identified related to the bonus system, 

industrial injuries and safety, delays in workers' compensation 

payments, no light duties and fear of dismissal after injury, 

general working conditions and management. 427 Crititism of the 

bonus included its alleged connection with strikes, accidents 

(causing safe work practices to be ignored and machinery guards 

to be removed), discrimination and bribery. 

At the level of intergroup relations, Australian, British and 

Irish workers saw management as favouring the employment of migrants 

in an effort to dampen militancy. They supported the union but 

wanted a shop committee to improve communications. Nor were they 

opposed to English classes for migrants although the English and 

Irish (themselves migrants) accused the Greeks of being strongly 

motivated by the bonus. The Spanish-speaking migrants tended to 

see themselves as transients who would eventually obtain woe.k 

outside the factory. They felt Greeks received favouritism at the 

hands of supervisors and had little understanding of the union or 

its functions. Yugoslavs who were a small minority, were in the 

main long-term migrants with prior industrial experience. Neverthe

less, many did not know their delegate and felt the union 

discriminated against migrants. At the same time, they felt at the 

mercy of Greeks and Australians. For their part, Greeks interviewed 

expressed some misgivings about the union'S link with management 

(a view shared by some other migrant groups) and wanted foreign

speaking delegates. They felt they were relegated to the worst jobs 

and feared discrimination including dismissal at the·hands of 

supervisors. Italian migrants saw British, Australian and Greek 

workers as being strike leaders. The Arabs, another small minority 

group, felt isolated and antagonised by Greeks and expressed the 

view that management had dediced not to employ further Lebanese. 428 

These findings indicated a number of COmmon areas of interest 

427p. Robson, An Interim Paper on the DeveZopment of a Shop 
Committee based on Union and Ethnia Group Representation, op ait., 
pp.9-31. 

428The latter accusation was indeed true. A conscious policy 
not to employ Lebanese in future was instituted after it was 
decided they were "not good workers" and were liable to make too 
many compensation claims. 
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along with considerable mistrust not only between English-speaking 

workers and non-Anglophone migrants but also within the latter. 

A proposal to establish a shop committee consisting of elected 

representatives of each of the five language groups, the 13 female 

workers and A.M.W.S.U. job delegate was placed before a mass 

meeting held on July 9, 1976. The committee was to meet on a 

regular basis (in company time) and representatives were to report 

back to their respective groups prior to any mass meeting being 

held. Through this the committee was to prepare a series of demands 

to be negotiated in each of the major industrial problem areas 

identified. 

The committee proposal received strong support from English

speaking workers and was accepted by the mass meeting. After some 

equivocating over the title, the "B. & D. Joint Negotiating 

Committee" was recognized by the company. Management wanted to 

call it a "Communications Committee" which it undoubtedly hoped 

would not only avoid the stigmatic labels of "negotiating" or "shop 

commi ttee" but also perhaps point the body in a less antagonistic 

direction. It had also tried to have wages excluded from the 

accepted topics for negotiation. Eventually both the original title 

and intentions stood. 

One of the priorities of the committee was the abolition of the 

bonus system and the introduction of flat over-award payments in 

its place. This was A.M.W.S.U. policy in any case. However, despite 

the committee's best efforts workers were reluctant to give up a 

system which they hated but also saw as a means of achieving a level 

of earnings otherwise impossible. Their thinking was influenced by 

a reduction in average overtime to around six hours per week. 

Management was also able to mollify hostility by revising bonus 

settings for SOme tasks, including all jobs in the system and 

ensuring workers were paid average earnings during a period of 

sickness or leave. The failure of the committee on this crucial 

question did not help its survival chances. 

At the same time, the committee had prepared a comprehensive 

charter on workers' safety which provided for, among other things, 

the election of safety delegates. In addition, a series of demands 

were made with regard to amenities improvements and the preparation 
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of multilingual induction, safety and training material.'29 

A number of these claims were introduced by the company and the 

general accident injury rate did improve. 'So 

However, despite these minor victories, the A.S.E. and E.T.U. 

dropped out and the committee, itself, went into decline. One 

reason for this was that the committee never achieved a fully active 

representation. Two British migrants had played a key role in 

setting up the committee and the initial sense of reliance by non

British migrant representatives was never fully overcome.'Sl 

Crucially, British and Australian-born workers began to see the 

committee as being manipulated by management. The concessions made 

by the company tended to be those which did least to threaten its 

control of the workforce - a new induction booklet, multilingual 

notices and some minor changes in the safety area. Management also 

attempted to co-opt the committee into pursuing its own objectives 

of preventing stoppages and building a sense of commitment through 

shrewd welfare packages. The committee was unable to deal with the 

problematic aspects of these overtures and the original activists' 

suspicion led them to favour withdrawal. In the absence of strong 

migrant pressure to reform the committee's role there was nothing to 

stop this. It was exacerbated by a change in job delegates with the 

new one finding it increasingly difficult to preserve the committee's 

independence. For their part, most migrants, while unhappy with 

their representatives, were in favour of the committee which they saw 

as a tool for communicating with the union. Despite this the 

committee lapsed. 

The failure of the committee is indicative of the fragility 

of work-place organization, particularly one which was highly 

' 29These claims were ratified by a mass meeting held on 
July 29, 1976. B. & D. Joint Union Negotiating Committee, Workers' 
Safety Charter, Workers, Compensation Proaedures, Demands on 
Amenities and IndUation and Training for new Faatory FZoor 
Workers (undated pamphlets). 

4so Nick Barry, B. & D. Personnel Officer, interviewed 
October 17, 1978. 

,slA number of officials and others involved referred to this, 
one describing it as a "wet nurse" effect. 
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experimental and had not originated 

reverted to the more 

entirely with membership. 432 

traditional delegate/co-delegate The work-place 

structure. In February 1978 an agreement for handling disputes was 

reached which did not modify the delegates' rights to deal with 

problems so long as stoppages were only called without prior 

consultation with the organizer in the case of "genuine 

emergencies". 433 This agreement was associated with a reduction in 

hours lost through strikes. 434 However, more selective use of the 

strike weapon also resulted from an improvement in communication at 

the work-place, itself partly due to election of an active Greek

born co-delegate. Although a campaign for English classes in 1978 

broke down, more success was achieved in the area of special leave 

for migrants travelling overseas. 

The events at B. & D. Roll-a-Door could not be regarded as a 

typical example of the impact of migrants on a metal trades factory. 

Rather, it indicates the very diversity of behaviour that may be 

found. The Revesby plant's reputation for strikes was regarded as 

unusual even by officials of a union with a reputation for encouraging 

rank and file activism. The prime source of this militancy was the 

bonus system which generated considerable dissatisfaction and friction 

despite its attractiveness in terms of earnings (in contrast to 

the system operated at A.I. & S.). The situation was exacerbated by 

a lack of communication between workers including different migrant 

nationalities and the inexperience of former tradesmen organizers. 

At the same time, it is equally notable that successive waves of 

migrants were absorbed into the peculiar culture of the work-place 

despite their ignorance of the union and the misgivings aroused by 

the check-off arrangement. The B. & D. case also indicates how the 

A.M.W.S.U. tried to mould its industrial philosophy with attempts to 

432The latter view was echoed by a Greek delegate interviewed who 
saw the committee as having been set up in the wrong way. 

433The proposal for a "conventional" disputes procedure by the 
company was rejected outright, being contrary to union policy. 
Agreement reaahed betliJeen Employees and Management of Byrne and 
Davidson Doors (New South Wales) Pty Ltd, February 17, 1978. 

434For instance, during the first quarter of 1978 hours lost' 
amounted to 3,431 - less than one-third of the equivalent figure for 
the same period in 1974-1975. B. & D. Personnel Office Records. 
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involve migrants and the difficulties faced when attempting to 

modify traditional union structures, particularly given the 

readiness of management to co-opt such bodies for its own purposes. 

As noted earlier, Victorian officials had discussed the 

possibility of establishing work-place committees based on ethnic 

representation. In New South Wales, a number of organizers 

encouraged the formation of less formal bodies than that at 

B. & D. However, the general response was to try to integrate 

migrants into traditional trade .union operations, including pre

existing job committees. 

The growing recognition of migrants was not associated with 

significant changes in the number 

bodies or holding official posts. 

represented upon decision-making 

The 1976 National Conference 

included only one non-British migrant delegate. 435 Representation 

has been little higher at the level of state conferences. A non

British migrant was elected to the New South Wales state conference 

in 1972. 436 The following year five nominated for conference but 

none was elected. 437 In 1974 a migrant was elected to state 

council. 43B In 1977 and 1978 four non-British migrants attended 

state conference. In Victoria, attendance of non-British migrants 

at state conferences has been somewhat higher (five in 1976 and 

eight in 1978) which is probably at least as much a reflection of 

the larger number of delegates elected to state conference (60 as 

opposed to 45 in New South Wales) as anything else. 439 Available 

information suggests that the situation is similar at branch and 

district committee level. 

The A.M.W.S.U. appointed no migrant organizers. In 1978 only 

two non-British migrants held fUll-time posts in the union, a 

Dutch-born assistant secretary (Tasmania) and a Bulgarian-born 

4 3 5 E D· "D·· k· . th A M W S U " . t • av~s, ec~s~on-ma ~ng ~n e • • • • • , op en ., 
p.361. 

436A.M.W.U. New South Wales State Council minutes, June 21, 1972. 

437Ib'd 7 t. ., August 24, 19 3. 

43BIbid., January 14, 1974. 

439These figures are for the years for which the writer was 
able to discern non-British migrant attendances. 
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compensation officer (South Australia)."o Despite the union's 

attempt to encourage migrant involvement in its affairs, 

traditional aspects of organization (carried over to the 

A.M.W.S.U. from its precursors) were themselves an impediment to 

greater migrant representation. First, there was a policy that 

official posts should only be filled by election. While there 

was a growing tendency to appoint specialist officers, contact 

with members at the work-place was generally restricted to elected 

officials. This principle precluded the appointment of migrant 

organizers. Further, most specialist officers were former 

A.M.W.S.U. activists/officials,"l a category in which few non

British migrants could be found. Despite some debate, the union 

has been unwilling to modify its electoral system to a proportional 

format that would assure minority groups (women and migrants) of 

representation. The prevailing view is that such a move would 

contravene the principle that officials are elected on the basis 

of merit. 

A second factor inhibiting migrant representation was the fact 

that most were not tradesmen. The changing membership composition 

of the A.M.W.S.U. brought no significant change in the dominant role 

played by tradesmen. All elected officials and the great majority 

of part-time officials and delegates to the union's various 

governing bodies were tradesmen - and generally apprenticed 

tradesmen at that."2 A further dimension to this pattern of 

tradesmen dominance is that officials had served long "apprentice

ships" in the union. For instance, the average length of union 

membership for delegates to the 1976 National Conference was 

17 years."3 In his study of Victorian officials Davis found that, 

"oA further non-British (Greek) migrant has since been 
appointed as safety officer in New South Wales. 

"lThe recently appointed Greek-born safety officer is an 
exception, although he did work as an organizer for another union. 

"2This merely carries on the traditions de.scribed in earlier 
sections and was readily confirmed through the course of the study. 
For additional evidence of this see E. Davis, "Decision-making in 
the A.M.W.S.U.", op ait., pp.360-362. 

"3 Ibid., p.360. 
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on average, they had spent 21 years as a union member, 11.5 years 

as a branch official and 13 years as a shop steward prior to their 

election as a full-time official. 444 Even rank and file conference 

delegates tend to be members of long standing. This would have on 

its own account militated against the prospects of non-British 

migrants who had arrived as mature adults. While the formal 

impediments to participation by non-tradesmen have been removed, the 

traditions of tradesman activism and dominance in union affairs run 

deep. The likelihood is this situation will change but slowly. 

As with its precursors, there was no perceptibly distinct 

migrant vote in the A.M.W.S.U. ballots to bring pressure on the 

leadership via a factional struggle or press directly for migrant 

representation. 445 Those non-British migrants elected to official 

posts remained, for the most part, a largely anonymous and 

indistinguishable segment of the bodies upon which they have taken 

part. While this could be seen as indicative of their weakness 

there are not the signs of widespread disenchantment with the 

union which were found in the F.I.A. Ironically, this may help 

explain why there has been little effort to encourage migrant 

candidates during elections. Nor is there evidence that migrants 

eschewing the A.M.W.S.U. 's political/industrial philosophy have 

joined its riva1s. 446 

One traditional aspect of the A.M.W.S.U.'s organization had a 

positive effect on migrant participation. Non-British migrants were 

best represented at the level of job delegate and co-delegate. 

444E. Davis, "A Profile of Decision-makers in the A.M.W.S.U.'s 
Victorian Branch", The Journal of Industrial Relations, vol. 20, 
no. 2, June 1978, p.183. 

445In 1977 a rank and file member challenging assistant 
national secretary Laurie Carmichael for his post publicly stated 
that he felt migrants would vote against Carmichael because of his 
membership of the C.P.A. There is, however, no subsequent evidence 
of lobbying of the migrant vote by either side. See the Sun 
Herald, July 3, 1977, p.ll. 

446There was no mention of this problem either in union records 
or by officials interviewed. On occasion, organizers even reported 
that they had won migrants over from the A.S.E. on the basis of 
their more militant stance. See, for instance, A.M.W.U. South Coast 
District Committee minutes, August 2, 1973. 
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Whilst this was the situation in most unions, there were a number 

of qualitative differences in the case of the A.M.W.S.U. First, 

the A.M.W.S.U. did not view its job delegates as simply transmission 

belts for delivering union policy to the rank and file. Rather, 

they were also seen as rank and file representatives who could 

exercise more discretion and independence than many unions would 

have tolerated or encouraged. Moreover, work-place and regional 

shop steward organization was assuming an increasingly prominent 

role in the A.M.W.S.U. As a consequence, it can be deduced that 

migrant job delegates could assume a more significant and independent 

role in the A.M.W.S.U. than their counterparts in the F.I.A. or the 

V.B.E.F. - unless the latter choose to challenge the authority of 

union leaders. The point is that the A.M.W.S.U. encouraged rank and 

file activism as an integral part of its industrial philosophy. The 

union's burgeoning education programme was directed towards this 

goal. Equally, many of the initiatives on behalf of migrants were 

based on this policy objective. 

Conclusion 

The earlier sections of this chapter drew attention to a 

number of recurring themes. Most importantly, it was argued that 

the craft basis of the S.M.W.U., B.B.S.A. and A.E.U. largely 

dictated their responses to immigrants. However, irrespective of 

the fact that all were parties to the T.R.R.A., the ability of 

each union to enforce trade recognition criteria varied considerably. 

The S.M.W.U. was least capable in this regard, although even the 

B.B.S.A. and A.E.U. were obliged to progressively modify their 

stance. This trend continued when the three unions amalgamated. In 

fact, the question of trade recognition was overshadowed by debates 

on how to protect local apprenticeship and training standards. The 

A.M.W.S.U. sought to introduce measures that would encourage 

employers to take on more apprentices. Further, the question of 

desirable training schemes to supplement apprenticeship and counter 

widespread informal elevation was considered. Craft traditions ran 

too deep for anything but a modified form of adult apprenticeship 

to be accepted by the union's leadership. In any case both these' 

solutions were ignored by employers and the government who preferred 

to import tradesmen even after the 1975 recession. The A.M.W.S.U.'s 
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reaction to this was one of unremitting hostility. This opposition 

was not simply based on a desire to boost local apprentices but also 

a recognition that the union's large foreign-born semi-skilled 

membership were threatened with redundancy. 

The last point leads to another important aspect of the 

A.M.W.S.U.'s response to migrants which was intimately related to 

changed membership characteristics. rt was shown that migrants 

exerted only a marginal influence on the thinking of the S.M.W.U., 

B.B.S.A. and A.E.U. The former did modify its organizational 

strategies to meet the problems posed by a growing semi-skilled 

membership, many of whom were migrants. Yet it was not until the 

amalgamation and the broadened membership drive amongst metal workers 

that a strong interest in migrants was to emerge. The growth of this 

interest within a few years may seem remarkable. Unlike the F.r.A., 

there was no evidence that migrant involvement in factional 

struggles inspired a sudden awareness on the part of union leaders. 

The reasons for this change are worth examining. 

The broadened membership base was associated with certain 

organizational problems although these never reached the scale of 

those encountered by the F.r.A. One problem related to difficulties 

in dues collection and recruitment. The production of multilingual 

leaflets and a changed attitude to closed shop/check-off agreements 

were two responses to this. It must be stressed that the growing 

acceptance of closed shop arrangements by unions generally, and the 

A.M.W.S.U.'s rivals in particular, played a more decisive role in the 

latter initiative than the presence of migrants as such. However, 

organizers also became increasingly aware of the specific problems 

encountered by migrants in areas such as workers' compensation. At 

the same time, the events at Broadmeadows, B. & D. Roll-a-Door and 

other work-places demonstrated that there was frequently a large 

communication gap between the union and its migrant members. This 

problem was exacerbated by insensitivity on the part of officials 

and the inexperience of many in dealing with the special organizat

ional requirements of mass production workshops. 

However, if some of the policies adopted by the union can be 

interpreted as a reaction to the organizational problems just 

described (and changed economic conditions) this does not explain 
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the extraordinary breadth of the initiatives undertaken. 

The experiments in migrant worker committees at various levels 

and the desire to involve migrants in rank and file activism even 

where membership was assured by closed shop agreements cannot be 

viewed within some general notion of organization survival 

techniques. Rather a number of additional factors need to be 

mentioned. 

First, the A.M.W.S.U. leadership was particularly responsive 

to the external forces which arose in the early 1970s to demand 

greater migrant involvement in the labour movement. Second, this 

responsiveness was not only a product of political compatibility 

with migrant activist organizations but also the union's own 

traditions and preferred industrial strategy. The call for greater 

migrant involvement coincided with the A.M.W.S.U. leadership's 

desire to mobilize its rank and file and institute cohesive and 

semi-autonomous organization in all work-places. Workshop activism 

was an essential part of the union's bargaining philosophy. In turn, 

this was reflected in the A.M.W.S.U.'s structure and policies (such 

as the emphasis on shop steward independence and education). 

Greater migrant participation was seen as a prerequisite for 

perpetuating this philosophy. If this is viewed as a dimension of 

organizational survival then it must be recognized that the 

requirements were quite different from those of the F.I.A. (excluding 

the Port Kembla branch) which were described in Chapter 8. 

This also helps to explain why many of the initiatives were 

directed towards the work-place rather than through the appointment 

of migrant organizers. The A.M.W.S.U.'s traditions militated 

against the appointment of such officials although a number of 

officers w.ere appointed to deal with workers' compensation and 

safety. Despite the union's democratic structure, the dominant role 

played by tradesmen has impeded any significant migrant inroads into 

the A.M.W.S.U. leadership. Yet there was no evidence of a rank and 

file revolt involving migrant support. The increasing level of 

support provided for migrants may well lead to their obtaining a 

larger representation on _the union's various governing bodies. It 

is worth noting that the A.M.W.S.U.'s continuing defence of trade 

standards cannot be viewed as a device for maintaining an indigenous 
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"aristocracy of'labour". Rather, the union has tried to meet the 

needs of all its members, even if this process is far from 

complete. 
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OIAPTER 10 

CLEANERS AND PLASTICS WORKERS: THE FEDERATED 

MISCELLANEOUS WORKERS' UNION 

Chapters 8 and 9 examined unions whose coverage was confined 

to a relatively narrow band of occupations. The Federated 

Miscellaneous Workers' Union (F .M. W.U.) stands in stark contrast to 

the unions just described. It is one of only two unions in 

Australia which lays claim to a general membership coverate not 

restricted by industry, occupation or degree of formal skill 

attached to work. Within its ranks can be found white collar, blue 

collar, rural, urban, unskilled, semi-skilled, skilled, service, 

production (manufacturing), male and female workers and the various 

combinations of labels that are possible. In practice, the union's 

membership is concentrated in miscellaneous manufacturing 

industries (asbestos, glue, paint and varnish, leather and saddlery, 

building materialS, hardboards, rubber, chemicals, sugar refining, 

bags and sacks and plastic products) together with a large number of 

service occupations such as watchmen, caretakers, cleaners, lift 

attendants, cemetery workers, car washers, car park and service 

station attendants, dance instructors, nursery attendants, domestics, 

kitchen hands and cooks and porters. Overall, the majority of 

members are employed in unskilled/semi-skilled manual urban 

occupations with about half being female. 1 

A large number of the above areas have been unionized only in 

recent times and some remain poorly organized. The absence of 

strong traditions of collective organization amongst the widely 

scattered membership and the casual/part-time nature of many service 

jobs established the F.M.W.U. with the image of a "battlers'" union. 

The union's rapid growth during the post-war period coincided with a 

lIn the Northern Territory, the union takes in mining workers 
as a result of its merger with the North Australian Workers' Union. 
However, unlike the A.VI.U., theF.M.W.U; does not have a strong rural 
membership base. Coverage does include a number of Skilled trades 
(leather and tannery workers, for instance) but these represent only 
a small proportion of total membership. 
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significant influx of non-British migrants into the occupations just 

described. Before the impact of immigrants can be assessed it will 

be necessary to look at the history, structure and philosophy of the 

M.W.U. and the employment situations it faced in some detail. 

The Watchmen's, Caretakers' and Cleaners' Union of New South 

Wales was formed on April 27, 1910. In 1915 this body amalgamated 

with similar unions in Victoria and Queensland to form a federal 

organization. Thirteen years later a branch was established in 

South Australia. At the outset the union's membership was firmly 

concentrated amongst waterfront watchmen. 2 Nevertheless, the union 

leadership was constantly looking for new areas of potential 

membership coverage. In 1917 the union obtained its first foothold 

in a manufacturing industry. It continued to extend into this area 

through a combination of organizing previously unorganized groups 

of workers and merging with o.her unions. In general, factories 

proved easier to organize than service occupations although the 

union was also attempting to build its strength in the latter. Some 

industries such as paint and varnish became militant areas of union 

membership, joining waterfront watchmen in this regard. 

Prior to World War Two the extent of this expansion remained 

limited - a situation reinforced by the depression when membership 

slumped. New South Wales was the most significant state in terms of 

membership. In 1932 total membership in this state was 4,350 of 

whom 1,900 or about 43 per cent were females (largely employed in 

service jobs such as cleaning).3 A decade later membership had 

reached 7,000 or just over half the national membership. 

Recruitment was largely in terms of male workers with females 

2For a brief discussion of the union's early history see 
I. Close, The Misoellaneous Workers' Union 1949-56 - a Study of 
Takeover and Control (unpublished ·B.Ec. Honours Thesis, Department of 
Government, University of Sydney, October 1973). 

3Derived from quarterly 
wealth Bureau of Statistics. 
as unemployed. 

returns by the union to the Common
At this time 400 members were listed 
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declining as a proportion of total membership.' This trend was not 

reversed until the early 1950s. 

By 1948 national membership exceeded 17,000. 

membership had increased by only a few hundred to 

Two years later 

17,609. 5 The 

respective state figures were: New South Wales, 8,694; Victoria, 

3,800; Queensland, 3,200; South Australia, 1,900; and a handful 

of members in Tasmania. New South Wales which had been responsible 

for most of the membership growth after 1930 epitomized the apparent 

stagnation. During 1950 it had enrolled 3,020 new members and lost 

3,296 - a net reduction of 276. In the following six months national 

membership increased to 18,253, while that of New South Wales rose by 

16 to 8,710. 6 In the second half of 1951 New South Wales membership 

grew by 486 to 9,196 (6,795 males and 2,401 females). Membership 

levels in other states were vOlatile and demonstrated no pronounced 

growth trend. In the year ended June 20, 1951 for instance, 

membership fell in Victoria (by 79 to 3,788) and Tasmania (by 2 to 45) 

and rose slightly in Queensland (by 465 to 3,699) and South Australia 

(by 38 to 2,011).7 Twelve months later, membership was 9,455 in 

New South Wales, 4,551 in Queensland (displacing Victoria as the 

second largest branch), 4,005 in Victoria, 1,933 in South Australia 

and 48 in Tasmania." 

One problem facing officials was the rapid turnover of union 

'In this year women constituted 35.7 per cent of the membership. 
Four years later the figure had risen to 38.3 per cent. The 
proportion of female members in other states for the years 1934 and 
1946 respectively were Victoria 48.6 per cent and 47.9 per cent, 
Queensland 44 per cent and 46.2 per cent and South Australia 
35.4 per cent (1946 only). See I. Close, The Misee~~neous Workers' 
Union 1949-56, op eit., p.5. 

5Figures as at December 31, 1950. The MiseeZ0zneous Workers' 
Union Review, New South Wales branch, Secretary's Report. 

6Ibid., New South Wales branch Secretary's Report for the year 
ended December 31, 1951. 

7F•M•W•U• Federal Conference, Adelaide, November 1951, 
report. 

"The Misee~~aneous Workers' Union Review, February 1, 1953. 
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membership. 9 Job delegates defaulting or absconding with funds 

they collected was another nagging problem. In many areas the 

union lacked an effective system of job delegates and organizers 

had to spend most of their time simply maintaining membership 

levels and collecting union contributions. 10 Limited finances 

inhibited the union leadership's ability to create new organizing 

posts. In 1948 the New South Wales branch employed four full-time 

officials, Queensland and South Australia had one full-time 

official each while several were employed by the Victorian branch. 

The small and volatile operating surpluses of the Victorian, 

Queensland, South Australian and Tasmanian branches did not permit 

any immediate expansion. 11 New South Wales was somewhat stronger 

financially. 12 However, the branch executive did not see fit even 

to publish a regular union journal. In 1952 the branch recorded a 

substantial deficit of £837/6/11 which prompted it to propose a 

60 per cent increase in membership dues. 13 The executive justified 

this increase on the basis of increased administrative costs, the 

hostile economic environment and the substantial increases in the 

basic wage. 14 

9In the two years to December 1951 the New South Wales branch 
admitted 6,100 new members while 5,874 left the union - a net gain 
of 226. This indicates an annual turnover rate of about 34 per cent. 
The pattern in other states was similar. F.M.W.U. New South Wales 
branch annual reports, 1950 and 1951. 

lOThere is evidence that in New South Wales, at least, organizers 
were not always prompt in passing on collections to the branch. See, 
for instance, the auditor's report on the New South Wales branch 
accounts for the year ended December 31, 1950. 

11In the year to December 31, 1950, for instance, the surplus of 
branch income over expenditure was £41/17/5 in Victoria, £130/5/- in 
Queensland, £72/-/7 in South Australia (following a deficit of 
£68/18/6 the previous year) and £37/5/- in Tasmania. F.M.W.U. 
Federal Conference, Adelaide, November 1951, report. 

12In the four years from 1948 to 1951 the average annual surplus 
was £677/10/-. Nevertheless, the actual figures ranged from £383 
in 1951 to £1,195 in 1949. F.M.W.U. New South Wales branch annual 
reports, 1948 to 1951. 

13This meant an increase in the rates of adult males from 23/
per annum to 35/- per annum while female rates were to be raised to 
17/- per annum. F.M.W.U. New South Wales branch circular to 
members, 1952. 

14The last increase in union dues had occurred in 1949. Ibid. 
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The logistica1 limitations outlined above were as much an 

indication of the union's staid leadership as anything else. 

Pursuing a conservative industrial strategy, officials had done 

little to fully exploit the union's considerable jurisdictional 

coverage let alone make inroads into groups of workers hitherto 

uncovered by any award or union. The leadership was content to 

treat the better organized factory workers, watchmen and cleaners 

as special cases rather than as a guide for other groups. At the 

same time, a number of branches were riven by internal divisions 

as groups of younger rank and file activists sought to wrest control 

from an ageing but firmly entrenched right-wing "officers" group. 

The background to these struggles which were to lead ultimately to a 

new leadership with a far more active approach to membership 

recruitment needs to be explored in some depth if significant 

changes in the character and policies of the F.M.W.U. are to be 

understood. 

The F.M.W.U. leadership had always been conservative in 

character at both the state and federal levels. The scattered 

nature of the membership made it difficult for groups of dissidents 

to organize an effective challenge for control of the union. In 

the New South Wales branch, for instance, communists, progressive 

A.L.P. members and others had captured official posts sporadically 

from the 1920s onwards. 1S Nevertheless, the branch remained firmly 

in the hands of "Lang Catholics", with W.H. Smith serving as 

secretary from 1931 until 1952 when he was replaced by F.C. Parker 

(who had previously held the post of branch president). Smith 

continued to serve as an official of the union after his resignation 

as secretary. Of the remaining small group of full-time officials, 

one organizer served up until his death in 1951. His replacement, 

and that of an organizer who resigned, were both appointees from 

within the officers' group. Under the secretaryships of Smith and 

Parker, the union branch pursued a policy tied to central 

arbitration proceedings and only intermittent use of strike action. 

lSIn 1924, for example, L.L. Sharkey held the post of branch 
vice-president. A progressive Labor man, T.J. Keniry, held the post 
of branch president throughout the 1930s. The existence of a left
Wing minority during this period is discussed by I. Close, The 
MisaeZZaneous Workers' Union 1949-56, op ait., p.5. 
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The basis of the leadership's support were land watchmen and 

cleaners. 

The structure of the union did not lend itself to successful 

challenges. Under the rules which operated between 1932 and 1945 

the supreme governing body of the union (Federal Council) tended 

to reinforce the security of incumbent branch officials. 16 No 

branch could send more than three delegates to Federal Council and 

the election/appointment of those delegates was left largely in the 

hands of state officials. 17 Council elected an executive on a 

collegiate system with the general secretary holding office subject 

to "good conduct". Al though the federal level was of but peripheral 

importance to most workers (who were employed under state awards), 

Council had wide-ranging powers to fire, suspend or expel branch 

officials or members and amend the union's rules without reference 

to the membership. 19 

Union rules gave branches the option of being governed under 

two sets of arrangements. First, the branch could elect a Board 

of Management on an annual basis. Board of Management decisions 

were subject to ratification by a monthly general or specially 

summoned meeting of financial members. The quorum for such meetings 

was ten members if the branch had less than 1,000 members and 20 if 

it had 1,000 or more. 20 In New South Wales, which operated under 

this system until 1945, the Board of Management was composed of a 

president, vice-president, secretary, two trustees, organizers 

and one representative from each section of the union. The 

sections represented different occupational groups including 

waterfront watchmen, paint and varnish workers, male and female 

cleaners and a number of others. 21 Delegates and officials were 

16See Ru~es of the Federated Misae~~neoUB Workers' Union of 
Austra~ia (Labor Daily Print, Sydney, 1938). 

17Ibid., Rule 6, Clauses (b) and (c), p.5. 

18Ibid., Rule 9 (1) (a), p.9. 

19Ibid., Rule 7 (b), (d) and (e), pp.6-7. 

2°Ibid., Rule 27 (a), pp.21-22. 

21The number of different sections and sub-branches expanded 
gradually. Each section/sub-branch was allowed to hold its own 
monthly meetings, elect its own officials and a delegate to the 
Board of Management. 
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elected annually apart from the secretary and organizer(s) who held 

office "during the pleasure of the union". 2 2 

A second option was for the branch to form a State Council to 

meet at least monthly. The State Council consisted of a branch 

executive (a president, vice-president, secretary-treasurer and 

three members elected by the membership) plus delegates elected on 

the basis of one for each 500 financial members or part thereof. 

All resolutions passed by council had to be endorsed by the executive 

although in some circumstances the matter could be referred to the 

membership if disagreement arose. 23 Elections of state council 

delegates were to be conducted annually (apart from full-time 

officials) by postal ballot although the branch was able to vary this 

considerably in the case of extraordinary vacancies or if the action 

was endorsed by Federal Council. Under the state council system 

there was no obligation to hold general meetings of the membership. 

In fact, the Queensland branch did not hold a general meeting between 

1929 and 1954. 

Neither state nor federal rules offered many avenues for direct 

rank and file participation in policy-making. Effective decision

making bodies were small and tightly knit, while the membership was 

scattered widely. Some key officials were not subject to regular 

election. 2, Even where eleetions were conducted there was 

considerable scope for manipulation. 2s 

22Ibid.; State Rules of the F.M.W.U.A., Rule 23 (a), 
pp.47-48. 

23Ibid., Rule 22 (b) (a)-(r), pp.22,.27. 

2'The general secretary, New South Wales secretary and 
organizers for instance. Rule 29 of the New South Wales branch did 
enable the removal of any officer, representative or delegate upon 
the vote by a majority of financial members at a meeting called for 
that purpose. See State Rules of the F.M.W.U.A. (New South Wales 
branch), op cit., p.52. 

2sWhile elections were conducted through postal ballots, 
provisions covering the appointment/role of the Returning Officer 
and independing scrutineers left considerable discretionary powers 
in the hands of branch officials. 
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In Queensland there were protests that the membership had 

been effectively denied control of the branch and a number of rule 

breaches had occurred. 26 In July 1938 waterfront watchmen wrote 

to the federal president expressing their dissatisfaction with the 

queensland state secretary.27 Since the Queensland branch held no 

general meetings, rank and file dissidents had little option but to 

protest to federal officials and those from states other than 

Queensland. 28 In Victoria, too, there was a series of allegations 

of corruption, financial mismanagement and abuse of power by 

officials. 29 In New South Wales the question of membership rules 

and branch administration was a source of friction between 

officials, the New South Wales president, T.J. Keniry, and elements 

of the rank and file. 3D 

During the Second World War opposition to the New South Wales 

branch leadership increased. However, it remained unco-ordinated 

and ineffective. For instance, the New South Wales secretary was 

urged to propose an amendment to Rule 61 at the branch meeting to 

be held on February 25, 1941. The amendment stipulated that no 

Federal Council delegate would have the power to amend or support 

the alteration of union rules until these changes had been 

considered by a general meeting of the branch. 31 This rule change 

26In April 1937, for instance, the New South Wales secretary 

was informed that the election of the Queensland branch vice

president was in breach of the union's membership rules. 

New South Wales branch correspondence, April 1937. 

27 Correspondence , July 4, 1938. 

28Another protest letter was sent to the Victorian state 

secretary arguing that Rule 22 Cb) did not abrogate the need to hold 

general meetings under 22 Ca) and calling for federal intervention. 

Correspondence to the Victorian branch secretary May 3, 1938 and 

July I, 1937. 

29Correspondence to W.H. Smith, New South Wales secretary, from 

Victorian workers at James Hardie, September 3, 1938. Reply by the 

New South Wales branch president asking for information, October 24, 

1938. Information from the Industrial Registrar, May 6, 1939. 

3DFor evidence of this and the union's response see The 

MisaeZtaneous Workers' Union Review, February IS, 1939. 

31Correspondence to W.H. Smith, New South Wales secretary, 

F.M.W.U., February 14, 1941. 
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was designed to counteract the development of a cabal relationship 

between Federal Council and the various branch executives. In 1943, 

a call was made for a special meeting to remove secretary Smith 

and organizer Doherty because of their failure to assist female 

members during an industrial dispute. 32 Two years later, 

J.J. Dwyer, a former C.P.A. member, mounted a campaign against the 

executive which stressed the need for 100 per cent unionism and job 

committees of workers. 33 

None of these moves was successful. However, they did embarrass 

officials sufficiently to induce a number of rule changes. Following 

the Queensland example, New South Wales opted for a state council/ 

executive structure to replace the Board of Management as the 

branch's central governing body. The justification offered for this 

change was that the 16 sectional representatives made the board 

unwieldy. The change was adopted after a recision motion was 

narrowly defeated. 3" The new state council was manned by:an 

executive of nine (the president, vice-president, secretary, 

three trustees and three elected representatives of the general 

membership) and delegates elected from each section on the basis of 

one for every 500 financial members of part thereof. 35 In practice, 

the executive became the key governing body of the branch. It had 

to endorse state council decisions (with some qualification) and 

there was no requirement to hold monthly meetings open to all 

members. 36 

Rules 21 and 23 provided that the secretary could either 

conduct ballots himself or place them in the hands of a returning 

32Correspondence to the branch, April 27, 1943. 

33Por Progress in the M.W.U. (electoral pamphlet, 1945). 

3"1. Close, The MisoeUaneous Workers' Union 1945-56, op oit. 

35p.M.W.U.A. (New South Wales Branoh) Rules (1945), Rules 19 
and 20, pp.14-16. 

36It was reported that the secretary, Smith, tried to eliminate 
the annual general meeting and the membership's right to petition 
meetings. The power to summon meetings under Rule 49 was very much 
slanted in favour of the executive. Ibid., Rule 49, p.32. See 
also The Rook, December 1951. 
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ofiicer appointed by the Industri.al Registrar. 37 Rule 55 was 

amended so that no state council delegate could propose or support 

rule changes which had not been previously approved by the 

executive.'B Powers to expel members were also transferred to the 

executive. In the same year Federal Council amendments to the 

quorum rule severely limited the capacity of rank and file members 

to hold effective general meetings. The new quorum was set at 

5 per cent of the financial membership for ordinary or special 

meetings. '9 Effectively, this was at least a five-fold increase in 

the quorum requirement. In his survey Close found that the average 

attendance at branch meetings held between 1940 and 1945 was 

about 40.'° This was well below the new quorum requirement. In 

the following eight years not one "valid" meeting was held within 

the branch. In South Australia and Victoria too regular general 

meetings of members bacame a thing of the past.'l 

The quorum change was primarily an initiative of the South 

Australian and Queensland branches.'2 However, by the late 1940s 

opposition groups in the New South Wales branch were beginning to 

organize more effectively and the executive came to see the quorum 

rule as a necessary defence. This stance was defended on the 

grounds that the union should be governed by elected representatives 

rather than general meetings. The scattered membership of the union 

and the high incidence of shift-work among members made large 

meeting attendances almost impossible. The executive was also 

fearful of establishing semi-autonomous structures within the union. 

'7Ibid., Rules 21 and 23, pp.17-19. 

'BIbid., pp.4l-42. 

'9A slightly smaller figure was set for section meetings with 
fewer than 200 members (i.e. ten). Ibid., Rule 47, p.31. 

'°1. Close, The Misoellaneous Workers' Union 1945-56, op oit., 
p.14. 

'lThe Misoellaneous Workers Union Review, December 1954. 

'2In 1947 and 1949 the New South Wales president, G. Sharpe, 
had moved unsuccessfully for a lowering of the quorum by Federal 
Council. In this he became increasingly out of step with other 
New South Wales officials. 
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It refused to establish sub-branches despite pressure from the 

waterfront watchmen. Opposition elements were able to make use 

of dissatisfaction with both these situations to build their 

support. 

Branch elections also became a matter of controversy. The 

turnout of members at postal ballots ranged from about 27 per cent 

to 54 per cent of the financial membership."3 The officers' group 

majority was never seriously threatened. However, there were 

continuous allegations of ballot rigging. Opponents claimed that 

the returning officer, B. Rei11y, was a well known industrial 

grouper (and a postmaster, not a union member originally). There 

was no provision for independent scrutineers and the executive had 

the power to deal with any ballot protests as it saw fit."" As 

with the secretary, organizers were not subject to regular re

election and even job delegates' appointments had to be approved 

by the executive."5 

The concentration of power in the hands of the executive 

provided ammunition for the emerging opposition led by Dwyer and 

Ray Gietzelt (a progressive A.L.P. member who had been employed in 

his father's paint factory). They developed the theme that prior 

to 1945 the union had been democratic. As already shown, the 

earlier rules hardly guaranteed a high level of membership say in 

union affairs. Even so, the 1945 rule changes made it almost 

impossible for even these limited avenues to operate. The 

leadership refused to make either the union's rules or records 

"31. Close, The MisceZZaneous Workers' Union 1945-50, op cit. 

""In 1950, for instance, it was alleged that ballot papers had 
been numbered. The following year it was alleged that the 
returning officer's name had appeared on the officers' group "How 
to Vote" ticket. See Rank and FiZe Members answer Secretaxy Smith 
(pamphlet, November 12, 1951). See also F.M.W.U.A. (New South WaZes 
Branch), Rule 23, pp.18-20. 

"5Ibid., Rules 20, 31 and 35. 
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readily available. 46 Gietzelt, who was to become the architect of 

the protest group's rise to power, was elected to state council but 

lost this post in 1950. 47 

The absence of electoral success by independent prntest 

groups -prompted their eventual merger into a single entity with a 

series of specific policy platforms and electoral strategies 

designed to undermine the incumbent leadership.48 The 

"Progressive Committee" (later "Members' Protest Committee") 

adopted a number of lines of attack upon the leadership. These 

included alleged mismanagement of union affairs and finances. 

Publicity surrounding the repeated rejection of applications to 

inspect records undoubtedly cast suspicion in the minds of union 

members. 49 In the end, financial anomalies were discovered which, 

46 0n June 8, 1946, for instance, Dwyer demanded a copy of the 
union's rules but was informed by the secretary (Smith) that they 
had not been printed. A similar request more than three months 
later (September 18) was refused on similar grounds. On 
September 30 Dwyer was supplied with a copy of the old rules and 
told the new rules were at the printer. On October 11 Dwyer 
sought and obtained a court order demanding that the rules be 
produced. In 1952 following another set of rule changes this 
process was repeated. Similar lengthy proceedings were necessary to 
try to gain access to union records. Source: J.J. Dwyer, personal 
papers and F.M.W.U. documents, University of Sydney Archives. 

47He did not regain the position until 1953. 

48Dwyer met Gietzelt when the latter was handing out tickets 
outside the trades hall in 1945. Both put up separate tickets for 
their respective sections until 1952 when they combined forces. 
J.J. Dwyer, interviewed June 17, 1980. 

490n December 14, 1951 Gietzelt and Dwyer applied to inspect 
the union's books. This was rejected on the grounds that it had 
not been made properly. One month later they gave proper notice 
but were again refused. On January 16 they notified W.H. Smith 
that they were giving formal notice under Rule No. 18 to inspect 
the books on January 18 or they would take action to enforce this 
(correspondence Gietze1t and Dwyer to Smith, January 16, 1952). 
Action was eventually taken in the New South Wales Industrial 
Commission which held that Dwyer and Gietzelt were entitled to see 
the books but not to make copies of them. F.M.W.U. New South Wales 
branch correspondence, December 14, 1951 and January 16, 1952. 
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although minor, tended to reinforce this suspicion. 50 A more 

telling criticism was that in spite of the substantial increase 

in subscription rates in 1952 the union's financial standing 

remained precarious. 51 The opposition laid the blame with leader

ship stagnation and argued that officials sought only enough 

returns to pay their own salary. Ultimately, it was able to 

present a persuasive case that incumbent officials were 

incompetent if not corrupt. 

Another line of attack was on the executives' defensive 

attitude to negotiations over wages and working conditions. The 

opposition promised increased margins and more activism to secure 

overaward payments. 52 It accused the branch leadership of 

''botching'' award negotiations and failing to involve the membership 

in developing logs of claims - a consequence of the reluctance to 

hold meetings or take heed of the views expressed at those held. 53 

Probably the single most important line of assault was the 

absence of membership participation in union operations. The 1945 

rule amendments were criticized along with alleged electoral 

irregularities, the failure to make organizers posts subject to 

regular election and the failure to form new sub-branches in sections 

wishing to manage their own affairs. The latter, in particular, 

50These included the payment of funds in excess of ~le 

provisions to the former secretary Smith upon his retirement, 

excessive car expenses, the payment of the legal costs incurred by 

an organizer accused of sexually assaulting a female cleaner, 

misuse of expense accounts and improperly documented receipts, the 

payment of special leave to a member of the union's clerical staff 

to enable her to travel overseas, £40 missing from the furlough fund 

and gifts made to people outside the union. These allegations 

received widespread publicity. See the S.M.H., December 5, 1953, p.7; 

and the Daily Telegraph, February 23, 1954. 

51 In the quarter ended September 30, 1954 the union recorded a 

loss of £1,042 (excess of expenses over receipts). See The 

Misaellaneous Workers' Union Review, December 1954. 

52Members' Protest Committee, How to Vote, 1952 By-eZeation 

(electoral pamphlet, 1952). 

53In one instance of this, the union's case on the watchmen's 

award had to be presented on three separate occasions. Ibid. 
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appealed to the more militant and organized section of waterfront 

watchmen and members in Newcastle who felt neglected by the Sydney 

office. 54 

The question of elections for organizers came to the fore in 

May 1952 when nominations were called to fill two vacancies. One of 

the three candidates was J.J. Dwyer. On May 9 he wrote a letter 

objecting to the nomination of W.T.H. Ward because Ward was not a 

financial member of branch and therefore not entitled to stand. 

Three days later the returning officer rejected this objection. 55 

However, the executive feared that this ruling would be challenged 

and directed the returning officer to withdraw the names of all 

candidates for organizer from the by-election ballot paper. Dwyer 

wrote to secretary Parker challenging this decision and stating 

that the other nominee, Wincote, and himself should have been 

declared elected unopposed. 56 This was ignored by the executive 

which appointed Ward and Wincote as organizers. While this 

decision was within the executive's powers, it provided further 

ammunition for the Members' Protest Committee which promised to make 

all organizers subject to regular re-election. 57 

In an effort to highlight the undemocratic nature of the union 

rules and bolster its own support, the opposition endeavoured to 

call a series of specially summoned meetings to consider motions 

of no confidence in the Parker/Smith leadership. A petition with 

more than 2,000 member Signatures calling for a reduction in the 

quorum was also organized. The executive initially refused to call a 

meeting under Rule 10 and tried to alter the rules to preclude this 

option. Gietzelt, however, took action in the New South Wales 

54In fact, Newcastle was at this time the only major regional 
outpost of the union. Membership tended to be highly concentrated 
in the Sydney region, reflecting the limited activities of 
organizers. 

55Correspondence, returning officer to J.J. Dwyer, May 12, 
1952. 

56He pointed out that Ward should have been removed from the 
list of candidates as had occurred to another nominee, E.E. Willis. 
Correspondence, J.J. Dwyer to F.C. Parker, May 20, 1952. 

57Dwyer subsequently unsuccessfully challenged the decision 
before the New South Wales Industrial Commission. See the S.M.H., 
August 29, 1953. 
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Industrial Commission which forced the executive to comply. The 

executive's action was high-handed and provided the protest 

committee with another "event" with which to create misgivings 

about the leadership of the branch. 58 

On December 18, 1951 a special summoned meeting unanimously 

passed a motion of no confidence in the leadership.59 Prior to 

the vote being taken, the branch president, G. Sharpe, declared 

that the required quorum of 5 per cent of the financial membership 

was not present, after which the executive left. 6o This set the 

pattern for ensuing meetings. At the Annual Summoned General 

Meeting held on March 4, 1952 the executive again ruled that a 

quorum was not present. Several hundred members attending the 

second meeting proceeded to reject a motion expressing confidence 

in the present officials. 61 The impression of widespread membership 

distrust in the leadership was reinforced by no confidence vo.es at 

a number of stop-work meetings held in the succeeding months. 62 

By 1953 the struggle for control of the union had reached a 

critical stage with each side engaging in bitter vilification of the 

58This initiated a war of pamphlets as Smith (then still 
secretary) sought to defend the executive's action and condemn 
protest meetings organized by the Progressive Committee. See, for 
instance, Rank and File Members answer Searetary Smith (Progressive 
Committee pamphlet, November 12, 1951). 

59Under the union rules two meetings - one at 2.00 p.m. and 
another at 8.00 p.m. - had to be held to ensure that the high 
proportion of members working under various shift arrangements were 
given an opportunity to attend. On December 18, 120 attended the 
first and 250 the second meeting. For a report of the meeting see 
The Roak, January 1, 1952. 

60The opposition made use of S. Smith, a long-term member and 
former official, to chair meetings after branch officials left. 

6lAt the first meeting the motion of confidence had been 
passed 70 : 21. At the latter meeting the motion was rejected 
124 : 135. See the Daily Telegraph, March 5, 1952, p.9. 

62For instance, on February 26 and 27. The first involved 
waterfront watchmen. The executive had already made itself 
unpopular by its refusal to establish a separate sub-branch and 
secretary Smith's earlier attempt to expel two members (Walsh and 
Costello) who were leading activists in this campaign. 
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other. Incumbent officials labelled Gietzelt, Dwyer and others as 

communists and their ubi qui tous "fellow travellers". 6' 

For its part, the Members' Protest Committee characterized 

itself as being free of political or religious affiliation. 64 

However, most committee leaders were A.L.P. members 65 and this 

was used to refute claims by the officers' group that the fight 

represented a communist versus A.L.P. struggle. In essence, the 

battle ~ between two A.L.P. groups - one made up of young, 

progressive members hostile to the industrial groups and the second 

composed of a group of Lang Catholics along with elements of the 

more contemporary version of right-wing A.L.P. Catholicism. 

While the opposition received support from anti-Catholic 

elements, the question of industrial strategy, competent leadership 

and union democracy outweighed political/religious considerations. 66 

The executive tried to present itself as a maligned group of A.L.P. 

supporting moderates who were constrained by federally imposed 

6'The first concerted attempt to use the communist smear was 
made during the 1952 by-election. In a circular to members announc
ing the election (and retirement of secretary Smith), the union's 
steady growth was commended to members along with Parker'S 30 years' 
membership of the A.L.P. Attention was drawn to the use of the 
ti tle "progressi ves" by communists in the F. LA. and other unions. 
Members were urged to vote for the Parker et al. A.L.P. ticket to 
ensure a "clean and democratic" union. After 1952 the accusation of 
communist influence was more frequently used by the beleaguered 
leadership. See F.M.W.U. New South Wales branch circular (1952), 
An Urgent Message to Members of the F.M.W.U.A. In another pamphlet 
appropriately entitled, Misoellaneous Workers Don't let the 
Communists get Control of your Union: Support your Offioials 
Against Communists and Fellow Travellers: Here are the Faots 
behind the Smear Campaign Against your Union Offioials (undated, 
State Executive Council, F.C. Parker), Parker alleged that Gietzelt 
was a declared communist and Dwyer, etc. were disruptionists. 

64 See A Letter to M.W.U. Members (Members' Protest Committee 
pamphlet, 1954). 

65This certainly applied to Gietzelt, G. Ford and D. Howitt. 
J.J. Dwyer applied for A.L.P. membership and was eventually 
admitted despite opposition based on his previous communist 
affiliations. Ironically, one of the leading opponents of his 
application was S. Baltinos, later to be expelled from the A.L.P. 
following his activities in the New Citizens' Council (see 
Chapter 7). 

66 Gietzelt received strong 
publications such as The Rook. 
December 1951 and January 1952. 

support in protestant anti-Catholic 
See, for instance, The Rook, 
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quorum rules - a lame-sounding excuse - and subject to unfounded 

accusations of mismanagement by extreme disruptionist elements. 

It urged members not to sign petitions or make donations to the 

Members' Protest Committee. 67 

Belying its own claims, the branch executive undertook a 

number of undemocratic measures in an effort to stifle dissent. 

It tried to stop protest committee leaders from visiting 

factories to canvass support. 68 In June 1953 a move was made to 

expel Dwyer from the union. This followed reports of remarks Dwyer 

was alleged to have made about secretary Parker in an application 

to join the A.L.P. 69 This move lapsed. However, in August the 

executive adopted two rule changes designed to make opposition 

more difficult. The first involved the inclusion of Federal 

Rule 28 in the branch rules which empowered the executive to expel 

or fine any member divulging branch business. 7D This failed to gag 

Gietze1t, who had regained his position on State Council and was 

using the information thereby obtained to campaign against Parker 

et al. In October the executive cancelled his membership. 71 In an 

67In a branch circular dated February 24, 1953, secretary 
Parker avoided any direct association with the anti-communist 
industrial groups, stating that the officers deplored extremist 
political slinging of the McCarthy/Nixontype. See,also, F.M.W.U., 
New South Wales branch, Misaellaneous Workers: Here are the Faats 
behind the Smear Campaign Against your Offiaials (authorized by 
F.C. Parker, undated). 

68This was done with the collaboration of a number of 
employers. It is worth noting that J. Brooks, a state councillor 
and supporter of Parker, was an Industrial Officer with the 
Australian Plastic Co. 

69See correspondence, J. Brooks to F.C. Parker, secretary of 
the F.M.W.U., June 26, 1953, and Parker to Dwyer (asking him to 
attend the next executive meeting on August 11, 1953 to answer 
these charges), July 27, 1953. 

7DF.M.W.U.A. Rules (1952). Rule 28, p.36. 

71The other rule change altered the number of members required 
to petition a general meeting from 50 per cent to 60 per cent of the 
financial membership (Rule No. 10). Further, members not attending 
the meeting after Signing the petition were liable to be fined. At 
this time Gietze1t and Dwyer were organizing a petition to summon a 
meeting in December 1953 to remove most officers of the union. See 
I. Close, The Misaellaneous Workers' Union 1945-56. op ait., p.54. 
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even more extraordinary move to eliminate opposition. the executive 

ruled that special constables (the occupation of J.J. Dwyer) did 

not fall within the union's constitutional jurisdiction and 

cancelled Dwyer's membership accordingly. 72 Secretary Parker 

stated that the special constable category should be covered by 

the Police Association - a view refuted by the secretary of this 

body.73 For his part, Dwyer alleged that the union executive was 

acting hypocritically when it expelled opponents at the same time 

as it espoused the cause of compulsory unionism. 74 

Unlike expulsion, cancellation of membership did not convey a 

right of appeal. Gietzelt and Dwyer (and several others denied 

membership) took their case to the New South Wales Industrial 

Commission which ordered their reinstatement. 75 The executive's 

efforts also failed to forestall the organization of a petition 

(with 578 signatures) calling for a meeting to discuss alleged 

irregularities in union finances, the absence of general meetings 

since 1946 and a motion calling for the removal of all branch 

officials apart from G. Sharpe, the branch president. 76 

In a last ditch effort to protect itself - and one which 

demonstrated the sham excuse with regard to the quorum rule - the 

executive amended Rule No. 25 so that the removal of an official 

required a vote by 20 per cent of the financial membership as 

72Dwyer was informed of this decision at an executive meeting 
held on October 6, 1953. At the meeting Dwyer accused the executive 
of trying to get rid of him. This view was not denied by members of 
the executive with one (Evans) stating that Dwyer had always been 
"trouble" in his 12 years of membership. F.M.W.U. New South Wales 
branch executive minutes, October 6, 1952. 

73Daily Telegraph, November 3, 1953. 

74At this time the New South Wales government had introduced 
amendments to the Industrial Arbitration Act which would have 
rendered union memberShip compulsory. The F.M.W.U. leadership saw 
this as a solution to its organizational problems. 

75Daily Telegraph, December 5, 1953. 

76By this stage Gietzelt et al. had made an arrangement with 
Sharpe. Gietzelt had given notice of the later motion in a circular 
dated August 18, 1953. 
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opposed to the previous requirement of 5 per cent. 77 Another rule 

amendment enabled the executive to notify members of special 

summoned meetings by a notice placed in a newspaper rather than a 

branch circular - the latter being regarded as the more effective 

of the two methods. At the specially summoned meeting held on 

December 7 incumbent officials denied the allegations of 

mismanagement and other charges. Nevertheless, the motion calling 

for their dismissal was carried by 300 votes to five. 7B Secretary 

Parker told the assembled members that officers would not accept the 

decision because attendance at the meeting had failed to reach the 

necessary quorum of 1,200 [sic] to make it constitutional. 

In response the Members' Protest Committee took action in both 

the state and federal arbitration tribunals. The hearing to decide 

whether the rules of the New South Wales branch were in conformity 

with the Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Act was not 

concluded until October 1954. 79 The Full Bench of the Federal 

Arbitration Court directed officials to obey the decision reached 

by the December 7 meeting. The Bench unanimously decided that the 

meeting had been constitutional since the quorum for the branch 

could not be more than 265 members. BO It was also ruled that the 

secretary should be subject to regular election, the quorum be 

lowered and all members be given access to union rules. 

Following this decision, branch president G. Sharpe and the 

trustees took over the affairs of the union in the interim period 

77This amendment was decided at the executive meeting held on 
December 3, 1953 and registered four days later with the New South 
Wales Industrial Commission. The amendment was challenged by 
Gietzelt on behalf of the Members' Protest Committee. 

7BS.M.H., December 8, 1953, p.3. 

79Ford versus F.M.W.U.A. (1954) 79, Commonwealth Arbitration 
Reports 147. 

B°During the hearing evidence was presented that the membership 
records had been deliberately falsified in an effort to bolster the 
number of financial members and thereby increase the quorum requir
ment. Parker stated he had guessed the quorum and denied he had 
stated it was 1,200 members. In his judgement Mr Justice Foster 
stated that control was not just theoretical and provisions for 
exercising it must be reasonably practicable and not so cumbersome 
or slow-moving as to be a mere illusion. Ford versus F.M.W.U.A. 
(1954) 79, Commonwealth Arbitration Reports 147. See also the 
S.M.H., October 6, 1954; and The Misaellaneous Workers' Union 
Review. December 1954. 
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before elections could be conducted. S1 Three Members' Protest 

Committee activists (G. Ford, D. Howitt and J. Dwyer) were appointed 

as organizers until those positions could be made subject to regular 

election. s2 On October 5 a number of state council members 

attempted to have Parker, Harley, Adamson and Wincote reinstated to 

their former positions but this move was rejected by council. A 

move by Parker et aZ. to have an industrial group reformed in 

branch was rejected by the A.L.P. Central Executive on October 22, 

1954. 

At the elections held early in 1955 former members of the 

Members' Protest Committee now campaigning as the "Official Union 

Ticket-A. L. P. Team" captured all vacant posts, outpolling former 

officials by a ratio of more than three to one. S3 In its 

propaganda the Members' Protest Committee made full use of its new 

status as "official" and "A.L.P." candidates and the changed status 

of industrial groups. Parker and others were accused of 

facilitating outside influence and trying to establish a breakaway 

union on the waterfront. s , Gietzelt was elected branch president 

and George Sharpe took over the post as branch secretary - an office 

he held only briefly following allegations of corruption. ss The 

former executive collapsed as an opposition faction and did not 

context the 1956 elections. 

The new New South Wales leadership set out to live up to its 

promise to give the branch a more dynamic image and facilitate 

membership participation. A female organizer, M. Rohan, was 

appOinted to look after the previously neglected interests of 

female cleaners. Organizers remained under the control of the 

SlSharpe became interim branch secretary. 

S2The new leadership announced its intention to amend Rule 
No. 31 in this regard. See The MisaeZZaneous Workers' Union Review, 
December 1954. 

s3Ibid., April 1955. 

s'See How to Vote - OffiaiaZ Union Tiaket - Support A.L.P. 
Members (pamphlet, 1955-56 elections). 

sSSharpe, who had been useful to the Gietzelt/Dwyer opposition 
at a critical time, was replaced by D. Howitt (a member of the 
Members' Protest Committee). This removed the last remnant of the 
"old" leadership. 
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branch secretary although they were now subj ect to triennial 

elections. In keeping with its promise to cater for regional 

autonomy, a waterfront watchmen's section was set up along with a 

Newcastle sub-branch. A system of quarterly rather than annual 

general meetings was established and The MisaeZZaneous Workers' 

Union Review was published and distributed on a regular (quarterly) 

basis. Greater activism in negotiations, recruitment, dues 

collection and award policing along with administrative improvements 

initiated under the shrewd, if unobtrusive, direction of Gietzelt 

and bolstered by the enthusiasm of Dwyer and others considerably 

strengthened the branch. By the end of 1956 membership had 

increased by 2,000 despite the removal of deadwood from the rolls. 86 

In the four years after 1954 branch income almost trebled and 

membership doubled, enabling the creation of additional full-time 

positions. In turn, this strengthened the union's organizing 

capaci ty. 

In 1956 a new New South Wales branch publication, The 

MisaeZZaneous Worker, was launched. This contained detailed 

accounts of the union's services with regard to workers' 

compensation and wage recoveries. Many of the union's scattered 

membership were in employment situations where award underpayment 

and compensation problems were widespread. The branch established 

its own legal department. Published reports of operations in this 

area undoubtedly acted as a powerful incentive for members to remain 

financial. 87 The MisaeZZaneous Worker also carried detailed reports 

of industrial action - a departure from the previous leadership 

which had only sporadically reported award changes - and advocated 

a militant approach to negotiations. In 1957, for instance, the 

union supported a series of stoppages on the waterfront over the 

proposed introduction of a roster system in employment. The 

86 1. Close, The MisaeZZaneous Workers' Union 1945-56, op ait., 
p.67. 

87 In 1953 the branch had secured £1,000 in wage recoveries and 
£16,000 in workers' compensation settlements. Nine years later the 
figures were £8,687 and £261,000 respectively. Achievements in this 
area were also used in electioneering pamphlets. Source: F.M,W,U. 
New South Wales branch annual reports. 
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protracted struggle ended in victory for the workers. BB This 

action and others by school cleaners and factory workers enhanced 

the union's prestige and established its reputation as a "left

leaning body which, if not positively militant, could and would 

fight. 

This reputation was essential to the leadership's industrial 

philosophy which was no longer totally wedded to arbitration 

tribunals as in the days of Smith/Parker. While initially sceptical 

of arbitration, Gietzelt had come to see some virtues in the system 

which had helped bring about his own victory. At the same time, he 

favoured a shift toward collective bargaining and was opposed to 

the use of penal sanctions - a view shared by other members of the 

leadership. A certain amount of strike action was useful during 

direct negotiations as was the reputation acquired from exerting 

such pressure in the past. In practice, the union utilized 

arbitration, direct negotiation, consent awards and industrial 

agreements as the situation (including the membership's capacity 

for taking strike action) appeared to warrant. 

The above changes were not confined to New South Wales. 

Gietzelt desired to transform the entire union into a large, 

effectively administered and rapidly growing organization. At the 

same time, an antagonistic federal council was a direct threat to 

the branch because of its powers to determine branch rules and 

dismiss branch officials - something which had been threatened 

during the struggle with Parker/Smith. The position of the 

New South Wales leadership was strengthened by the defeat of the 

conservative leadership in Queensland in 1954. A consequence of 

this was the resignation of the federal president. This created a 

power vacuum at the federal level. Agreement was reached between 

the New South Wales and Victorian branches (also progressive at 

this time) whereby Gietzelt was elected federal secretary and the 

Victorian secretary, R.A. Cameron, was elected federal president 

unopposed. By this power-sharing agreement Gietze1t became the 

BBReference to these stoppages is also made in I. Close, The· 
Miscellaneous Workers' Union 1945-56, op cit., p.68; and M. Isaacs, 
Union Activity by Three Self-styled Left Wing Trade Union Leaders 
(Unpublished B.A. Honours Thesis, Faculty of Arts, University of 
Sydney, 1972). 
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youngest union general secretary in Australia. 

One of the first priorities was altering the federal rules to 

ensure a more equitable branch representation on Federal Council and 

establish a lower quorum for branch meetings. The rules adopted in 

1956 did not diminish the central authority of Federal Council but 

attempted to ensure that these powers were not exercised 

arbitrarily. Under Rule 8 Ca) the number of branch delegates 

to Federal Council was determined on a sliding membership scale 

which favoured smaller branches without grossly under-representing 

larger branches. 89 While a collegiate system was retained for 

electing federal officers, all posts were subject to a triennial 

ballot90 and Rule 25 was amended to restrict Federal Council's 

power to dismiss branch officials. 91 Further, Rule 58 contained 

a series of new provisions directed at establishing avenues for 

membership control of Federal Council and Federal Executive. 92 

Branch rules were also amended in an effort to circumvent 

ballot irregularities. 93 The quorum for a special summoned meeting 

called to dismiss branch officials was set at 200 in New South Wales, 

100 in Victoria and South Australia and 50 in Western Australia. 94 

For other branch meetings the quorum was set at 20 financial 

members or 10 members if the branch had less than 1,000 members. 95 

Branches were required to hold ordinary meetings at least once every 

89Branches with 500 or fewer members could send one delegate. 
Those with 2,000 or fewer members were entitled to two delegates. 
Branches with more than 2,000 delegates were entitled to a further 
delegate for each additional 2,000 members (or part thereof) up to 
10,000 members, when the ratio was one delegate for each 
5,000 members (or part thereof). F.M.W.U.A. Rules registered under 
the Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Act 1904 (as amended) 
1956, Rule 8 (a), p.14. 

90Ibid., Rule 11 (a), p.18. 

9lIbid. , 

92 Ibid. , 
Rule 25, pp.32-33. 

Rule 58, pp.62-63. 

93For example, all candidates were now able to nominate their 
own scrutineers. Ibid. Branch Rules, Rule 30 (1)-(19), 
pp.35-38. 

94Ibid., Rule 32, p.40. 

95A special summoned meeting required a requisition of not 
fewer than 50 members or 20 if the branch had fewer than 10,000 
members. Ibid., Rule 33, pp.40-42. 

~ 
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quarter. The new rules also significantly broadened the responsib

ilities of job delegates. 96 In addition, the functions and powers 

of sub-branches and sections were specified in more detail. 9? These 

rules remained substantially unaltered until the 1970s. 98 

The retention of strong central authority whilst broadening the 

avenues of membership participation was essential to the organiz

ational strategy of rapidly expanding membership. In order to 

help establish a unified identity for the union a regular national 

newspaper, Federation News, was produced and mailed to members. 

Under Gietze1t's shrewd influence the union developed as a soundly 

administered and aggressive organization - making unionism an 

effective business though not necessarily incorporating a narrow job 

oriented focus normally associated with business unionism. 

There are three apparent methods by which a union may increase 

its membership; first by exploiting previously unorganized/poorly 

organized areas; second by increasing the level of effective/ 

financial membership in areas already organized; and third by 

96Ibid., Rule 40, pp.46-47. See also Rule 42, pp.47-48. 

9?Ibid., Rule 51, pp.Sl-53. 

9BIn 1959 Rule 39 was amended to include a prov1s10n that branch 
organizers could not hold a pOSition on the branch executive 
simultaneously with their appOintment as organizers and vice versa. 
The organizer could, however, forward motions to the executive or 
state council for consideration at their next meeting. (See 
F.M.W.U.A. Alterations to Rules, June 30, 1959, pp.26-27.) In 1970 
provisions were inserted governing the appointment of research 
officers (Rule 15A) and the election of an assistant general 
secretary, a new post (Rule l5B). Amendments also provided for an 
enlarged federal executive (Rule 11) and giving a number of unions 
which merged with the F.M.W.U. separate representation on Federal 
Council (Rule 8) and State Council. Other rule changes precluded 
certain persons (convicted of larceny in a trade union, last 
employed by calling covered by the union more than three years 
before, over 65 years of age or who had nominated for more than one 
post) from contesting union posts (Rule 30; 18 (a)-(d)), empowered 
branch executive, state council or branch meetings to remove any 
officer (including organizers) not a member of the branch executive 
or a federal council delegate (Rule 39B) and established a union 
superannuation plan (Rule 21) and journal fund (Rule 66). 
F.M.W.U.A. Rules Incorporating the New South Wales, Victorian, 
Queensland, South Australian, Western Australian, Tasmanian, 
Australian Ccrpital Territory and North Australian Workers' Union 
Branch, October 1970. 
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amalgamating with other unions. The F.M.W.U. leadership made use of 

all these devices to a degree probably unmatched by any other union 

in the post-war period. 99 These strategies and the problems 

associated with them need to be examined in some depth. 

With regard to the first, officials began moving into 

previously unexploited areas of jurisdiction. One example of this 

was the chemical industry where the union had secured coverage in 

1933. The union also sought coverage of new areas. In 1957 alone, 

the union gained jurisdiction over librarians, gardeners, air brush 

artists, billiard makers, engine packers, laboratory attendants, 

non-skilled fibrous plaster workers in New South Wales and dental 

mechanics and photographic employees in Victoria. 100 There was also 

considerable untapped potential at a regional level. Even the 

New South Wales branch membership had largely been restricted to the 

Sydney region prior to 1954. The branch based an organizer at Wagga, 

created a Wollongong sub-branch (like Newcastle manned by full-time 

officials) in 1960 and assigned an organizer to the A.C.T. 10l In 

Tasmania (where membership had originally been confined to water

front watchmen), the mid-1960s saw the organization of cleaners as 

the first step towards a more broadly based and self-reliant 

branch. 102 A similar process occurred in other states. In Western 

Australia, there was no branch but this was rectified in May 1957. 103 

99The above points were first noted by J. Edwards, "An 
Experiment in Modern Unionism - the Federated Miscellaneous Workers' 
Union", The Australian Quarterly, vol. 41, no. 3, September 1969, 
pp.75-79. 

100Federation News, September 1957. By 1970 it required 
12 pages of the union's rule book simply to specify the F.M.W.U.'s 
constitutional coverage. Five years later the constitution took 
26 pages and there have been subsequent additions to thisl 

101The A.C.T. organizer (J.J. Dwyer) initially enrolled cleaners. 
Later other groups were organized and eventually an independent branch 
structure established. The expansionary process has continued up to 
the present with the creation of Sy1vania sub-branch in Sydney. 

102An award for cleaners was established on September 1, 1966. 
Organization was aided by the introduction of contractors to the 
University of Tasmania. This crisis was a considerable aid to the 
union in its expansionary activities. 

103Again, the union wqs quick to establish awards for previously 
unorganized groups such as tea attendants. See Federation News, 
February 1962. 
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By 1970 branches were operating in all states, the A.C.T. and 

Northern Territory. 

The F.M.W.U. took advantage of the post-war growth of a number 
of industries including chemicals, asbestos, building materials, 

rubber products and plastics. At the same time it had to face 

intense rivalry from a number of other unions equally intent on 

increasing their membership. In Queensland, the F.M.W.U. had to 

compete with the A.W.U. which had coverage of almost all workers in 

the north of the state. Competition with the A.W.U. also took 

place in the chemicals industry (Australia-wide) and amongst petrol 

station attendants. 10 " The trend to contract cleaning assisted the 

union in its struggle to gain control of hospital cleaners from the 

Health and Research Employees' Association (H.R.E.A.). Non-academic 

university staff (other than clerical) was another prime area of 

competition between the F.M.W.U. and H.R.E.A. 

Inter-union competition occasionally involved the F.M. W. U. 

protracted and expensive legal battles. The most notable instances 

of this occurred in the rubber and plastics industries where the 

union had to compete with the Rubber and Allied Workers' Union 

(R.W.U.). The attitude of F.M.W.U. leaders was that coverage should 

be determined on the basis of the first union to secure membership 

in a particular work-place. Records suggest that, in the main, they 

abided by this convention and did not intrude on work-places where 

the R.W.U. was already organizing. At the same time, it was claimed 

that the R.W.U. did not abide by this convention and employers 

collaborated in this by calling in the Rubberworkers whenever the 

F.M.W.U. tried to organize a factory. 

In general, F.M.W.U. officials were more active in initial 

recruitment drives and thiS, together with the superior wages and 

conditions in awards serviced by the F.M.W.U., and its better record 

with regard to victimization, workers' compensation and policing of 

awards, made it more attractive to workers if not employers. On 

occasion, the struggle became particularly bitter. In 1963, for 

instance, the R.W.U. proposed to initiate proceedings under the 

lO"In the latter both unions succeeded only in obtaining meagre 
memberships although by the mid-1970s the A.W.U. appeared to be 
gaining the upper hand. 
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Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Act to have the F.M.W.U. 

deregistered. This action was forestalled only by the intervention 

of A.C.T.U. president Monk. 105 The following year the R.W.U. sought 

to have a preference provision favouring itself inserted into the 

New South Wales Plastics Moulding Award (an F.M.W.U. award). Again, 

this move was rejected. lOG 

There were similar confrontations in the rubber industry. In 

1974 the F.M.W.U. and R.W.U. signed an agreement whereby both pledged 

to respect each other's rights to establishments already 

unionized. 107 This agreement survived only one year before both 

unions were embroiled in a major jurisdictional struggle in South 

Australia - a conflict facilitated by the none too deft actions of 

Uniroya1 Pty Ltd. 

The F.M.W.U. had traditionally covered the rubber industry in 

South Australia. Prior to 1974 the union had organized both the 

Salisbury and Edwardstown factories of Uniroya1. Conditions of 

employment were regulated by a state industrial agreement. A closed 

shop/check-off arrangement also operated at both plants. During the 

latter part of 1974 and early 1975 a series of industrial disputes 

occurred over retrenchments. In response, Uniroya1 ceased making 

deductions and sought to have the plants covered by the federal 

Rubber, Plastics and Cable-making Industry Award, thereby giving 

preference to the Rubber and Allied Workers' Union. 

This application was granted by Commissioner Mathews in March 

1975 who was then ignorant of the full details of the case. The 

entry of the R.W.U. was a direct contravention of the 1974 F.M.W.U./ 

R.W.U. agreement and meant shifting 1,400 workers to an award with 

conditions generally inferior those of the state industrial 

agreement. The company instructed workers to resign from the F.M.W.U. 

and join the R.W.U. and a number did. However, many remained 

members of the F.M.W.U. while others allowed their union membership to 

lapse. Management attempted to assist the R.W.U. officials in their 

105Correspondence, A.E. Monk to the federal secretary of the 
Rubber and Allied Workers' Union dated February 1, 1963. 

10GFederation News, September 1964. 

107I bid., April-June 1975. 
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recruiting activities. The F.M.W.U. accused the company of infringing 

upon the rights of its job delegates and subsequently took action 

against this in the Australian Industrial Court. The union also 

sought the reinstatement of Nick Robakis (an F.M.W.U. delegate and 

South Australian branch president) who it alleged had been dismissed 

for carrying out union functions. This charge was upheld by the 

court which ordered the reinstatement of Robakis and fined the 

company. loa 

The F.M.W.U. referred the matter to the A.C.T.U. executive which 

condemned the R.W.U. 's "body snatching" tactics and urged it to stop 

enrolling members at Uniroyal. 109 The A.C.T.U. executive also 

criticized management's refusal to grant right of entry to F.M.W.U. 

officials and the favouritism shown to R.W.U. members in overtime, 

shift rosters and other privileges. 110 The R.W.U. ignored this 

decision and issued leaflets which (among other things) accused 

the F.M.W.U. of being communist-controlled. lll These were principally 

directed at the largely foreign-born workforce. While they led to 

no mass exodus from the F.M.W.U., the pamphlets did increase the level 

of confusion amongst workers. 

The F.M.W.U. also took the question of coverage to the Conciliation 

and Arbitration Commission. In June 1975 Justice Mary Gaudron set 

aside the award made by Commissioner Mathews. Gaudron accused the 

company/R.W.U. of not disclosing the full background details to 

Mathews and stated it was not the prerogative of the company to tell 

its employees which union they ought to join. 112 This decision, 

10 a Ibid. 

109In cases of contested jurisdiction it was A.C.T.U. policy 
that consideration should be given to traditional coverage, inter
union agreements and the body offering superior wages and conditions. 
The latter measure was designed to counter employer collaboration 
with weaker trade unions. 

110These practices were aimed at inducing workers to transfer to 
the R.W.U. 

lllThe A.C.T.U. executive reiterated its standpoint in the 
following year. A.C.T.U. Executive Decisions 1976 1/5. 

l12The union noted with chagrin that neither management nor· 
the R.W .. U. challenged evidence presented as -to the inferior conditions 
provided by the Rubber, Plastics and Cable-making Industry Award. 
See Fe4erated NeLJs, April-June 1975. 
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however, did not solve the question of which.~ion was to have 

coverage. An application by the F.M.W.U. to obtain an award covering 

Uniroyal·was opposed by the company and the R.W.U. On October 22, 

1975, Justice Gaudron ordered that a secret ballot of the workforce 

be conducted to obtain their preferences with regard to union 

membership.113 The ballot papers were printed in English, Italian, 

Greek and Serbo-Croatian - a recognition of the large number of non

English speaking members in both plants. The ballot results 

declared on November 13 favoured the F.M.W.U. by a three to one 

majority in both plants. ll " On December 23 a consent award was made 

between the F.M.W.U. and Uniroyal with the R.W.U. conceding exclusive 

right of entry to the former. 

Nevertheless, the company continued to restrict the organizing 

efforts of the F.M.W.U. and also refused to enter into a check-off 

arrangement. The propaganda battle between the unions and company 

interference had created a situation where workers were committed 

members of one or the other union, with a large number being 

disenchanted per se. lIS By early 1976 only just over half the work

force had (re)joined the F.M.W.U. and the majority of these were 

unfinancial. Relations between Uniroyal and the F.M.W.U. remained 

bitter. For instance, on one occasion when the union called a stop

work meeting, management issued a notice telling employees not to 

attend. When some employees failed to turn up the meeting called a 

48-hour stoppage in protest. 'l " Management also agreed to recognize 

additional job delegates only begrudgingly. 

In an effort to improve organization the 

application to vary the Plastics, Resins, Synthetic Rubbers and 

Rubbers (Uniroyal Pty Ltd) Award 1975 to include a provision bestowing 

II'This move was also opposed by the company. 

II"The final tally was the F.M.W.U., 774 votes; the R.W.U., 
235 votes; and informal, 14 votes. Details of this and subsequent 
events can be found in The High Court of Australia, F.M.W.U.A. and 
others Ex Parte;Uniroyal Pty Ltd Decision delivered on February 22, 
1978. 

IISIbid. 

ll"The company's action was slated by the Commission. Federation 
News, January-June 1977. 
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exclusive preference to the union along the same lines as the 

Federated Clerks' (Oil Industry) Award. The decision delivered by 

Justice Gaudron on January 4, 1977 granted the F.M.W.U". exclusive 

preference but only in engagement and retrenchment (retention)."? 

Both the union and the company appealed against this provision. 

These appeals were discharged in a decision reached on May 30. 

Subsequently, Uniroya1 took the matter to the High Court where its 

appeal was upheld. 

The foregoing is an instructive example of an employer's 

partially successful attempt to weaken trade union organization 

through the introduction of a rival union. 11B The expansionist 

policies of the F.M.W.U. and the considerable instances of overlapping 

coverage rendered it vulnerable to these sorts of actions. However, 

problems seldom reached the stage of the Uniroya1 case. Whether 

deliberate or not, theUniroya1 battle did exploit the multicultural 

nature of the workforce. More explicit examples of this will be 

elaborated later in the chapter. 

Even discounting jurisdictional struggles with rival unions, 

the expansion of membership coverage and consequent increase of 

organizing responsibilities could not be maintained in the absence 

of efforts to improve the level of financial membership in those 

areas already covered. Yet many of the occupations covered were 

difficult to organize and maintain. In 1965 the F.M.W.U. estimated 

that 40,000 employees covered by its awards (nationally) were not 

union members. 119 The problem of maintaining a stable financial 

basis from which to launch further development became increasingly 

pronounced as the union moved into scattered high turnover service 

occupations such as petrol station and car park attendants, car 

washers and cleaners. During 1978, for instance, the New South Wales 

11?Further, the provlslon (Clause 38 of the Plastics, Resins, 
Synthetic Rubbers and Rubbers Award) applied only to employees 
joining the company after February 1, 1977. 

11BThere were also instances of this in the cleaning industry. 
For a reported example concerning the introduction of contract 
cleaners into the University of Tasmania see Federated News, Apri1-
June 1977. " 

119Ibid., September 1965. 
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branch experienced a combined turnover of 23,000 members 

(resignations plus new admissions) in maintaining its membership of 

of 30,000. 120 

The initiation of union support/activism for better conditions 

or opposition to victimization could weld. union solidarity in a 

particular area. A good example of this was the strike by dance 

instructors in 1959. 121 However, the effects of such actions were 

not always permanent particularly where it was difficult to establish 

an effective delegate system to collect dues, police awards and 

report disputes or instances of victimization. Nor was it possible 

to conduct widespread "demonstration" actions in areas such as 

contract cleaning where the workforce was both widely scattered and 

transient. Organizational problems were exacerbated where a high 

proportion of the workforce were recently arrived non-British 

migrants. 

Ignoring the latter for the moment, a general solution to these 

difficulties was seen to lie in the establishment of closed shop/ 

check-off agreements where possible and agreed to by members. 122 

The union I s predilection for "responsible" collective bargaining 

enhanced its chances of extracting such concessions from employers. 

While some may have preferred a milder form of unionism - the F.M.W.U. 

hardly possessed a militant reputation despite its capacity to fight 

on occasion - this option was not always open. Even when it was, 

the prospect of bitter interunion struggles dissuaded some employers. 

However, many accepted check-off agreements only after resistance to 

unionization had failed. 123 The most substantial inroads were made 

amongst factory workers in industries such as paint and varnish, 

120F.M.W.U. New South Wales branch membership records. 

121See Federation News, December 1959. 

122Consent was particularly important in factories/work-places 
where workers with strong union traditions might resist such 
measures for reasons outlined in Chapter 9. The more effective 
delegate system found in these made such measures less essential in 
any case. Obtaining consent was generally less of a problem in 
areas without an effective delegate system although, of course, 
employer co-operation was essential. 

123 In this regard, the business-like manner and dynamic 
operations of the F.M.W.U. stood in stark contrast to those of a 
number of its leading rivals. 
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asbestos, sugar refining, building materials, chemicals and later 

plastics. Some gains were made in the service area although not to 

the same extent. No statistics are available on the extent of such 

arrangements. In the absence of such evidence the best guide that 

could be obtained was the opinion of leading New South Wales 

officials who suggested 70 per cent of the branch membership was 

covered by closed shop/deductions arrangements. 124 While such 

estimates have an inbuilt bias to optimism they do seem to indicate 

that the practice was widespread. 125 

The introduction of deductions in areas of high turnover could 

actually multiply union receipts. 126 The growth of automatic 

deductions permitted greater emphasis on the more difficult areas 

such as contract cleaning. This was particularly important given 

the vast number of work-places covered by the union. At the same 

time it was equally important that work-places (including those 

covered by deductions) should have capable job delegates to report 

problems, police awards and resolve minor grievances. While the 

union leadership sought to build up 

In many 

its delegate system, this was 

work-places it was difficult to only partially successful. 

find candidates for the job because of labor instability or employer 

victimization. Once appointed/elected, delegates retained their 

post until they resigned or were replaced by the membership. Their 

appointment was subject to branch executive approval; 

Although delegates were encouraged to involve themselves in 

wage, etc. negotiations, their role in this regard was strictly 

delimited by the union's centralized and specialized structure. 

Initially, Gietzelt himself had directed most major award/agreement 

negotiations while organizers concentrated on recruitment, dues 

collection and work-place dispute handling. In time research 

12"For instance the New South Wales branch secretary, Chris 
Raper (interviewed January 18, 1979). There is no reason to believe 
the situation was significantly different in other states although 
this is, of course, purely speculative. 

125This is certainly confirmed by impressions gained from 
factories visited during the course of the study. 

126A consequence of the need to pay entrance fees and also the 
collection of union subscriptions in advance by employers. 
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officers appointed at state and federal level progressively took 

responsibility for many awards and industrial agreements (there were 

250 of these in New South Wales alone in 1976) and tribunal hearings 

over unfair dismissal, underpayment of wages, etc. Gietzelt 

retained a key role overseeing these activities and acting as 

tactician for the more important negotiations. The union did not 

encourage job delegates to initiate campaigns. for improved conditions 

independent of full-time officials. Further, while the M.W.U. was 

not formally opposed to interunion shop committees, its policy that 

representation on such bodies should be proportional to union 

membership in the work-place concerned has generally precluded its 

participation in them. 127 If the types of industries and 

occupations covered by the union (frequentlY lacking strong union 

traditions and experienced job delegates) largely explains the 

reliance placed on full-time officials to conduct negotiations and 

even handle basic recruitment functions, this situation was also 

reinforced by these very policies. 

The third means by which the F.M.W.U. expanded its membership was 

by absorbing small non-viable unions, together with a number of 

state unions which saw advantages in national affiliation. The 

expanded jurisdictional coverage of the F.M.W.U. made it possible for 

the union to claim a kindred relationship with almost any other 

union. Between 1953 and 1970 the F.M.W.U. ·absorbed more than 

18 unions, the 

(N.A.W.U.).128 

largest being the North Australian Workers' Union 

In the case of larger unions, amalgamation was 

127This certainly seems to be the case in New South Wales. In 
the C.S.R. Sugar Refinery at Pyrmont, for instance, the M.W.U. 
declined invitations to join a shop committee established by 
maintenance workers (members of the A.M.W.S.U., A.S.E., E.T.U. and a 
number of other unions). At the same time, F.M.W.U. members have 
joined in other shop committees although they seem to have done this 
independent of the union. It must be recognized that many of the 
work-places covered by the union (including factories) had no 
tradition of shop committee organization. Even so, the union has 
done nothing to encourage their development. 

128The N.A.W.U. was absorbed in 1964. Other unions to come 
within the F.M.W.U. fold included the Leather and Allied Trades Union 
(1967), the Queensland Foodstuffs Union, the West Australian 
Chemical Workers' Union and the New South Wales Sugar Workers' 
Union (1970). 



706. 

facilitated by permitting the union to retain a separate branch/ 

section within the F.M.W.U. Some also retained separate representation 

on both branch and federal council. 129 New sections were also 

created to forestall internal dissension amongst groups of workers 

already covered. 130 

As indicated earlier the growth of the F.M.W.U. cannot be 

understood simply in terms of the strategies just described. The 

expansion was facilitated by the union leadership's attitude to wage 

negotiations and its industrial philosophy in general. At one 

level there was a strong preference for directly negotiated 

agreements and consent awards with particular industries or 

employers. This avoided the delays and legal costs associated with 

servicing a large number of awards. In well organized industries 

the union was prepared to conduct quite militant campaigns in 

pursuit of increased margins and overaward payments. Surveys of 

rates applying within the union were used to support these claims. 131 

At the same time these campaigns were centrally directed by full-time 

officials in consultation with the members concerned. Resort to 

strike action was tempered by the union's desire to establish a 

stable relationship with employers. The breakdown of this relation

ship in one area would necessitate the devotion of additional 

resources which could be better served elsewhere. Most members 

continued to be covered under state awards and agreements 

there was a perceptible trend towards the federal sphere. 

although 

By 1978, 

the New South Wales branch alone was responsible for 389 separate 

129The Australian Leather and Allied Industries branch, for 
instance, sent delegates to Federal Council from Queensland, 
New South Wales and Victoria. This also applied to the Foodstuffs 
and Allied Industries (Queensland), West Australian Chemical and 
Allied Trades (W.A.) and N.A.W.U. (Northern Territory). Apart from 
the N.A.W.U., this representation was included in calculating the 
number of delegates from each state. See The F.M.W.U.A. Rules 
As Amended, June 1975, Rule 8, p.44. 

130 By 1971 the New South Wales branch alone had 47 separate sub
branches and sections to cover its 33,000 members. 

131For instance, this was used with success to obtain a $15-$19 
per week increase for asbestos workers in New South Wales in 1976. 
Given the diversity of the membership the scope for coercive 
comparisons is possible only between particular sections (occupations 
and industries). 
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awards and agreements although some of these were largely redundant -

being maintained to stop other unions from moving in. 

The leading role of full-time officials occasionally induced a 

hostile response from members leading to pressure for more rank and 

file involvement in negotiations. 132 The revolts, however, never 

constituted a major challenge to the leadership. It appears that 

members appreciated the limited resources of officials. Another 

explanation was the small size of the establishments covered by the 

union. Even in factories, the workforce seldom numbered more than 

a few hundred, more often less. The scattered and diverse nature 

of the union's membership did not lend itself to widespread and 

lengthy strike action. 

In many cases the union was not in a position to enforce direct 

negotiation. Officials made use of whatever means seemed 

appropriate to the specific situation. When dealing with both 

organized and unorganized work-places, the leadership pushed for 

award coverage so that unorganized employers would not gain a 

competititve advantage. While awards were viewed as minimum payments, 

the union experienced little success in extracting overaward payments 

in the service and plastics industries. The signing of industrial 

agreements with specific employers such as universities was not a sign 

of bargaining strength but rather the inability to exert sufficient 

pressure to gain a more favourable award. Despite its commitment to 

less costly methods of negotiation, or perhaps because of it, the 

union supported wage indexation. The F.~I.W.U. was unable to resist 

the absorption of overawards and this caused it to favour going 

rate awards. Again any generalization must be continually tempered 

with recognition of the very diversity of the union's membership. 

In 1979, for example, workers in the paint industry engaged in a 

six-week stoppage which resulted in substantial wage increases. 

In areas of weak organization, the union relied upon skilful 

use of arbitration tribunals rather than confrontation to service 

132In interview, one official stated that when he got a 
''bashing'' from members for recommending acceptance of an offer he . 
generally stressed their responsibility to act "honourably". 
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the interests of members. In the absence of an effective delegate 

system, officials had to devote considerable energy to ensure that 

awards and agreements were enforced. The most common problems 

encountered were employer evasion of award entitlements and 

refusals to pay compensation to injured workers. While the union 

leadership had set about improving surveillance and action in both 

areas it was unable to eradicate these practices. 133 In the 

two years to June 1974, the New South Wales branch dealt with more 

than 300 separate cases of underpayment of wages. Female cleaners 

were particularly vulnerable to this problem. Further, the active 

. pursuit of workers' compensation payments was not associated with a 

systematic attempt to inform members of occupational hazards. 134 

Some groups of members such as those in asbestos products factories 

were exposed to particularly dangerous substances. The health 

risks associated with asbestos were first raised by Federation News 

in June 1970. 135 However, it was not until 1977 that industrial 

action was proposed to improve safeguards. 136 Even then, action was 

moderated by the desire to protect jobS. 137 Similar priorities 

operated in the area of uranium mining despite the F.M.W.U.'s broad 

adherence to progressive A.C.T.U. policies. 

Worker victimization was another problem area for the union. 

Capricious use of the dismissal sanction was a feature of many of 

the service occupations covered by the union. Cleaners, caretakers, 

lift attendants, car park attendants, kindergarten teachers and 

watchmen generally worked in isolation or in small groups and there 

was little prospect of fellow workers exerting direct pressure on 

133For reports of action on award breaches see The Misaellaneous 
Worker, June 1957, February and July 1959; and Federation News, 
September 1957, December 1959, February and May 1962, September 1964, 
September 1965 and June 1970. 

134The union published few reports of specific hazards prior to 
1970. For an exception see Federation News, March 1960. 

135Ibid., June 1970. 

136Ibid., April-June 1977. 

137For later reports on asbestos/cancer hazards see Federation 
News, October-December 1978 and July-September 1980. 
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management following a dismissal. The casual nature of many of 

these jobs also made the task of union officials difficult. A 

prominent example of these problems was contract cleaning. In the 

period 1957-1977, cleaners constituted more than 40 per cent of the 

dismissal cases dealt with by the New South Wales branch. The 

overwhelming majority of these cleaners were employed by contractors, 

with more than half being female. 138 In these cases the union 

generally had to rely on the weak reinstatement provisions of 

arbitration tribunals. However, officials were able to achieve a 

measure of success. Dismissals were less common amongst factory 

workers and even when these did occur there was less need tQ resort 

to tribunals. However, there were exceptions to this, the most 

notable being in the plastics industry. 

Establishing an efficient, if centralized, organization to deal 

with basic industrial problems undoubtedly contributed to the union's 

ability to 'attract and hold members in difficult areas. Where 

possible inroads were consolidated by the introduction of closed 

shop/check-off arrangements with employers. The success of the 

Gietze1t inspired business-like approach can be best appreCiated in 

terms of the union's rapid development. In the two decades after 

1951 the F.M.W.U. became one of the largest and fastest growing 

unions in Australia. By 1963 national membership was 50,700. 

Four years later it had jumped to 65,000. Membership was 77,846 in 

1974 and despite the recession it exceeded 80,000 by 1976, of whom 

it was estimated 87.4 per cent were financia1. '39 

The New South Wales branch grew less dramatically than other 

states. Branch membership peaked at 34,000 in 1974 then slumped to 

29,400 in December 1977 before recovering to 32,665 by December 31, 

138This was more than proportional in terms of the number of 

contract cleaners in relation to overall branch membership. Of the 

dismissal cases dealt with in this period (all occupations) the 

union secured reinstatement in 44 per cent of cases, it lost 

16 per cent and records do not give the results in 40 per cent of 

cases. For cases involving cleaners the results were reinstatement 

55 per cent, refusal to reinstate 10 per cent and indeterminate 

35 per cent. Source: dismissal file of the F.M.W.U. New South 

Wales branch records, Sydney. 

139Source: Federation News; and P. Hunt1ey, Inside AustraLia's 

Top 100 Unions (Ian Huntley, Sydney, 1977). 
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1978. 140 The proportion of female members grew steadily. In 1965, 

women constituted 48.4 per cent of the total branch membership. By 

December 1978 women slightly exceeded males (16,481 to 16,184). 

~hi1e this trend has not occurred to the same extent in all 

branches, women represent just under half the national membership. 

Another indication of the union's strength was that income 

growth paralleled the membership increase. From a gross income 

of around $50,000 (equivalent) in the early 1950s the union's 

national receipts rose to exceed $1 million within 20 years. 141 

This income was directed towards strengthening the union rather than 

the accumulation of assets in the form of buildings, etc. 142 This 

is reflected in the large number of full-time officials. By 1977 

the New South Wales branch included a full-time president, a 

secretary, two assistant secretaries, Newcastle and Wollongong sub

branch secretaries and organizers, a Wagga-based organizer, 

two research officers and eleven other organizers allocated on a 

region/industry basis. 143 This pattern was repeated in other states 

and at the federal 1eve1. 144 

As already suggested, the effectiveness of the union's staff 

was improved through the appointment of research officers, 

centralized negotiations and a consequent specialization in the 

tasks of organizers. This trend was particularly noticeable after 

1970 and was eminently suited to the leadership's organizational 

goals. The tight rein kept on the functions of organizers was 

strengthened by a decision of the New South Wales branch leadership 

1400f the latest figure, branch records indicated that 
76.5 per cent were currently financial members. Source: F.M.W.U. 
New South Wales branch records. 

141 Even accounting for inflation this is a substantial growth. 
During the period membership multiplied less than four times while 
income increased 20 times. 

142 For a union of its size the F.M.W.U. has few fixed assets. 

143This complemented a clerical support staff of 14. 

144At this time the federal office included a full-time 
general secretary, an assistant general secretary, four research 
officers and five clerical support staff. 
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to reverse its earlier rule making organizers an elected post."s 

This followed dissension within the ranks of full-time officials 

and, in particular, several organizers including L.M. Grove, who 

subsequently lost his post - now an appointed position. "6 The 

issue at stake was not Grove's competence but his refusal to abide 

by the instructions of higher officials, especially Gietzelt. 

The dispute erupted into the first concerted attempt to wrest 

control from the leadership since its own victory in 1954. In 1970 

Grove, another former organizer, and F.A. Shanahan Ca current 

organizer) spearheaded a group calling itself the Committee for 

Membership Control which contested all branch positions. The 

committee labelled the decision to appoint organizers and the 

collegiate method of electing federal officers as undemocratic. It 

alleged that the union was being used as a tool for the personal 

ambition of leaders Ca reference to Gietzelt) and had become a 

tamecat organization. The appointment of "outsiders" after a token 

period of membership and the introduction of a costly computer 

system were also criticized. " 7 

Lulled by the absence of previous challenges and a belief that 

its achievements had already captured the full allegiance of 

members, the incumbent leadership was at first slow to respond. The 

timing of the campaign during the ChristmaS/New Year period also 

contributed to the element of sur~rise."B In contrast, the 

opposition campaign was well organized with a strong suggestion that 

"SThe decision was made at the behest of Gietzelt and was 
opposed by several officials, most notably the assistant branch 
secretary, J.J. Dwyer, interviewed June 17, 1980. 

"6This was not the first instance of friction. In 1962 
Gietzelt had brought charges against another branch organizer, 
V.H. Ariansen. 

"7The F.M.W.U. was one of the first Australian unions to make 
use of computers - another aspect of Gietzelt's business-like 
approach. Committee for Membership Control, Circular to Members, 
December 10, 1970. 

"BBelatedly, the leadership produced counter-propaganda 
pointing out that the majority of organizers supported the union'S 
present policy and playing on the time-honoured Keep your Union in 
Safe Hands theme. However, it had little opportunity to 
distribute pamphlets or canvass voters before the closure of the 
ballot. 
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it received the backing of the National Civic Council and leading 

right-wing union officials. 149 Events were enlivened by the 

attempted bombing of the home of A.L.P. Senator Arthur Gietzelt 

(Ray Gietzelt's brother) with the incident being widely regarded 

as a case of mistaken identity.1SO 

The ballot outcome, in which opposition candidates rec.eived 

45 per 

ship. 

April 

cent of the votes cast, was a stunning blow to the leader

Shanahan was dismissed from his post as organizer. On 

23, 1971 Grove filed a summons with the Commonwealth 

Industrial Court alleging that the election of 60 office holders 

had been inva1id. 1Sl Shanahan also issued a summons questioning 

the validity of the branch's decision to dismiss him. The move by 

Shanahan failed. However, that of Grove achieved temporary success 

when the Full Bench of the Commonwealth Industrial Court set aside 

the election of the president of the New South Wales branch and 

branch delegates of Federal Council. 

In the protracted legal tussle which followed, Grove claimed 

that the union's collegiate method of electing federal officers 

(Rule 11 (a)), Federal Council delegates (Rule 30 (b)) and of 

filling extraordinary vacancies (Rule 31) was unrepresentative 

particularly given the disparite size of sub-branches/sections 

which elected the 60-70 delegates to state counci1. 1S2 The 

presiding judge found some substance in the latter charge. Cleaners 

l49While such allegations are impossible to prove the detailed 
information provided by former and current officials interviewed 
lend support to the claim. . These tended to be confirmed by the 
later admissions of opposition leaders such as Shanahan. For a 
detailed (if biased) account of the role of the National Civic 
Council and right-wing union officials see Pattern of Deceit: 
The N.C.C. and the Labor Movement (Committee to Defend the Victorian 
A.L.P., 1981), pp.52-74. 

lSOOr rather a case of mistaken address. See the S.M.H., 
March 8, 1971. p.1. 

lSlReported in the S.M.H., April 24, 1971, p.13. 

lS2The collegiate electoral method was not, of itself, illegal 
at this time as the presiding justices were at pains to make clear 
in their decision. For a summary of the case and the decision 
reached see the Commonwealth Industrial Court, Grove versus 
F.M.W.U.A. 2i, FederaZ Law Reports, 1972. 
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who accounted for half the branch membership elected only 

15 delegates to state council. On the other hand, many sections 

with small memberships elected their own delegates which meant that 

a minority of the branches' membership could elect a majority of 

state council delegates and use this influence to elect Federal 

Council delegates. 

On the other hand, the judges recognized that this problem was 

the inevitable result of an electoral system adopted to give 

individual sections a representative - a system eminently suited for 

a union with a wide number of unrelated occupations within its ranks. 

The rapidly fluctuating membership of the union was also 

acknowledged. There was no evidence to show manipulation or that the 

elections did not represent the authentic will of the rank and file. 

Further, there were a number of inbuilt safeguards which could be 

used to forestall such tendencies, the first being the powers of 

annual, quarterly and special summoned branch meetings. While the 

quorum for these meetings was only 20 members (half the average 

attendance), the opposition committee had made no attempt either to 

attend them or use them as a forum for voicing its hostility to the 

leadership. Second, Federal Council was obliged to conform to the 

directions of 5,000 financial members (6 per cent of the total 

membership) which J. Murphy reasoned was well within the means of an 

aggrieved party with anything approaching the majority support of 

members. 153 "He concluded that the risk of improper use of powers by 

officials was negligible. In broad terms, the other presiding judges 

agreed and Grove's challenge was dismissed. The union responded to 

criticism of the disparities in sectional representation by amending 

Rule 51 (1) to include a number of guidelines covering the formation, 

alteration or closure of sub-branches/sections. 154 

At the next New South Wales branch election held in 1974, 

Shanahan, Grove and Bray were leading candidates in a "Better Deal" 

ticket organized by the Committee for Membership Control. 155 Again, 

153Ibid., p.8S. 

154Rul e 58 governing the control of Federal Council and 
federal executive by members was also amended. The F.M.W. U.A., 
AZteration to RuZes, November 1972, pp.10-l3. 

155Shanahan contested the post of branch president and Grove 
that of branch secretary. 
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the attack was centred on Gietzelt and the decision to sack 

organizers after making it an appointed post. The opposition also 

criticized the leadership as left-leaning and claimed they would 

represent a ''better labor team".156 The politics question also 

emerged in the propaganda of the incumbent leadership which 

accused the Committee for Membership Control of conducting a smear 

campaign through "illegal" pamphlets. Further, officials alleged 

that the campaign had received considerable financial and other 

support from D.L.P./N.C.C. elements outside the union. This 

included the use of door-knock campaigns to canvass support and 

collect ballot papers. 157 Federation News stated that opposition 

candidates had never held a meeting of branch members and none 

had attended the annual general meeting held on February 26, 1974. 158 

Styling itself as the "Official and Labor Team" the leadership 

emphasized recent industrial achievements 

increases obtained for contract cleaners. 

including substantial wage 

The ensuing ballot saw a 

resounding victory for the incumbents who received 70 per cent of 

the vote. To add credence to allegations of ballot interference, 

charges were laid against Grove and Shanahan. The former pleaded 

guilty. On July 3, the Full Bench of the Australian Industrial 

Court convicted Shanahan of taking possession of ballot papers and 

fined him $450. 159 

After the 1974 victory there were no further organized 

156Vote for the "Better Deal." Team (Committee for Membership 

Control pamphlet, 1974). 

157Federation News reported that "how to vote" tickets issued 

by the committee were produced by the same publisher who printed the 

D.L.P. publication Foaus. It stated that a number of door knockers 

were not union members. The report also noted accusations that 

ballot papers had been stolen from the post and that door knockers 

had posed as union officials and told members that the ballot had 

been cancelled or that they would put the ballot paper in the mail 

for the member. See Federation News, April-June 1974. 

158 Ibid. 

159Shanahan claimed that he was only checking for 

irregularities. For a report of the court decision see the Dail.y 

Tel.eg~h, July 4, 1974. 
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challenges to the F.M.W.U. leadership. While New South Wales was the 

key branch a similar campaign was also undertaken in queensland. The 

political overtones of the campaign in which outside groups aimed at 

destroying the F.M.W.U.'s left-leaning influence in the A.L.P. and the 

A.C.T.U. were at least as important as the union's internal 

administration. Reflecting this, the union adopted a decidedly 

lower political profile following the struggle. However, the 

challenge did not arrest the professionalization process. The F.M.W.U. 

was one of the first unions to start recruiting university graduates 

in significant numbers to act as organizers and research officers. 

Other specialist appointments were made to deal with specific areas/ 

groups such as contract cleaning/migrants. One consequence of the 

trend to appointments was a high turnover of officers. 16o Appointed 

officers remain paid functionaries without any direct say in union 

policy. This is reinforced by the division of tasks between 

appointed and elected full-time officials, especially the branch 

secretary and assistant secretaries. 16l In turn, these are 

responsible to state council which is largely composed of rank and 

file representatives. Regular branch meetings act as a further 

safeguard. 

This structure evolved in response to the perceived need to 

maintain tight central control in a union whose very diversity in 

terms of membership might otherwise make splintering tendencies 

inevitable. While a number of officials, especially Gietzelt, have 

assumed a leading role in directing union operations they are not 

immune from rank and file sanction as was the case prior to 1954. 

lbOThe trend to appointments was explained in terms of the 

absence of suitable rank and file candidates by a number of 

officials interviewed. The exact reasons for the higher turnover of 

appointed officials are unclear. None of the former officials 

interviewed would more than hint at the reasons in vague terms. In 

additio~ a number of hostile publications on the union and Gietzelt, 

together with the prospect of further challenges, have made present 

officials reluctant to discuss the matter or make union records 

available for investigation. 

l61Gietzelt has maintained an unobtrusive finger on the pulse 

of branch affairs (the federal and New South Wales office share the 

same floor of the Labor Council Building in Sydney) in his 

benevolent/paternal role as captain of the good ship "Miscellaneous". 

This was epitomized amongst younger officials who refer to him 

affectionately as "Uncle Ray". 
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Nor is the M.W.U. simply a business union. Available evidence 

suggests that its progressive A.L.P. political stance has, in 

general, served as a unifying force amongst the union's disparate 

membership. On two occasions, this predisposition was an important 

·base for organized challenges to the leaderships. However, both 

failed to make any real inroads in secret postal ballots conducted 

by the Australian Electoral Office. 162 

The post-war history of theF.M.W.U. is a history of transform

ation. Before 1954 the union was a weak organization with a 

membership restricted to a narrow band of urban occupations. 

Hampered by limited resources and a moribund leadership, it had made 

little attempt to exploit existing areas of coverage let alone 

pursue new avenues of membership growth. At the same time, an 

emerging rank and file opposition began to capture the allegiance 

of disparate groups of disaffected members. The undemocratic and 

high-handed methods by which branch executives and Federal Council 

sought to stifle this dissent eventually rebounded upon them. The 

toppling of the New South Wales branch leadership was followed by 

similar changes in other states culminating in a new federal 

administration. Under the astute direction of Gietzelt, the union 

was remoulded. The centralized governing structure was modified in 

such a way that increased rank and file involvement did not 

prejudice efficient administration and an expansionist membership 

policy. 

Aggressive recruitment strategies were bolstered by an 

industrial philosophy which favoured direct but "responsible" 

bargaining with employers. The union eschewed neither arbitration 

nor strike action, but adopted a pragmatic and flexible approach 

which recognized both the peculiarities of specific situations and 

broad organizational goals. The problematic nature of many 

occupations covered by the union demanded a strong emphasis on basic 

servicing of industrial conditions reinforced, where possible, by 

closed-shop arrangements. Organizational difficulties were 

exacerbated by the union's inability to establish effective job 

delegate representation in many work-places. The F.M.W.U. sought to 

162This was the normal practice of the union after 1954. 
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counter these problems through a highly specialized division of 

tasks amongst full-time officials. The rapid growth of the union 

was attributable to its dynamic leadership and the strategic 

planning of Gietzelt in particular. 

The structure and philosophy of the F.M.W.U. was very much a 

product of the attempt to cope with a volatile and diverse member

ship. In this respect, the union has a character quite distinct 

from those described in Chapters 8 and 9. Two peculiar features 

of the union were likely to exert a strong influence on its 

reactions to immigrants. First, while not bereft of ideological 

commitment, the union's preoccupation with grass roots aspects of 

job regulation was likely to preclude extensive discussion of the 

broader socio-economic effects of post-war immigration. The 

second distinctive feature of the union that needs to be identified 

is the character of its membership. While the very diversity of 

its membership makes generalization hazardous, it is apparent that 

in many occupations workers were widely scattered, trade union 

traditions were absent and employers were accustomed to unfettered 

power. The fact that migrants were drawn into jobs where unionism 

was either highly problematic or non-existent was to have a 

substantial bearing on the F.M.W.U.'s responses to foreign-born 

workers. 

Responses to Immigrants 

Throughout the period of right-wing control the F.M.W.U. 

displayed little, if any, interest in immigration. Even during the 

fierce factional struggle within the New South Wales branch, neither 

side made an appeal for migrant support. 163 One apparent reason for 

this was that migrants constituted only a tiny minority of the 

membership at this time. 164 The change of leadership was not 

163Amongst the considerable amount of election propaganda there 
was not one reference to migrants let alone foreign language 
leaflets. This impression was confirmed by union officials involved 
in the struggle including J.J. Dwyer (interviewed June 17, 1980) and 
Wally Page (interviewed February 23, 1979). 

164This reflected the restricted membership base of the union 
at this time and the fact that most were not high priority areas for 
allocating migrants. Again, this was confirmed by former officials 
(see earlier footnote). 
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accompanied by a significant growth of interest in migrants. 

While new officials sought to politicize members, they did not 

initiate debates upon immigration at either the federal or state 

level. 165 The New South Wales branch was not totally unaware of the 

changing character of its membership. From its inception in 1956, 

The MisaeZZaneous Worker carried a series of regular features in 

Italian and German explaining union functions. However, as with 

the F.I.A., this practice soon lapsed once it was apparent that 

migrants did not constitute a direct threat to the union; The 

recognition that such features were of limited value was reinforced 

by the assimilationist perspective which pervaded the thinking of 

both full-time and part-time officials. 166 

The New South Wales branch was extremely sensitive to anything 

smacking of separatism on the part of migrants. In 1956 it rebuffed 

an approach from the press officer of the New Australian Labour 

Council.167 Four years later it reacted" angrily to the New Citizens' 

Council's claim that it would take over a number of registered unions , 
including the F.M.W.U. because they had discriminated against migrants 

(see Chapter 7). Federated News refuted this charge and stated that 

migrants were encouraged to take on the post of job delegate. 

Indeed, it was claimed that the number of migrant delegates was 

proportionate to the foreign-born component of the membership.16B 

Despite this bravado, officials had encountered a number of problems 

l65The politicization process was reinforced by the election of 
communist party members as secretaries of the Newcastle and 
Wollongong sub-branches (Keith Wilson and Merve Nixon respectively). 
One consequence of this was the discussion of Aborigines and 
Apartheid in these sub-branches (see, for instance, Newcastle sub
branch minutes, February 7, 1961). The situation may have been 
different in the Victorian branch (no branch records were surveyed) 
which was generally seen to be more conscious of migration issues. 
In fact, a Victorian branch organizer, J. Dowding, was expelled from 
the A.L.P. after he advocated an end to "White Australia". 
Federation News never debated this question. In 1966, it ruefully 
reported that ''New Australians" had forgotten that they were brought 
here by the A.L.P. See Federation News, November 1966. 

l66This was readily confirmed by a number of past and present 
officials including Keith Wilson, interviewed November 15, 1978. 

l67The MisaeZZaneous Worker, October 1956. 

16BFederation News, March 1960. 



719. 

with regard to migrant workers. It was apparent that some injured 

migrants were being deprived of their rights to workers' 

compensation through ignorance and exploitation at the hands of 

unscrupulous employers and even fellow migrants (who charged them 

for services that the union provided free). The efficient 

processing of compensation claims was an important aspect of the 

union's attempt to retain members in unstable areas. Hence, this 

problem was particularly disturbing. 

Recruitment itself was another major problem. It was never 

suggested that migrants were hostile to union membership. 169 

However, officials found that migrants often had little prior 

experience of unions (or negative experiences). 170 Recent arrivals, 

those undertaking second jobs such as cleaning (frequently under an 

assumed name) and women were seen to be particularly susceptible to 

employer intimidation. 171 Despite the progressive expansion of 

169There was no reference to this in the union records 

surveyed. It was also the view of all former and present union 

officials interviewed. 

170 In 1967, for instance, Federation News published a report on 

corruption and C.I.A. influence within South American unions. See 

Federation News, March 1967. 

171A number of organizers interviewed (all male, but including 

non-British migrants) stated that they found migrant women to be 

very passive. Fully exploring the accuracy of, and reasons for, 

this perception would require a major study, in itself. The 

socialized subservience of women (and some migrant groups in 

particular) and their concentration in casual/poorly organized jobs 

where victimization was an ever present threat are possible 

explanations. Even so, these arguments cannot be applied in a 

static sense that ignores the possibility of change. A good example 

of this were events at a Sydney paper bag manufacturer in 1977. The 

factory workforce included a large number of long-term migrants and 

both job delegates were foreign-born. The plant had not experienced 

a strike in 25 years. During negotiations for increased overawards 

the organizer asked them to strike and was surprised when they 

agreed. From this point the dispute telescoped. Management attempts 

to get a return to work failed completely. For their part, workers 

displayed the solidarity, even euphoria, often associated with 

inaugural strike action. The successful outcome of the strike is 

almost of peripheral importance in comparison to the evidence of how 

rapidly a situation of apparent quiescence may change. It is 

indicative of the danger of making. sweeping and unqualified general

izations about the industrial behaviour of migrant workers, male or 

female. Further evidence on this point will be presented later in 

the chapter. 
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closed shop agreements, large numbers of potential members remained 

outside the orbit of such arrangements. 

The Victorian branch was the first to make moves to facilitate 

better communication with migrants. In the early 1960s it provided 

financial support for (and distributed) a number of foreign 

language newspapers including IZ Progresso which provided information 

on unions and even interpreted the complaints of Italian-born 

workers. 172 In addition, the branch produced multilingual leaflets 

and employed part-time interpreters. For its part, the New South 

Wales branch made few initiatives and continued to rely heavily on 

bilingual job delegates and informal information networks. Officials 

found it difficult to secure capable job delegates in many work

places and had to rely on the longest "stayers" in areas of high 

labour instability. Even where good migrant delegates were appointed 

their language skills often became redundant as the ethnic character 

of the workforce changed. In work-places covered by check-off 

arrangements, the union had more latitude to experiment with migrant 

job delegates (known as non-book delegates) and rotate appointments 

to broaden general union experience. Like the F.I.A., the F.M.W.U. 

utilized a co-delegate system in larger work-places both to enhance 

migrant representation and also to reduce the stress associated with 

taking on the position. In 1967 the New South Wales branch appointed 

a migrant, fluent in four languages, as an organizer in order to 

improve organization in the plastics industry and contract-cleaning 

(both of which employed a high proportion of migrants) and counter 

competition from the R.W.U. in the former. 173 This experiment 

failed and further appointments were shelved for a number of years. 

years. 174 

172Reported in Federation News, March 1962. The branch also 
took up the question of active migrant unionists being denied 
citizenship. See Federation News, December 1962. 

173The reasons for the appointment were provided by J.J. Dwyer 
(then assistant branch secretary), interviewed June 17, 1980. 

174According to Dwyer, the organizer refused to carry out his 
duties (after receiving threats of violence during factory visits) 
and also declined the use of a union car. J.J. Dwyer, interviewe~ 
June 17, 1980. 
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Federal Council took no part in these limited initiatives. It 

was not until the 1970s that problems associated with migrants 

evoked significant attention at branch level. By this time up to 

half the national membership was foreign-born. At a state level, 

migrant membership was highest in New South Wales, Victoria and 

South Australia. 175 In Victoria, a migrant organizer appointed by 

the branch called for greater efforts to counter migrant 

vulnerability to employer exploitation. He advocated the inclusion 

of foreign language material in union journals, the appointment of 

foreign-born organizers and bilingual office staff, and the 

organization of campaigns directed against prejudice. 176 Migrant 

worker conferences held in 1973 and 1975 also had an impact on union 

thinking. 177 In late 1975 Federation News published a message from 

F.I.L.E.F. to F.M.W.U. members. '78 This initiated a trend towards the 

sporadic publication of foreign language information in the journal. 

By this time, the New South Wales branch had also appointed a number 

of migrant organizers reaching a peak of three in 1976-1977. Their 

activities were largely directed to problem areas such as contract 

cleaning and this was undoubtedly the primary reason for their 

appointment. While at least two of the more able appOintees 

subsequently left the union,'79 their activities did appear to 

facilitate better communication between migrants and the union as 

175There are no precise figures on migrant membership. 

New South Wales officials suggested that about 60 per cent of the 

membership was foreign-born and this guesstimate was supported by a 

rough tallying of branch membership records. 

176Reported in Tribune, November 21-27, 1972. 

177See Federation News, July-August 1973, April-June and July

August 1975. 

178Federation News, October-December 1975. 

New South Wales, Victorian and South Australian 

subscribing to Nuovo Paese. 

By 1980 the 
branches were all 

179As with Australian-born appointments, the reasons for this 

turnover are unclear. There appears to have been some dissatis

faction with the union. On the other hand, the appointments cannot 

be seen as purely tokenistic. 
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as well as sensitizing Australian-born officials to migrant 

problems. 18 0 

The New South Wales branch also made increased use of 

government interpreter services. A concerted programme of 

translating union documents was not undertaken. Nevertheless, the 

range of foreign language material was expanded to include wage 

rate sheets for areas where recruitment was difficult and a leaflet 

explaining the union's functions with regard to workers' 

compensation. Again, however, the Victorian branch was more active, 

producing a detailed booklet explaining workers' compensation in 

six languages. The sheer diversity of employment situations 

covered by the union meant that tranSlated information had to be 

either highly generalized or very specific. Further, the consider

able resources that had to be directed to basic industrial 

servicing and recruitment restricted the funds available for such 

publications. Despite its size, the New South Wales branch was in 

a worse financial situation than either Victoria or Queensland 

throughout the 1970s. Officials did make use of pamphlets produced 

by the Ethnic Affairs Division of the New South Wales government in 

an effort to plug gaps in multilingual literature. Distribution of 

foreign language literature was another problem. The absence of a 

fully effective job delegate system in many areas meant that 

distribution was frequently left in the hands of already overworked 

organizers. Although the union lacked its own training programme, 

it was not until the late 1970s that the branch began sending job 

delegates to T.U .• T.A. classes (including those dealing with 

migrant problems) and few of these were foreign-born. 

While financial limitations cannot be ignored, a fair degree of 

apathy must also be recognized in the branch's failure to undertake 

more positive acts with regard to migrants. The introduction of 

English classes at larger work-places such as C.S.R. Pyrmont and 

180 A number of Australian-born officials took pride in the 

special techniques they had devised for establishing a repartee with 

migrants, including friendly abuse and slang in the 1atters' native 

language (the more it was mispronounced the better!). Such devices 

were generally restricted to male workers who, it was felt, were 

less likely to take offence. 
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Australian Gypsum was a consequence of the initiatives of more 

enlightened, if also self-interested, employers. The union, 

itself, undertook no overt policy stance of the question. Nor did 

the leadership pursue any general strategy with regard to special 

leave provisions. However, it did try to insert special leave 

provisions in a number of awards from the late 1960s onwards. 1Sl 

One apparent reason for this complacency was the absence of 

any organized dissent on the part of migrants. After 1960 there was 

a slow but perceptible increase in the number of non-British 

migrants elected to sub-branch positions and as section 

representatives on state council. By 1978 non-British migrants 

constituted about 10 per cent of the part-time delegates to 

New South Wales state council. 1S2 However, there was no progressive 

move to more important posts on the executive. 1S3 Those migrants 

elected to official posts remained a fairly anonymous component 

within the branch's governing bodies. There is little evidence of 

migrant involvement in right-wing attempts to recapture control of 

the union in 1971 and 1974. During the latter campaign migrant job 

delegates did organize opposition at a number of work-places. At one 

factory incumbent officials were even chased off the premises by 

angry migrants. 1S4 Irrespective of these isolated events there was 

lSlW. Page, former branch president, interviewed Feburary 23, 

1979 and C. Raper, branch secretary, interviewed January 18, 1979. 

lS2No survey was conducted of migrant representation in other 

states. 

lS3In comparison, women have also not been elected to full-time 

positions since M. Rohan was elected as an organizer during the 

1950s. However, their penetration of sub-branch and state council 

positions has been more pronounced than that of migrants (assuming 

both groups constitute about half the branch membership). In 1975, 

for instance, women constituted more than half the Newcastle sub

branch executive (five out of nine), of whom two were non-British 

migrants. In the 1974 New South Wales branch elections women made 

up nine of the 23 rank and file delegates to state council (this 

being a partial consequence of the representation guaranteed by 

separate female sections for cleaners). Five council delegates 

were non-British migrants. Federation News, April-June 1974. 

lS4The management of the factory was also engaged in supporting 

the opposition faction. J.J. Dwyer, interviewed June 17, 1980. 
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no concerted propaganda campaign directed at migrants by either 

side. Branch officials saw no reason to emphasize the number of 

migrant job delegates who supported them. 1BS For its part, the 

opposition proposed no pOlicies specifically related to migrants. 

Nor did it promote migrants as candidates for union posts. The 

substantial majority recorded by incumbents at the 1974 election 

militate against any suggestion that large numbers of migrants 

voted against the leadership. The suspiCion is that non-British 

migrants had a lower participation rate in the election than their 

Anglophone counterparts. 

On the positive side, the leadership had engaged foreign-born 

organizers who were not merely token vote gatherers. Further, 

despite some shortcomings in the area of workers' compensation 

(that were never fully eradicated), the union did operate a generally 

effective set of industrial services. Activities in the areas of 

wage recoveries, compensation and unfair dismissals were particularly 

important to migrants in employment situations where intimidation 

and exploitation were commonplace. Almost half of the recorded 

dismissal cases dealt with by the New South Wales branch between 

1957 and 1977 were non-British migrants, many of them female 

c1eaners. 1BG In their representations before arbitration tribunals, 

union officials were frequently aided by the explicit nature of the 

victimization - a product of the lack of sophistication in employer 

labour policies. 

The union's preference for direct negotiations over wages and 

working conditions would have seemed to possess advantages in terms 

of migrants appreciating local industrial pr~ctices. However, in 

many instances the leadership was obliged to use arbitration. 

Further, even in direct negotiation, fUll-time officials took a 

leading role which did not really encourage job delegates to develop 

bargaining skills or permit more than cursory rank and file 

participation in deliberations. This sometimes induced ambiguities 

lBSIn an electoral pamphlet listing 195 job delegates support

ing the present leadership only eight were non-British migrants. 

This is probably more an indication of the low profile migrants 

played in branch elections, rather than any inability to attract 

migrant support. 
1 B G. • 

D1Sml.ssal file of the F.M.W.U. New South Wales branch 

records. 
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and confusion, especially when migrants failed either to comprehend 

or to accept the desire of organizers to use short ot selective 

strike action. On occasion, the workers concerned simply adopted 

their own preferred methods in defiance of official recommendations. 

In 1975, for instance, a meeting of workers called to consider 

lifting overtime bans during negotiations over the Watchmen's, 

Caretakers' and Cleaners' Award decided to walk off the job. They 

refused to entertain repeated recommendations for a return to work. 

The officials involved perceived that migrant workers formed a core 

of stubborn resistance to a resumption of work. 187 

This was not the only time that the tenacity of foreign-born 

workers was seen to have a critical bearing on the course of a 

dispute. Officials did not see migrants as a disruptive element, but 

felt their industrial behaviour was often unpredictable. In the 

above case the leadership felt constrained by the recent introduction 

of wage indexation. 

officials sought to 

Further, in a number of redundancy situations, 

prevent strike action which they saw as ill-

advised. 188 However, despite their leading role in negotiations, 

F.M.W.U. officials, unlike their counterparts in the F.I.A., did not 

seek to sanction workers who defied their recommendations. 

Actions of defiance were exceptional - a situation which F.M.W.U. 

officials attributed to their willingness to call mass meetings 

during negotiations, their refusal to direct members and the involve

ment of job delegates in the formulation of recommendations. 189 

Irrespective of this, it would seem reasonable to suggest that many 

migrants felt remote from the dispute settlement process. The value 

of prolonged confrontation in particular situations was never 

renounced as events in the paint industry during 1979 amply 

l87For instance, the branch secretary, C. Raper, interviewed 
January 18, 1979. 

l88For example, at Hardboards Australia, Sydney Ca plant with 
little, if any, prior record of industrial action), the introduction 
of retrenchments in October 1976 led to strong pressure for strike 
action. Officials argued against this action which they felt 
management was trying to precipitate because of high stockpiles. In 
their view this made strike action useless. L. Ferguson, research 
officer, interviewed March 25, 1977. 

l89C. Raper, interviewed January 18, 1979. 
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demonstrated, All the same, the prevailing view amongst officials 

was that this type of action was neither possible nor desirable in 

many employment areas covered by the union. 

Two Case Studies - Plastics Workers and Contract Cleaners 

The foregoing sections have outlined the union's structure and 

industrial strategy and evaluated its response to migrants within 

this context. It was argued that the F.M.W.U. had to deal with some 

particularly difficult employment situations where even the most 

basic questions of recruitment and policing industrial conditions 

presented innumerable problems. Passing reference was made to 

particular problem areas, notably the plastics industry and contract 

cleaning. Both became the domains of migrant labour. These areas 

need to be dealt with in some depth if the union's interaction with 

migrants and the management strategies it had to contend with are to 

be understood. The remainder of this chapter will deal with the 

plastics industry (and one company in particular) and contract 

cleaning in turn. 

Plastics Workers 

The development of a local plastics industry in Australia was 

largely a post-war phenomenon. Often originating as small, locally 

owned concerns for the production of plastic. containers, firms grew 

rapidly during the 1960s and 1970s. This expansion did not result 

in the large-scale operations found in other manufacturing industries. 

Most companies employed fewer than 200 workers. The largest factory 

in the Sydney region employed little more than 300 employees in 1975. 

Though small, factories were generally capital-intensive with workers 

manning as many as three moulding machines simultaneously. Effective 

utilization was further maximized by round-the-clock production. 

Apart from a handful of tradesmen engaged in maintenance and 

repair, the bulk of the workforce were semi-skilled operatives. In 

most factories, the overwhelming majority of these operatives were 

non-British migrants, with women predOminating in the simple 

repetitive machine-tending and monitoring tasks which characterized 

production technology. The comparatively rapid development of the 

industry meant that there was litt1e in the way of a stable core of 
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indigenous workers in many work-places. In turn, there were few, 

if any, industrial traditions - a problem aggravated by successive 

waves of new arrivals. 

Initially the plastics industry was incorporated as a special 

section of the federal Metal Trades Award (Plastic Moulding Section). 

In 1950 the union had sought to establish a separate award, but this 

application was rejected. This remained the situation for a long 

time thereafter. Eventually a state award 190 was established. A 

state award was preferred because of the possibility of inserting 

an absolute preference of employment clause and the stronger 

reinstatement provisions under state legislation. 191 These features 

were seen to be of critical importance in recruitment. In the early 

1960s the union embarked on the first of a series of attempts to 

unionize a number of the newly emerging firms. This met with little 

success owing to fairly stringent resistance on the part of the 

management of several companies. Officials complained that workers 

were too frightened to join. Recruitment drives a decade later met 

with more success. A strong foothold was secured in spite of 

competition from the R.W.U. - a union frequently preferred by 

employers because of its reputation for passivity. Nevertheless, some 

firms remained poorly organized or even unorganized altogether. 

Continuous shift arrangements and the splintering of shifts into 

smaller groups of workers for crib breaks made the task of 

organization difficult. 192 The low level of organization and 

190The Plastic Moulding, etc. (New South Wales) Award. The 
union had secured coverage of the industry in 1938. 

191The preference provision was inserted. See the Plastic 
Moulding, etc. (State) Award, 1974, p.21. In wage matters the state 
award continued to follow the Metal Trades Award. 

192Continuous shifts (three every 24 hours) meant that 
organizers had to deal with three groups of workers who had little 
contact with each other, required a separate set of job delegates 
and might contact the union official at any hour of the day or 
night. Further, in many work-places the shift was subdivided into 
cribb break groups of say 15 workers, each with its own allotted 
period for meals, smokoes, etc. To speak to all the members of one 
shift during their crib time might well take two and a half hours. 
To speak to workers on all shifts meant repeating this process 
three times. Such problems were hardly unique to the plastics 
industry. However, the delays strained the F.M.W.U.'s already 
stretched organizing capacity. Once organization had been achieved 
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industrial experience of most workers both reflected and reinforced 

an antagonistic style of management and the primitive level of 

labour relations in many plants. Techniques for maintaining worker 

effort and discipline often amounted to little more than overt 

intimidation on the part of foremen/foreladies. This took the form 

of verbal abuse (yelling and screaming at workers and so on) and 

arbitrary if not totally capricious use of dismissal powers. 

Induction was basic, generally relying on informal information 

networks amongst ethnic groups. Safety instruction was virtually 

non-existent. 

In the absence of organized strike action, award rates were 

seldom supplemented by overaward payments and then only at a level 

lower than those found in other industries. 193 Apart from shift

work, the Plastics Moulding (State) Award also required workers to 

undertake a "reasonable" amount of overtime. Shift allowances and 

overtime were important means by which workers sought to boost 

their otherwise meagre earnings. Another characteristic of many 

plastics firms was the spartan nature of working conditions with 

these problems could be negated by calling a stopwork meeting 

between shifts so that two-thirds of the workforce could be 

addressed (or all, if arrangements were made for those off work to 

attend). A by-product of calling such meetings was the need to 

shut down plastic moulding machinery. This could not then be re

operated until it had heated up, necessitating a further delay 

before production could be resumed. Union officials felt the 

interruption to production conveyed very salient lessons both to 

management and workers without prior experience of undertaking 

strike action, especially if the latter had been subject to 

harassment at the hands of foremen - something that was commonly the 

case with migrant workers. 

193 In November 1976 the Plastic Moulding, etc. (State) Award 

provided adult rates of pay ranging from $108.70 (sewing machinist) 

to $120.60 (hand laminator - Class 1) with the bulk of job rates 

(21 out of 27) being less than $113 per week. In comparison, the 

range of adult rates under the Bag Manufacturers' etc. (State) 

Award (a similar industry/occupation) was $115.60 (general hand) 

to $125.00 (charge hand) for males and $113.30 (sewing machinist 

with less than three months' experience) to $124.00 (charge hand) 

for females. The rate for all but two female job classifications 

exceeded $115.00. In addition, most bag manufacturing companies 

made overaward payments. This was not the case for many plastics 

workers. 
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little in the way of such basic amenities as lockers, lunch rooms 

or adequate toilets and washing facilities. In the light of this, 

it is perhaps not surprising that labour turnover and absenteeism 

were high in most factories. 

By the mid 1970s the F.M.W.U. had established its presence 

sufficiently to start eliminating some of the worse problems just 

described. At one factory (Casolin Plastics Ltd) officials initially 

reported that working conditions were appalling, there was frequent 

use of speed-up tactics, workers were dismissed on the basis of small 

variations in the level of production, "stirrers" were placed in the 

worse jobs and deliberate mistakes were being made with regard to 

pay. 194 The union intervened in a number of ways. First, it 

challenged several dismissals and the abusive language used by 

foremen. Management conceded a number of the former, stating that 

they resulted from "mistakes". With regard to the latter, it was 

simply stated that this was not part of company policy. A second 

line of attack was the organization of industrial action in support 

of better conditions including the provision of a lunch room. 

Management initially offered to make the staff lunch room available 

but this was rejected by the workers (mostly migrant women) who felt 

that they would be intimidated by such an arrangement. Subsequently, 

this success helped cement union organization and awareness as a 

basis for modifying management practices and conducting further 

industrial campaigns. Communication problems with migrants were not 

eradicated despite the appointment of foreign-born delegates. A 

number of these could not read English and their functioning was 

thereby restricted. The publication and distribution of multilingual 

pay rate sheets did improve this situation somewhat. 

Irrespective of these basic but nonetheless significant improve

ments, the largest company, Ampac Plastics pty Ltd (owned and 

controlled by two brothers), remained totally ununionized in mid-

1976. Attempts had been made to organize the plant in 1963, 1967 

1940ne organizer described the plant as a "pig sty" prior to 

union intervention - a view reiterated by workers and job 

delegates interviewed at the factory on April 28, 1977. 
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and 1973. 195 In July 1976 another concerted attempt was made which 

proved ultimately successful. The events surrounding this campaign 

highlight a particular set of managerial responses to migrants and 

the impact of unionization upon this. 

Consistent with the general picture presented ealier, the 

workforce at Ampac Plastics was (and had always been) largely 

foreign-born, with a high proportion of recent arrivals. 196 The 

company operated a continuous system of three eight-hour shifts with 

splintered crib breaks to ensure that machines were kept in 

operation. Workers received no overaward payments and were 

consequently dependent on shift allowances and overtime. Working 

conditions were, if anything, more primitive than those in the 

plant described above. Similarly, the union became aware of wide

spread intimidation of workers by foremen/foreladies. Frequent 

sackings kept the largely female workforce in a perpetual state of 

fear. 

It was a dismissal which renewed union attempts to organize the 

plant. In 1976 an Austrian-born migrant, E. Linortner, obtained a 

job at Ampac as sub-foreman. In June of the same year he obtained 

a job for his wife.- After two weeks she was summarily 

195In 1967 12 members had been signed up by the union only to 
be dismissed, according to former branch president, W. Page. 
Interviewed February 23, 1979. 

196There are no precise figures and the estimates of union 
officials and others varied. However, it is certain that non
British migrants constituted well over three-quarters of the total 
workforce. Between 5 per cent and 10 per cent of the workforce 
was male. The largest groups in terms of national origin were 
Turkish, Lebanese and Yugoslav (there was a smaller group of about 
20 Italians) born migrants. These groups had predominated since the 
early 1960s despite a high level of labour turnover. Even so, the 
majority of workers were comparatively young. One reason for this 
was that the factory largely drew on labour from local ethnic 
communities situated in Auburn and other nearby suburbs. A strong 
informal hiring network based on each ethnic group operated within 
the factory. This provided a continuous source of job applicants/ 
replacements. For reports pertaining to some of the above points 
see Federation News, March 1963 and January-March 1977. 
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dismissed. 197 After contacting a number of welfare agencies in an 

attempt to discover possible avenues for taking action, both 

Linortner and his wife contacted the F.M.W.U. Linortner alleged that 

there had been widespread indiscriminate sackings at the factory as 

part of a management plan to prevent union organization and ensure 

that the workforce was largely composed of recent arrivals. 198 

Initially, the union did 

visit the plant. 199 However, 

not respond 

following a 

to Linortner's request to 

second 

the personnel officer at Ampac was contacted and 

request from him 

three officials 

(including a migrant organizer) visited the plant the next day. 

Officials produced a right of entry card and after a short delay 

(20 minutes) were permitted to address groups of workers during 

their lunch break. 2oo Officials faced difficulties in communicating 

with the largely non-Anglophone workforce. However, Linortner 

offered enthusiastic support, telling the women that the union would' 

help them if they were injured. 201 As a result, the union recruited 

197This occurred after she reportedly suggested to a foreman 
that he was not as "hard" as he was made out to be. This incident, 
together with many of the events to be described, was recorded in 
evidence before both state and federal industrial tribunals during 
hearings to determine circumstances surrounding the later dismissal 
of Linortner himself. See, in particular, Australian Conciliation 
and Arbitration Commission C. No. 5235 of 1976, F.M.W.U.A. versus 
Ampac Plastics Pty Ltd., transcript of hearing held between 
December 13, 1976 and January 28, 1977, p.8. 

198Whether it was planned or not the combination of sackings 
and labour turnover (more than 30 per cent per annum even after the 
recession) ensured that this was the case. The organizer handling 
the plant was John Cavers (interviewed February 22, 1979). Other 
officials involved included L. Ferguson, branch research officer 
(interviewed March 25, 1977) and Vic Sammut, organizer (interviewed 
June 13, 1978). 

1990ne reason for this was that since Mrs Linortner was not a 
union member little could be done to fight her dismissal. 

200The detailed account of events is essential for under
standing later developments. At this point the management had 
expressed no formal opposition to workers joining the union. In 
the main, information was derived from court transcripts together 
with the interviews with union officials and a number of workers/ 
job delegates. 

201Australian Conciliation and Arbitration 'Commission 
(A.C.A.C.) C. No. 5235 of 1976, F.M.W.U.A. versus Ampac Plastics 
Pty Ltd, transcript of hearing, op eit., p.ll. 
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more than 30 members and received complaints concerning the lack of 

amenities, gloves and adequate toilets. 

Nevertheless, many women refused to leave their machines and 

go to the meeting. 202 A Lebanese-born women (E. Deeb) who spoke 

reasonable English agreed to take on the task of job delegate and 

speak to women who had not attended the lunch-time meetings. The 

union subsequently charged that she was intimidated by a foreman -

a charge denied by management. 203 Following this limited success, 

officials returned with interpreters to address both the afternoon 

and night shifts. Further members were recruited and job delegates 

appointed. 20' Within three days the union had enrolled more than 

half of the workforce (180 out of approximately 300). 

The rapid enrolment surprised the company and, particularly, 

foremen/fore ladies (mostly foreign-born) who had exercised unfettered 

power with regard to hiring, firing and other aspects of labour 

control. It soon became apparent that many of the latter saw the 

union as an unwelcome constraint upon their capacity to carry out 

their duties. 205 Following reports from members, the union alleged 

that both upper management and forepersons were attempting to 

dissuade workers from joining the union by telling them it was run 

by communists, would result in interminable strikes and would only 

cause trouble. Management denied this allegation and stated that 

202The union and witnesses called by it in various tribunal 
hearings alledged this resulted from their fear of being dismissed. 
See, for instance, A.C.A.C. C. No. 5235 of 1976, F.M.W.U.A. versus 
Arnpac Plastics Pty Ltd, transcript of hearing, ibid., pp.66-68; and 
J. Cavers, interviewed February 22, 1979. 

203Cavers alleged that she had been dismissed, however the 
company later denied the sacking had taken place. J. Cavers, 
interviewed February 22, 1979. 

20'The delegates appointed represented a spectrum of the larger 
ethnic groups. This was largely accidental - resulting from the 
fact that the most significant group(s) on each shift tended to have 
their own informal spokespersons who would take on the function. 

205There were a number of exceptions to this. In one case the 
union attempted to help a German-born foreman with 18 years' service 
who wanted to take long service leave to visit his former homeland. 
Linortner, himself, was another obvious exception. Assistant fore
men/leading hands also possessed the power to hire and fire - some
thing that would have been regarded as anachronistic by management 
in many other industries. 
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it was quite happy to have the union present. Even so, it refused 

to place union notices in the work-place because this would 

encourage employees to join rather than allowing them "to exercise 

freedom of choice [sic]".2·o6 

The union took advantage of its organizational base to begin 

negotiations over some of the matters raised by workers. Officials 

informed management that some aspects of working conditions (no 

rest rooms, shared lockers, toilets and no lunch room) did not meet 

Department of Labour and Industry requirements. Organizers later 

discovered that the company had failed to pay the night shift 

(56 workers/all migrants) the appropriate Saturday penalty rate for 

more than 12 months. The union threatened to take legal action and 

eventually recovered $5,500 for the workers concerned. 207 

The initial recruitment burst did not lead to organization of 

the entire plant or a change in management style. On July 2, 1976 

Linortner was dismissed after being told a more experienced man was 

wanted for the job. The union claimed that this constituted 

victimization of an active unionist and took the matter to the 

New South Wales Industrial Commission. The commissioner concerned 

accepted the union's case and ordered the reinstatement of 

Linortner. However, he also ruled that Linortner be employed on a 

two-week trial basis so he could receive training from experienced 

foremen to ensure his competence. 208 In the same month, N. Seker, 

a job delegate, was dismissed by a foreman after leaving a machin.e 

to write a receipt for union dues. In evidence given during a 

later Arbitration Commission hearing, Seker stated that her move

ments had been restricted after her appointment as job delegate. A 

206A.C.A.C. C. No. 5235 of 1976, F.M.W.U.A. versus Ampac 
Plastics Pty Ltd, transcript of hearing, Gp ait., p.41. 

207This situation was not discovered and acted upon until 
October 12, 1976. The average settlement amounted to about 
$100 per worker. 

208This case was the first time Linortner's competence had 
been brought into question. He had been given no warning of his 
"unsatisfactory" performance prior to dismissal. Ampac Plastics 
Pty Ltd and E. Linortner (F.M.W.U.A., New South Wales branch), 
New South Wales Industrial Commission No. 526/1976, July 7, 1976 and 
July 19, 1976 (decision). 
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foreman told her not to leave her machine under any circumstances -

the machine concerned was automatic and did not require continuous 

attention - and she was sacked the same day.209 Seker contacted 

the union and was reinstated. Ampac management had orignally 

refused delegates time to collect union dues. Following approaches 

from the union, delegates were allowed 20-30 minutes each pay day. 

Relations at the plant remained strained. In September 1976 

the union took action in the New South Wales Industrial Commission 

to secure the reinstatement of two migrant women who had been 

dismissed. 21o On September 29 Linortner, three other assistant 

foremen and more than twenty female process workers were retrenched. 

The union invoked the preference clause of the Plastic Moulding 

(State) Award and secured the reinstatement of eight women who were 

union members. It also notified the New South Wales Industrial 

Commission of a dispute with regard to Linortner. 211 This notice 

was subsequently withdrawn when union officials were convinced 

by management that the job had been made redundant. However, on 

November 13 Linortner saw two trainee/assistant foreman job 

vacancies (at Ampac) advertised in a newspaper and applied for a 

position. 212 His application was rejected and the union became 

convinced that the retrenchment had not been genuine. In the 

meantime, the company had joined the Metal Trades Industry 

Association, and switched to federal coverage under the Metal 

209In other illuminating evidence Seker stated that many women 
were frightened to pay union dues and requested secrecy from the 
delegate. A foreman had asked her to leave the union which she 
refused to do, telling him she had joined because he "was cranky too 
much". A.C.A.C. C. No. 5235 of 1976, F.M.W.U.A. versus Ampac 
Plastics Pty Ltd, transcript of hearing, op ait., pp.55-56. 

210The union's action was successful in the second (the 
decision handed down in the first was not examined) case. Hearing 
before the New South Wales Industrial Commission, Ampac Plastics 
Pty Ltd and Mrs L. E1sammed, September 6, 1976, and Ampac Plastics 
Pty Ltd and Mrs S. Ozdemir, 709/1976, September 17, 1976 (tran
scripts). 

211The New South Wales Industrial Commission, Notice of Dispute 
709/1976, Ampac Plastics Pty Ltd and E. Linortner set down for 
October 6, 1976. 

212The jobs were subsequently re-advertised on at least 
two occasions. See the Daily Telegraph, November 24 and December 1, 
1976. 
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Industry Award 213 where reinstatement powers were more 

questionable. 214 Nevertheless, the union took Linortner's case to 

the Australian Conciliation and Arbitration Commission along with 

that of T. Ajnas, a Lebanese-born co-delegate who had been dismissed 

following the report of a fore1ady that he had '~undied-on" for 

another· worker two weeks ear1ier. 215 

In its efforts to have both workers reinstated theF.M.W.U. 

presented considerable evidence upon the style of management at 

Ampac. It accused the company of permitting, if not instructing 

foremen/fore1adies to inhibit union organization. The union claimed 

that during routine visits to the plant organizers had uncovered 

arbitrary and capricious acts against workers. In one case, a 

woman was dismissed for allegedly abusing a forelady. An 

investigation revealed that the women had lost the special low stool 

which allowed her to sit at her machine and was trying to communicate 

this (she spoke no English) to the fore1ady. Following this finding 

the woman was reinstated. 216 During another routine visit the 

organizer was asked by a delegate about the holiday pay entitlements 

of three pregnant women terminated that day. The company paymaster 

had stated that an agreement existed with the union whereby pregnant 

women were required to leave the firm. The organizer told delegates 

that this was not the case. He suggested the underlying reason was 

that the company was closing the following week (for the annual 

break) and termination at this stage obviated the need to pay them 

holiday pay and the annual leave loading. Upon discovering that 

two other pregnant women (who were not union members) had not been 

213The switch had been made on October 14, 1976. 

214There is no direct evidence to indicate that this was 
related to management's decision to seek federal award coverage. It 
is more likely that it was associated with an impending takeover of 
the company by R.W. Miller (this lapsed) and later Rheems Ltd. 

215That is, two weeks elapsed between the incident being 
witnessed and his "summary" dismissal. A.C.A.C. C. No. 5235 of 
1976, F.M.W.U.A. versus Ampac Plastics Pty Ltd, transcript of 
hearing, or cit., p.50. 

216Ibid., p.41. 
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terminated, the organizer took issue with the company and had the 

dismissed women reinstated. 

The company's representative at the hearing made no effort to 

refute union evidence, suggesting instead that it had no bearing on 

the present dispute. 217 ,Ampac, or rather its M.T.I.A. advocate, 

claimed that Linortner had proved to be unsatisfactory - a claim 

largely based on the evidence of a number of foremen. The union 

countered this by claiming that no move had been made to dismiss 

Linortner after his trial period of reinstatement in July, he had 

been led to believe there were no misgivings about his performance 

and the reported remarks of one of the company's co-owners were 

contradictory on this score. With regard to Ajnas, the union could 

not refute the forelady's evidence although it tried to prove that a 

general atmosphere of union victimization existed in the factory. 

Mrs H. Akkary, a worker, stated that she had been offered 

three hours' pay by a foreman to sign a bundy card (of the worker 

allegedly clocked on by Ajnas) three days after Ajnas's dismissal.21B 

Later, along with other women, she had been requested to sign a piece 

of paper she did not understand (but apparently concerning the union) 

by a forelady. 219 Akkary refused to comply, was dismissed, 

reinstated and according to her own testimony placed in a worse 
job. 220 

At the conclusion of the hearing Commissioner Griffin stated: 

••• I have been extremely disturbed throughout these 
proceedings by the implications I have been given from 
various people as to the attitude of management of the 
company towards union membership. Not that I think there 
was much criticism expressed as to the. way in which union 
officials were treated when they went to the premises and 
spoke to management, but I have some grave doubts as to 
whether that sort of cordiality was extended to the 
employees themselves in their relationships with management 
people. 

This is ••• something that I feel could not be tOlerated, 

217 Ibid., pp.43-46. 

21BIbid., p.64. 

2 1 9 Ibid., p. 64 • 

22oIbid., pp.65-66. 
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if it were to persist into the future. I would be 
relying heavily on the advice of the MTIA to its 
member organization that such a shocking state of affairs 
should no longer exist. 221 

As a final pOint Griffin added: 

It has been a very disturbing story, in my view made 
more disturbing by the fact that I think the people who 
suffer most from this are amongst the most vulnerable 
members of the community - new arrivals in Australia 
with a limited understanding of English and, possibly, 
a limited understanding of how industrial systems 
operate. 222 

At her decision Commissioner Griffin decided mass dismissal had 

not been used to get rid of Linortner because there was no evidence 

of the other dismissed workers being reinstated. 223 She recommended 

that Linortner be re-employed as soon as a suitable vacancy occurred 

and Ajnas be paid a week's wages in lieu of notice. The decision 

was undoubtedly influenced by the takeover of Ampac by Rheems Ltd 

(a B.H.P. subsidiary) consummated on January 28. 

The new management, the growing strength of the union and 

experience on the part of workers did bring about a change in labour 

re1ations. 22 ' Management appointed a first aid lady, relaxed the 

previously stretched manning arrangements and eliminated some 

corrupt informal practices (such as phantom employees) which had 

previously operaten. If relations became somewhat less primitive, 

areas of significant disagreement remained, particularly in the 

area of workers' compensation. The company responded to complaints 

about delays in compensation payments by stating that this was the 

fault of the insurance company. Another area of disagreement was 

221Ib'd 1 -z, ., p. 30. 
222Ib'd 1 -z, " p. 31. 

223The Australian Conciliation and Arbitration Commission in 
the matter F.M.W.U.A. and Ampac Plastics Pty Ltd in relation to the 
dismissal of employees (C. No. 5235 of 1976), decision of 
Commissioner Griffin handed down on February 24, 1977. 

22'By this time the factory had five job delegates (three 
Lebanese-born, one Turkish-born and one YugOSlav-born). It is 
probably worth mentioning that the company had always been highly 
profitable, earning a net profit of $411,244 in the year to June 30, 
1976. See the S.M.H., July 17, 1977. 
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foremen. The union sought to have a number removed on the basis of 

their treatment of workers. The company rejected this. Although 

the activities of foremen were now strictly controlled, considerable 

friction and ill-feeling remained. 

For their part, workers demonstrated a growing capacity for 

collective action. In April 1977 women process workers agreed to go 

onto a four-day week to avoid retrenchments. In July, campaigns were 

conducted for improved amenities (lockers, stove, cupboard, ear 

muffs, soap, towels and driers) and overawards. As a result of this, 

women workers received their first overaward payments while the small 

group of males received an increase in their overaward. In addition, 

a post-entry closed-shop/check-off agreement was introduced. 

The events at Ampac indicated the difficulties confronting 

trade union organization in a work-place with a high proportion of 

recently arrived and industrially inexperienced migrants, and where 

management did its utmost to retain an unfettered control of labour. 

There was some suggestion of managerial collusion to maintain a 

continuous stream of fresh recruits. The general immigration pattern 

and informal hiring networks within ethnic communities set a basis 

for this in any case. There is no need to invoke conspiracy theses. 

However, it would be equally naive to argue that management made no 

attempt to manipulate the situation to suit its objects. Foremen 

used intimidation in order to carry out their functions of maximizing: 

production because they faced no effective sanction. It was simple, 

direct and obviated (or even possibly derived from) the communication 

difficulties more sophisticated motiviation might have entailed. 

Upper management at least tolerated, and it seems more likely 

encouraged, these pra~tices. This situation changed in response to 

union intervention (which took considerable time to impact itself), 

the growing experience of the workers themselves and a change in 

management. As a result, labour relations became more professiona1-

ized. This did not eliminate the problems of the migrant workforce, 

but lifted it to a new plane. 

Contract Cleaners 

The F.M.W.U. had always enjoyed coverage over cleaners and from 
the 1930s onwards they formed an increasingly important part of the 
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membership. Upon its victory in 1954, the new branch leadership 

pursued more active recruitment of cleaners. Nevertheless, success 

was largely confined to large public and private establishments 

(factories, office blocks, warehouses, department stores, 

universities/colleges, parliament house and other institutions).225 

Organization amongst school cleaners, who included many widows and 

deserted wives, was enhanced by more thorough and geographically 

wide-ranging activities of officials. In 1957 a campaign, which 

included a mass demonstration outside parliament house in Sydney, 

was organized to protest at a Public Service Board decision that 

cleaners cover 11,000 square feet a day.226 It was argued that t~e 

new rate would lead to a loss of jobs and endanger the health of 

cleaners. The question of overwork was a recurring source of 

concern. 227 Nevertheless, the activism of the union in this area 

as well as wages, unfair dismissals 

terms of gaining member loya1ty.228 

cemented by closed shop arrangements 

and other matters paid off in 

Organization was further 

which quickly became prevalent 

amongst government bodies and later spread to some private 

institutions. 

The effectiveness of these moves can be judged by the fact that, 

irrespective of the rapid broadening of the union's organization 

base, cleaners still accounted for half the New South Wales branch 

membership in 1972. Nor did this situation alter dramatically over 

the remaining six years of the period surveyed. It is apparent that 

the number of members employed as cleaners increased at the same 

rate (at least) as the overall membership of the branch. 

225Even in these institutions cleaners were often employed on a 
part-time basis of 30, 20 or fewer hours per week. 

226Prior to this decision cleaners had 
eight classrooms, corridors and washrooms. 
February 20, 1957. 

been required to clean 
See the S.M.H., 

227 For instance, at the Lands Department offices, union 
officials sought a conference to draw up a new agreement to protect 
cleaners from overwork (the existing agreement set down only the 
minimum area to be cleaned) and also to ensure the defined area was 
cleaned properly. 

228For two reports of union action see the Daily Telegraph, 
June 26, 1958; and the S.M.H., July 10, 1964. 
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This broad picture ignores important changes that were taking 

place with regard to the employment of cleaners which affected union 

organization. Firstly, there was a dramatic growth in the incidence 

of contract cleaning: that is, cleaning carried out by a sub

contractor, agent or firm specializing in this activity. Large 

organizations and institutions who had previously employed cleaners 

as part of their incremental staff were able to contract this service 

out for a set fee over a period of, say, one year. 

that the cleaning fee charged by the contractor was 

The advantage was 

lower than the 

cost of the firm maintaining its own cleaning staff, especially when 

indirect labour costs (payroll tax, workers' compensation insurance, 

long service leave, amenities, etc.) and equipment/materials costs 

were taken into account. Contractors were able to provide a cheaper 

service because of the additional motiviation of working for oneself 

or the entrepreneurial skill of cleaning firm managements in 

extracting greater efficiency from their labour force. 229 The 

intense competition amongst contractors, indicated by a rapid turn

over of those holding contracts for particular establishments, kept 

rates low. In turn, this was related to the relatively small 

capital investment necessary to set up a cleaning business and the 

rapid turnover of such businesses. 

Irrespecti ve of this, a number of large cleaning companies 

eventually emerged. By 1978 it was estimated that six companies 

(employing between 4,500 and 5,000 cleaners) accounted for almost 

229In addition, cleaners employed by contractors were often 
paid inferior wages to those employed under the Watchmen's, 
Caretakers, Cleaners' and Lift Attendants' (State) Award (the first 
wide-ranging award for cleaners), especially prior to 1971. 
Initially the union established industrial agreements with the 
larger cleaning firms. A Cleaning Contractors' (State) Award was 
also established to gain general coverage. Even after 1971 a wage 
differential remained. In 1976/1977 cleaners employed under the 
Watchmen's, Caretakers', Cleaners' and Lift Attendants' (State) 
Award were paid· rates ranging from $135.60 (day shift) to $176.30 
(night shift) per week for males and $133.60 (day shift) to 
$153.60 (afternoon shift) per week for females. The equivalent 
range under the Cleaning Contractors' (State) Award was $135.00 
(day) to $161.80 (night shift) per week for males and $129.80 (day) 
to $141.90 (afternoon shift) per week for females. Both awards 
prohibit females from undertaking night shifts. 
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half the contract cleaning in the Sydney region. 23o There are no 

figures with regard to the total cleaning workforce. However a 

comparison with the union's membership is instructive. As at 

January 18, 1979, the branch had more than 15,000 cleaners within 

its ranks of whom 6,575 (1,832 females and 4,743 males) were 

employed by contract cleaners. 231 At the same time, the level of 

unionization amongst contract cleaners was significantly lower than 

for cleaners employed by government bodies, schools, etc. 232 When 

this is taken into consideration the significance of contract 

cleaning becomes more apparent. A conservative estimate would be 

that contractors/subcontractors accounted for half the cleaning 

services undertaken. 

The outstanding feature about contract cleaning was-the very 

rapidity of its growth, especially from the early 1960s onwards. 

This development aroused the concern of union officials in Sydney 

and other urban centres because they saw contract cleaning as 

constituting a direct threat to members' jobs. 233 Even when 

existing cleaning employees were "taken over" by contractors -

often the previous cleaners were simply dismissed - this involved a 

loss of entitlements to long service leave, etc. In addition, the 

introduction of contractors was associated with a further 

casualization of employment. This made union organization more 

difficult. Finally, the more intensive use of labour by contractors 

was seen to prejudice the union's campaign against "sweating" 

230This estimate was provided by a number of F.M.W.U. officials 
including several directly responsible for organizing contract 
cleaners. There appear to be no precise figures for the total 
number of persons employed by contractors, self-employed sub
contractors or those employed by government bodies or private 
institutions (as part of their general workforce) for that matter. 

231These figures are for the entire New South Wales branch, not 
just Sydney. Source: Records of F.M.W.U., New ·South Wales branch. 

- 232Theestimates of New South Wales branch officials (based on 
membership records) ranged between 40 per cent and SO per cent of the 
total workforce employed by contractors being unionized. The lower 
level can probably be viewed as the more accurate reflection of the 
situation existing as at the end of 1978. 

233For evidence of concern in the Newcastle sub-branch see 
F.M.W.U. Newcastle sub-branch minutes of meeting held on February 20, 
1961 and August 4, 1964. 
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practices. It was the experience of officials that contractors 

often failed to pay workers their correct entitlements. The amount 

of award/agreement policing undertaken by organizers dramatically 

increased, especially in the absence of an efficient delegate system. 

Growth was most pronounced in the private sector where union 

organization was relatively weak apart from large warehouses, 

factories and department stores. Even in the latter areas the 

union was powerless to prevent the introduction of contractors. It 

generally attempted to secure the best deal it could for the members 

affected. On occasion, industrial action was undertaken in an effort 

to halt the introduction or, more frequently, to negotiate a more 

favourable changeover. 234 

The union and its sub-branches attempted to establish agreements 

with the bigger cleaning firms such as Keir's, Donald's and Berkeley's 

to govern their use of labour (in broad terms) and the rights of 

employees. Even when made these agreements were not always adhered 

to. In 1964 for instance, Keir's renounced its agreement with the 

Newcastle sub_branch. 235 In August, alleged victimization and the 

use of stop watches at the Bradford Cotton Mills, Kotara led to a 

strike by cleaners. 236 A strike also resulted when Keir's cut the 

cleaning time by one-third at the B.H.P. steelworks. The women 

concerned (many of them non-British migrants) were so incensed that 

they opposed a return to work even to allow a judge to inspect the 

premises. 237 In the same year a strike occurred on the South Coast 

when a leading hand cleaner (female) was dismissed by Keir's after 

refusing to take on an extra workload. 23B The union argued that the 

company should have negotiated this change prior to its 

234This seldom involved strike action. One source of concern 
was that older cleaning employees had little prospect of finding 
alternate employment and deserted wives/widows faced a similar 
difficulty if the responsibilities of raising children restricted 
their job choice. For a reported example of this see The Sun, 
March 2, 1972, p.4. 

235F.M.W.U. Newcastle sub-branch minutes; August 4, 1964. 
236Ib'd ~ ., August 12, 1964. 

237Keith Wilson, former sub-branch secretary, interviewed 
November 15, 1978. 

23BHer 15 workmates went on strike and formed a picket outside 
the premises concerned. 
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introduction. 239 These actions were primarily defensive but 

demonstrated to union officials that cleaners employed by contractors 

could only be ''pushed so far". 24 0 

However, the majority of contract cleaners were scattered in 

very small groups with little opportunity for joint action even 

under duress. An additional problem was that even large businesses 

such as banks might contract out cleaning services on a local basis. 

One bank might have literally dozens of different contractors 

cleaning its premises. This made it extremely difficult to co

ordinate organization through centralized agreements and ensure 

award conditions were met. In October 1966 the union approached both 

the Commonwealth and Rural Banks in an effort to circumvent cleaners 

working outside hours stipulated by the award (including weekends). 2'1 

Both banks agreed to supply a list of the names and addresses of 

cleaners and the contract cleaning firms which employed them. Such 

assistance was seldom so readily forthcoming, especially amongst 

the contractors themselves. The rapid turnover of staff employed by 

contractors, the high incidence of casual/part-time employment and 

the odd hours worked aggravated the union's organizing problems. 

With regard to cleaners employed by government bodies, the union 

was able to put up a more spirited resistance against the introduction 

of contract cleaning. This area had always been better organized, in 

part because of greater co-operation of management (especially during 

periods of Labor government). Nevertheless, a continuous vigil had 

to be mounted to counter the attempts by non-Labor governments to 

introduce contract cleaning on the basis of cost savings and their 

239The New South Wales Industrial Commission ordered Keir's to 
make work schedules available to the union. See Fedepation News, 
September 1964. 

2,oKeith Wilson, interviewed November 15, 1978. On the South 
Coast the union had organized contract cleaners operating at 
A.I. & S. One of the first actions of the union was to stop illegal 
money transfers which had occurred prior to this. J.J. Dwyer, 
interviewed June 19, 1980. 

2'lSee report of organizers, Dwyer and Grove, to the secretary, 
F.M.W.U.A. re discussions with the Industrial Officer of the 
Commonwealth Bank, October 24, 1966; and report of Dwyer to the 
secretary, F.M.W.U.A. re discussions with the Rural Bank dated 
October 24, 1966. 
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ideological preference for private enterprise. In 1957 the union 

opposed a federal government decision to replace male and female 

cleaners and watchmen with contractors. 242 Fourteen years later the 

M.W.U. was still resisting federal government attempts to introduce 

contract cleaners on a win some-lose some basis. 24s 

The most important area of cleaning within the auspices of the 

state government was public schools. While the introduction of 

contract cleaning had been proposed as early as 1960,244 it was not 

until the election of a Liberal government in 1965 that a concerted 

effort was made to contract out cleaning services. 

were immediately condemned by the state council of 

Government plans 
245 

the F.r.1.W.u., 

and followed up by protests at individual schools. 24s The struggle 

reached its peak in 1968 when strikes, vocal meetings at Trades Hall 

and demonstrations outside parliament house (where middle aged 

women confronted the Premier) caused the government to back down. 

Partial victories in the government sector did not offset the 

growth of contract cleaning in private industry. Organizational 

problems were exacerbated by the second major change which occurred 

in the cleaning industry, namely the introduction of large 

numbers of non-British migrants. The growth of contract cleaning 

and the infusion of migrants interacted in a number of ways. 

First, the migrant contribution to the cleaning workforce was 

most pronounced in the area of contract cleaning (excluding sub

contractors and self-employed cleaners). Like the plastics 

industry, the growth of contract cleaning was largely built on 

242The matter was referred to the A.C.T.U. See Federation 

News, September 1957. 

24sFor instance, in October 1971 cleaners at the Commonwealth 

Office block in Sydney threatened to take over the building if 

their jobs were given over to contractors. See the S.M.H., 

October 12, 1971. . 

244See the Newaastle Morning Herald, February 3, 1960. 

24sReported in the Newaastle Morning Herald, December 22, 1965. 

24sFor instance, at the Kirrawee High School in Sydney. See 

the Daily Telegraph, April 25, 1966. 
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migrant labour.247 This was especially true of the largest and 

fastest growing companies such as Keir's Cleaning Service whose 

reputation for hard-nosed management and rapid staff turnover (well 

in excess of 100 per cent per annum in many cases) made them a virtual 

preserve of migrant workers. Initially, females made up the bulk of 

migrants employed by contractors. However, the progressive 

introduction of equal pay led to a growing preference for employment 

of males. The reasons for this change were apparent. Since 1911 

women had not been permitted to work more than 36 hours per week. 248 

In November 1976 the award rates applying to males ranged from 

$135.00 (day work) to $148.20 (afternoon shift) and $161.80 per week 

for night shift. The comparable rates for females were $129.80 (day 

work) and $141.90 per week (afternoon shift). However, male rates 

were calculated on the basis of a 40-hour week while those for 

females on afternoon shift were calculated on the basis of a 35-hour 

week. 249 Thus, the effective hourly rate for afternoon shift was 

$3.70 per hour for males and $4.05 per hour for females. This 

discrepancy had significant ramifications in a competitive and 

labour intensive industry where most workers were employed for less 

than the standard working week. The fact that females were not 

permitted to work night shift acted as an additional incentive, 

although award breaches in this regard were common. 

A less important area of interaction was the direct contribution 

of migrants to the growth of contract cleaning enterprises. There is 

evidence that, in at least some regions, individual migrants played a 

247As elsewhere the mixture of national groups predominating 
changed throughout the period under review. There was an apparent 
tendency toward the more recently arrived groups being the most 
highly represented. This was probably a consequence of their more 
desperate economic circumstances. By the mid-1970s the most 
prominent groups in terms of national origin/language group were 
Yugoslavs, Greeks, Italians and those from Spanish-speaking countries. 
These estimates are based on interviews with the union's two migrant 
organizers specializing in contract cleaning and are therefore 
probably more reliable than· the normal run of "spot" impressions by 
Australian-born officials. Vic Sammut and Car10s Va1dez, interviewed 
June 13, 1978. 

248The Cleaning Contractors' (State) Award, November 1976, 
Clause 9. 

249 Ibid. 
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leading part in establishing contract cleaning businesses and used 

their ethnic background to advantage in dealing with migrant 

cleaners. 25o There was also a perceived drift of migrants into sub

contracting arrangements although union officials were uncertain as 

to whether this resulted from preference for this type of arrange

ment or strong prompting on the part of contractors and 

institutions. 251 However, unlike the building industry, there was 

little indication of migrants forming themselves into sub-contracting 

work groups on the basis of family/ethnic ties and prior experience 

gained in their country of origin. A balanced interpretation of the 

available evidence would suggest that the influx of migrants did not 

inspire the trend to contract cleaning. At the same time migrants 

did contribute to this growth indirectly by providing a ready source 

of labour eager to supplement family income. 

From the union's standpoint, the most important area of inter

action between contract cleaning and migrants was the effect this 

had in exaggerating the worst features of an already difficult 

situation in terms of recruitment, award pOlicing and the struggle 

for improved working conditions. Illegal and highly dubious 

employment practices were rife. The fact that a high proportion of 

the workforce lacked even basic understanding of their industrial 

rights exacerbated this situation. Even where workers were aware 

of their rights many were not in a position to complain. Those 

employed under an assumed name (for tax purposes) were in this 

position. The high staff turnover rates may indicate that workers 

simply switched jobs when they found conditions intolerable. As in 

other industries, immigrant women were particularly vulnerable to 

250According to the former Newcastle sub-branch secretary, by 
1967-1968 two migrant entrepreneurs (in combination with Keir's 
Cleaning Service) controlled 75 per cent of the cleaning undertaken 
by contractors in the region. Wilson alleged that these entre
preneurs had exploited the migrant women in their employ through 
intimidatory tactics until the union managed to gain a significant 
foothold in terms of members. Keith Wilson, interviewed November 15, 
1978. 

251The F.M.W.U. opposed this trend which, although legal, was 
seen to be prejudicial to workers. This view was made clear by the 
union'S research officer responsible for cleaning. Liz Bishop, 
interviewed September 8, 1977. 
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intimidation by supervisors. 252 

At the outset there was little chance of union intervention in 

the case of arbitrary dismissal. In spite of improved organization 

union records indicate a continuing high dismissal rate amongst 

contract cleaners, especially migrants (see Page 724).253 

Successful challenges could usually be mounted only against more 

established firms who, in turn, could also resort to the time

honoured method of transferring the worker concerned to a worse job. 

The changed economic climate after 1973 and the introduction of equal 

pay made the position of female cleaners especially precarious. 

In 1978, an F.M.W.U. delegate to the A.C.T.U. conference on working 
women alleged women were "paying" as much as $10.00 per week to keep 

their jobs. 254 Those women who lost their jobs and were unable to 

obtain another frequently blamed the union for the equal pay 

decision although, in fact, officials had attempted to rectify 

this anomaly.255 A number of companies introduced retirement 

clauses into their employment contracts in an effort to shed older 

and presumably less efficient labour. 

252A number of union officials interviewed alleged that this 
intimidation of women included sexual harassment. A branch research 
officer, Liz Bishop, stated that incidents of this nature were 
seldom reported because of shame felt by the women concerned. 
Nevertheless, much of the prejudice/pressure was not specifically 
sexual, being primarily designed to boost labour productivity. 
Liz Bishop, interviewed September 8, 1977. 

2530f those cases dealt with, approximately 60 per cent 
involved women, over half of whom were non-British migrants. Over
all non-British migrants constituted about 60 per cent of cleaners 
dismissed by contractors where there are records of the union taking 
action. This figure could be unrepresentative of the overall 
pattern of dismissals since it indicates only those cases on which 
the union took action. It could also be suggested that this figure 
is merely indicative of the higher number of migrants employed by 
contract cleaners and does not therefore indicate pronounced 
victimization of migrants. On the other hand, this must be balanced 
by the view held amongst officials that they were less likely to 
hear complaints from migrants dismissed because of their ignorance 
the nature of the cases that were dealt with and information 
relating to intimidation and dismissal obtained from migrant workers 
on the job. 

254Reported in the S.M.H., March 17, 1978, p.2. 

255Liz Bishop, branch research officer, interviewed 
September 8, 1977. 
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Direct award evasion was another widespread problem 

especially amongst smaller cleaning operators. These practices 

took a variety of forms including the failure to pay appropriate 

shift rates or annual leave loadings, pass on award increases or 

paying workers only after they had been employed for some weeks. 

While the union secured considerable wage recoveries, these efforts 

were restricted by difficulties in obtaining access to the wages 

books of floating employers (with temporary addresses) or those who 

went out of business. 256 Another instance worth mentioning was the 

case of a migrant employed by a firm which lost the contract. The 

worker was asked to stay on by the building caretaker and did so for 

several weeks before discovering that he was not being employed (or 

paid) by the new contractor. 257 In a further case, the union took 

action in the New South Wales Industrial Commission following the 

dismissal of three cleaners within ten days ~f the Christmas holiday 

break. 258 

Perhaps the pieae de resistanae of innovative subcontracting 

concerned the activities of an enterprising entrepreneur who sold 

cleaning businesses for between $4,600 and $7,000. The businesses 

simply entailed the right to clean certain premises and could not 

be resold. The union took this case to the New South Wales 

Industrial Commission which declared that the contracts were invalid 

and ordered the entrepreneur to repay all moneys.259 Other 

256For an example of the problems even associated with a 

relatively straight forward case see Federation News, October

December 1978. Some instances are quite bizarre and indicate that 

migrants were not the only group vulnerable to exploitation. For 

instance, a union raid on race tracks revealed that pensioners were 

being paid $14.00 a day or $1.75 per hour. See The Sunday, 

January 7, 1979. 

257When a contract was lost but the workers were retained on 

the job by the new firm they might well lose their accumulated long 

service leave entitlements. Union officials interviewed believed 

this was not always co-incidental. For details of the case just 

referred to see Federation News, January-March 1977. 

258Federation News, October-December 1978, 

259The union predicted that most victims of this scheme would 

not recover more than a "pittance" of their original investments. 

Federation News stated that there was a need for changes in the law 

covering such practices and the union was preparing a submission 

with regard to this. See Federation News, July-September 1980. 
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practices to which migrants were particularly vulnerable included 

the establishment of compulsory provident funds by some companies. 

Migrants paying into such funds lost all the entitlements if they 

left before the fund reached maturity. Union officials alleged 

that workers entering into such agreements were seldom aware of 

the exact nature of agreement or their right of refusal. 

Outside the area of monetary manipulations there was also an 

ongoing struggle against various methods of work intensification. 

Such methods relied less on the introduction of new equipment 

than alteration of existing work patterns. Perhaps the most common 

technique was to increase the amount of space to be cleaned in a 

given time by a cleaner - the equivalent of the assembly line 

speed-up. 260 While sometimes implemented directly, it was more 

frequently achieved subtlely by the failure to replace a worker 

from a group engaged on the premises when he/she resigned, was 

transferred elsewhere by the firm or was dismissed. The remainder 

would then be required to clean the premises in the same time, 

necessitating an increase in workload for them of say an additional 

floor each. 

The volatile and scattered nature of the contract cleaning work

force made it virtually impossible for the union to mount a 

co-ordinated campaign on workloads as had been done with public 

service cleaners. Organized protests tended to be sporadiC and 

related to specific incidents. In one case, Jumbo jet cleaners 

struck after the manager of their firm (International Cleaning 

Services Ltd) had dismissed a fellow worker on the grounds of 

insufficient work. The exasperated workers reportedly stated, "We 

can't keep up with the pace now - what's it going to be like with 

one less worker?,,261 Work intensification of this type was not 

confined to migrant employees. However, their ignorance of 

unions and vulnerability to intimidation made it more difficult 

26°0ther tactics included simply pushing workers harder and/or 
cutting the time for a job. 

261As a result of the strike and union negotiation, the worker 
concerned was reinstated and cleaners allowed to use passenger 
access ways to enable completion of the work during the specified 
time. Reported in the S.M.H., October 24, 1966. 
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for the union to become conversant with incidents and attempt to 

counter them. 

The "sweat shop" conditions of contract cleaning were a direct 

consequence of the intense level of competition amongst contractors 

and the absence of effective union organization. It was only in the 

second half of the 1960s that the union was able to make serious 

inroads in terms of union membership. Recognizing the large 

number of migrants, a multilingual organizer had been appointed in 

1967. This initiative failed partly because the organizer concerned 

complained of being physically threatened during visits to jobs 

(see Footnote 174). In the early 1970s the union allocated two 

migrant organizers and a research officer to contract cleaning. 

These organizers were able to establish contact with a significant 

proportion of the contract cleaning workforce. In turn, this 

enabled the research officer to begin bringing recalcitrant employers 

to heei through provisions of the New South Wales Industrial 

Arbitration Act. 262 

Recruitment was bolstered by the progressive introduction of 

closed shop arrangements with individual contractors. The union 

had some success in this regard as early as 1966. 263 However, it 

was not until after 1967 that the campaign began in earnest. Even 

then successes varied from region to region. In Newcastle, for 

example, most major contractors had been signed up by 1969. 26 " 

Major contractors were not signed up by the branch as a whole until 

the early 1970s. By the end of 1978 officials estimated that 

agreements had been reached with 30 per cent of companies which 

accounted for around half the employed workforce. 265 

262That is, those not paying award rates and engaging in other 
illegal practices. 

263 In December of this year, the A.C.T. Employers' Federation 
agreed to advise contract cleaners that employees should join the 
union as a condition of employment. Correspondence, Industrial 
Officer, A.C.T. Employers' Federation to general secretary, 
F.M.W.U.A., December 2, 1966. 

26"Keith Wilson, interviewed November IS, 1978. 

265 Chris Raper, branch secretary, interviewed January 18, 1979. 
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The above developments brought some semblance of stable labour 

relations to the area although the potential for industrial 

action remained localized. In 1971 the F.M.W.U. was able to achieve 

significant wage increases for cleaners without resort to widespread 

strikes. The union was even able to set up an effective delegate 

structure in some premises. Nevertheless, officials still had to 

make continuous use of arbitration tribunals with regard to wage 

recoveri~s and alleged cases of unfair dismissal. Cleaning was not 

regarded as a dangerous occupation and, unlike other industries 

dealt with in the course of this study, there were few reported 

instances of migrants encountering problems with workers' compens

ation. While the union was unable to eliminate illegal practices -

and officials suggested these practices had become even more 

widespread in the economic climate after 1975 - the likelihood of 

such incidents being reported and acted upon increased. 266 

Most of the more blatantly illegal practices were confined to 

fringe operators. However, large companies were not immune from 

these pr~ctices or others which, if not illegal, did threaten to 

undermine this union's organizing efforts. In 1977 one of the largest 

cleaning firms, Berkeley Cleaners, introduced a scheme whereby its 

employees became partners in the firm in literally hundreds of separate 

groupings. These "member" partners were paid a share equivalent 

to their wages whil e "original" partners - the managers and owners -

retained effective control of the firrn. 267 The basic intention of 

the scheme appears to have been to avoid paying payroll tax. However, 

it had a number of important ramifications for the employees who were 

member partners. First, there were questions as to whether member 

partners were liable for company losses or the damages resulting from 

contract breaches. Second, there was the possibility that member 

partners would lose their rights to workers' compensation. In this 

case Berkeley management did take out insurance coverage. However, 

it appeared that under such schemes this action might be purely 

266With the possible exception of women afraid of losing their 
already tenuous jobs. See Page 747. 

267A breakdown of the scheme was reported in The NationaZ 
Times, October 30-November 5, 1977, p.59. Information was also 
obtained from union officials and records of the New South Wales 
Ethnic Affairs Commission. 
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voluntary.2G8 Fourth, there was some doubt as to whether workers 

entering these contracts fully understood the implications of their 

action including the obligation to pay provisional tax in a lump 

sum as opposed to Pay As You Earn (P.A.Y.E.).2G9 The unofficial 

findings of Ne\~ South Wal es Ethnic Affairs Conunission officers, who 

took a strong interest in the case because of the large numbers of 

migrant women involved, was that many, if not most, workers had 

little understanding of the agreement they were signing. 27o This 

was also the impression of union officials who alleged that a number 

of migrants believed they were signing an employment contract. 

The first hint the union had of the scheme was when 600 union 

members resigned on masse. 271 This prompted an investigation by 

both the union and later the Corporate Affairs Conunission (which 

found the scheme was not illegal). The F.M.W.U. also brought the 

scheme to the attention of the federal taxation department. Faced 

with pressure from a number of quarters, the company agreed to drop 

the scheme. The events brought into sharp focus the vulnerability 

of migrant workers to manipulation. There is also some evidence of 

the practice being tried by smaller contractors and even educational 

institutions. With perhaps half, at best, of the staff employed by 

cleaning contractors unionized and the problem of sUbcontracting 

unchecked, the situation remained one of flux for the union. 

Conclusion 

During the post-war period the F.M.W.U. was transformed from a 

small and weak organization into a large and effectively administered 

union with a breadth of membership found only in one other Australian 

union. Membership growth was built by an aggressive union leadership 

2G8To circumvent this, the union could have sought to amend 
Section 88E (to include cleaners) or take action under Section 88F 
of the New South Wales Industrial Arbitration Act (1904-70). 

2G9Apparently, some tax was still deducted on a weekly basis, 
but the major obligation was to be paid by workers themselves in a 
lump sum. 

270At the time of investigation some member partners were 
already faced with two tax bills. Conunission officers found that' 
some migrant's believed that they had been tricked or co-erced into 
joining the scheme. 

271S.M.H., March 17, 1978, p.2. 
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which emphasized basic industrial servicing and flexibility to 

local circumstances within the parameters of broad organizational 

goals. At one level, the fact that a large proportion of the 

union's membership was foreign-born had surprisingly little impact 

upon union growth. The experience of the F.M.W.U. is further 

evidence that post-war immigration has not endangered the 

organizational survival of Australian unions. The growing 

incidence of closed-shop arrangements and the leadership's 

preference for establishing stable bargaining relations with 

employers are apparent factors in this. Officials displayed little 

interest in migrant members apart from limited attempts to promote 

the appointment of migrant job delegates and counter migrant 

ignorance of industrial conditions including rights to workers' 

compensation. 

Like many other unions, the F.M.W.U. did become increasingly 

aware of migrant workers in the 1970s. The leading role of full-

time officials in wage negotiations left little avenue for rank and 

file involvement - a situation exacerbated by the absence of 

effective job delegates in many workplaces. Sporadic rank and file 

defiance of official recommendations indicated the leadership's 

remoteness from some groups of workers. It is also apparent that 

the migrants involved in these revolts either misunderstood or, 

and this is more likely, rejected the nuances of arbitration or 

ritualized negotiation. However, unlike the F.I.A., the F.M.W.U. was 

not faced with a continuous stream of brushfire disputes. Nor did 

officials seek to order a return to work. Further there is no 

evidence of migrant disaffection being translated into support for 

the opposition faction which challenged control of the union in 1971 

and 1974. While there was a slowly growing level of migrant 

representation on New South Wales State Council, there is no 

apparent link between this and internal union politics. Migrant 

state council delegates remained an anonymous group whose influence 

was largely restricted to overseeing the activities of full-time 

officials. 

To explain the absence of widespread migrant disaffection with 

the F.M.W.U.'s highly centralized operations reference must be made to 

the eminent suitability of the union's structure and industrial 

philosophy for dealing with a very diverse group of members and 
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employment situations. At one extreme were workplaces with a strong 

traditional union presence or where management pursued policies not 

antagonistic to unionization. The entry of migrants into these 

situations was seen to hold few problems for the union. In a few 

instances such as C.S.R. Pyrmont, management not only accepted the 

closed shop but also devised quite sophisticated welfare and 

communication programmes aimed at migrants. 272 At the other extreme 

were employment situations where labour relations were conducted at 

a primitive level and even the most fundamental industrial 

conditions were difficult to implement. These areas accounted for a 

significant proportion of the union's membership. In these. 

situations, the leadership's emphasis on basic if unspectacular 

servicing met the most pressing needs of migrant workers. 

It is in these areas that the major qualification needs to be 

made to the earlier point that migrants presented no major 

organizational difficulties to the F.M.W.U. But for these problematic 

employment situations union growth would have been even more rapid. 

In particular, the plastics industry and contract cleaning were 

identified as cases where the presence of migrants exacerbated 

already hostile employment situations. Employers engaged in 

272Like those employer programmes described in Chapter 4, these 
policy initiatives arose in the early 1970s largely as a response to 
labour instability and a fear that industrial conflict would spread 
from other industries. The initiatives included a migrant welfare 
advisory service, self-help language classes and a multilingual 
section in the company journal Raw and Refined. An elected ethnic 
council of shop floor representatives lapsed because it interfered 
with the relationship between foremen and workers. However, 
management continued to experiment with semi-autonomous work groups 
in sugar packaging and joint consultation. A Safety and Welfare 
Committee was established. This was labelled as a sham by the C.S.R. 
Pyrmont Combined Shop Committee which claimed that management sought 
to control all committee meetings. While the shop committee Claimed 
to be the only effective representative of worker interests, the 
F.M.W.U. remained aloof from it, preferring its special relationship 
with C.S.R. Nevertheless, there was widespread rank and file 
distrust of management, especially following retrenchments at a 
nearby C.S.R. subsidiary. For a detailed description of these events 
and the motives of the parties involved see Robert L. Pritchard, 
IndustriaZ Demoaraay at Fyrmont (Confidential Report, Sydney, May 10, 
1977) • 
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questionable and even illegal practices designed to intimidate 

migrant workers and exploit their ignorance of local industrial 

conditions. The tactics described were by no means unique but did 

reach a level seldom encountered by other unions. In its efforts 

to establish a stable membership base, the New South Wales branch 

appointed a number of foreign-born organizers and produced special 

multilingual material relating to wages and conditions. In the 

plastics industry the F.M.W.U. progressively extended its foothold 

in the face of fierce employer resistance. Resort to arbitration 

tribunals to combat dismissals and award evasion was important in 

bolstering the confidence of migrant workers. Indeed, migrants 

demonstrated an increasing willingness to join collective action 

in pursuit of better working conditions. The result was an 

altered pattern of union/management relations which did not eliminate 

migrant problems but lifted them to a new plane. The scattered 

and volatile contract cleaning workforce was a more difficult 

proposition and union inroads were less pronounced. However, even 

here there was a perceptible change in the pattern of industrial 

relations as the union became more conscious of illegal practices 

and was able to confine them to fringe operators. 

Both case studies are evidence of the significant impact of 

particular employment situations upon the industrial behaviour of 

migrants and the capacity of union intervention to change this. If 

migrants represented an impediment to union organization this 

cannot be ascribed to innate attitudes on their part. Rather they 

demonstrated an ability to embrace unionism to meet their problems. 

If, as in the steel industry, migrants initially represented a 

manipulable workforce for employers, this situation was apt to 

change. The continuing problems in contract cleaning owe more to 

its peculiar employment characteristics than the fact that many 

cleaners are foreign-born. 
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CHAPTER 11 

GLASSWORKERS - THE AUSTRALIAN GLASS WORKERS' UNION 

AND CROWN CORNING LTD 

The preceding chapters dealt with unions with quite distinct 

memberships, structures and industrial philosophies. One apparent 

imbalance in this discussion is that the unions examined were, 

or became, three of the largest unions in Australia. While the 

post-war period was an era of unprecedented industrial expansion, 

changes in employment patterns and technology caused some unions 

to grow only slowly or have a stagnant membership. Irrespective of 

this, available evidence 1 indicates that unions such as the Clothing 

and Allied Trades Union; Textile Workers' Union; Furnishing Trades 

Society; Food Preservers' Union; Boot and Shoe Makers' Federation; 

Federated Brick, Tile and Pottery Union; Pulp and Paper Workers' 

Union; Tobacco and Cigarette Workers' Union; Phonogram Record 

Employees' Union and the Australian Glass Workers' Union achieved a 

proportion of foreign-born members equal to larger or more rapidly 

expanding organizations. 

Although the notion of company unionism is not seen to have 

much relevance in Australia, the membership of several unions just 

mentioned such as the Tobacco Workers' Union and Glass Workers' 

Union was largely confined to one or two employers in the period 

under consideration. In the glass industry, a competitive period 

between 1866 and 1922 was succeeded by the forma\ion of Australian 

Glass Manufacturers Company Ltd (A.G.M.).2 This became the 

foundation 'for Australian Consolidated Industries (A.C.I.) Ltd which 

was formed in 1939 as a holding company for a number of semi

independently operated concerns including A.G.M. A virtual 

lThis evidence includes the changes in workforce composition 
described in Chapter 4, literary evidence in union records, 
estimates of union and employer representatives, perusal of work
place records and observations of factories visited. 

2G.G. Phe1an, The Birth and some Aspeats of the Development of 
Shop Floor Organization in a Faatory in the Sydney Metropolitan 
Area (unpublished B.Comm. Honours ThesiS, Department of Commerce, 
University of New South Wales, 1972). 
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monopoly was exercised by A.C.I. over local glass manufacture 

until the 1970s when a Canadian owned firm, Glass Containers Ltd, 

entered the fray. 

The Australian Glass Workers' Union (A.G.W.U.) certainly did 

not see itself as a company union. Nevertheless, the leadership had 

a particularly close relationship with A.C.I. (and its 

subsidiaries') management not unusual for a small union whose 

fortunes were closely tied to that of a small number of employers. 

The A.G.W.U.'s membership remained small throughout the post-war 

period since the expansion of the glass industry was largely based 

on the introduction of labour-saving technology. Moreover, like a 

number of other unions including the Clothing and Allied Trades 

Union, Textile Workers' Union and Boot and Shoe Makers' Federation, 

the A.G.W.U. had to recruit in an industry subject to intense 

competition from imports. Hence employment was volatile. This 

and the unpleasant (hot, dirty, noisy) nature of many jobs in the 

industry probably explain why, even in the absence of significant 

employment growth, post-war immigrants rapidly came to dominate the 

workforce. This penetration was significant even in the early 

1950s. By 1957 it was estimated that 95 per cent of the A.G.W.U. 

membership were foreign-born.' The case of the A.G.W.U. and its 

relationship with the Crown Crystal Ltd (later Crown Coming Ltd) 

Waterloo plant in Sydney - a partly owned A.C.I. subsidiary - would 

seem to present an essential addition to the spectrum of union 

responses/employment situations (and the impact of immigration upon 

them) already presented. 

The Australian Glass Workers' Union - its History, Structure and 

Industrial Philosophy 

The A.G.W.U.'s earliest antecedent was the Bottle Blowers' 

Union which was formed in Sydney in 1895 by a group of skilled 

English glass blowers brought out to Australia in order to help 

launch the local industry.' The Bottle Blowers amalgamated with 

'Unspecified report to the Commonwealth Immigration Planning 
Council. C'-LP.C. minutes, 1957. 

'The Australian Glass Worker (journal of the A.G.W.U.), August 
1955. 
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another union, the Glass Founders, and on July 22, 1909 the 

Australian Glass Workers' Union was registered as a federal 

organization under the Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Act. 

The federal headquarters of the union was located in New South Wales. 

Hembership was concentrated in this state and in Victoria 

especially prior to World War Two. 

Before World War One the bulk of the membership were skilled 

tradesmen including relatively high proportions of British and 

European glass blowers specially imported to meet local needs. 

The A.G.W.U. did not offer an extensive range of friendly society 

benefits apart from a generous funeral benefit paid for through a 

small additional contribution. s The rationalization of the industry 

after World War One was accompanied by the introduction of machinery 

that considerablY altered production techniques and labour require

ments. Traditional crafts were deskilled and bottle blowers became 

redundant. By the Second World War craftsmen were largely confined 

to specialized areas such as the manufacture of cut glass tableware. 

The mass production of glass containers, bottles and sheet glass was 

now undertaken by a predominantly semi-skilled workforce. 6 

In turn, these changes progressively altered the character of 

the union's membership from apprenticeship-served tradesmen to that 

SThis benefit has been retained up to the present. In 1955 the 
amount paid to a widow following the death of her husband was £50. 
This was increased to £60 in 1957, $140 in 1968 and $200 in 1976. 
Smaller benefits were paid in the case of death of a member's wife 
or an offspring under the age of 16 years. The union also 
continued to take a strong interest in its older and retired members. 
In Harch 1957, Federal Council amended the union's rules so that all 
financial members with more than 25 years' membership who retired 
through age or infirmity were issued with life membership and the 
full privileges bestowed by this. See The Australian Glass Worker, 
January 1958, p.l; and The Australian Glass Workers' Union, 
Federal and Branch Rules, as amended May 1968, Rule 3lA, pp.34-35. 

6According to union officials some jobs like screen printing 
still require a high degree of skill despite continued 
mechanization since World War Two. The requisite abilities for such 
tasks are now acquired through on-the-job training and not a formal 
apprenticeship. 
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of semi-skilled operatives. 7 The interwar period was, for the most 

part, an era of bitter struggle when the A.G.W.U. strove to survive 

in the face of sometimes brutal management opposition. 8 The founder 

of A.G.M. and later managing director of A.C.I., W.J. Smith, 

acquired a semi-legendary reputation for toughness in dealing with 

workers. This did not stop short of physical intimidation which 

earned him the title of "Knockout" Smith. 9 Traditional craft 

methods for imposing a closed shop were no longer appropriate and 

the onset of the depression exacerbated organizational problems. 

Between 1918 and 1929 New South Wales branch membership rose from 

400 to 600 before slumping to 388 in 1932. 10 Three years later 

branch membership had doubled (to 777) and stood at 948 in 1939. 11 

The union's position was consolidated during the Second World 

War with New South Wales branch membership reaching 2,100 in 1944. 12 

In fact, the union leadership was able to establish a close 

7After World War Two a number of companies producing special
ized products such as fashion light globes were established. This 
required a continuing input of skilled immigrant tradesmen. 
However, this did not significantly alter the by now semi-skilled 
nature of the union's membership. 

8This was a bitter period for all unions with foremen having 
the power to hire and fire and the use of dismissal against union 
activists not uncommon. For a brief discussion of this see 
G.G. Phelan, The Birth and some Aspects of the Development of Shop 
Floor Organization in a Factory in the Sydney Metropolitan Area, 
op cit. 

9Smith's attitude to his employees is reflected in a story 
still frequently referred to by both union and management officials. 
According to the story, Smith would order workers to clean below the 
still-hot furnaces. If an employee fainted more than once he was 
dismissed. Smith's reputation even penetrated the popular press. 
One cartoon depicted Smith swimming in Sydney Harbour with a shark 
approaching him. One observer urges that the swimmer be warned of 
his impending danger while the other replies, "Better warn the 
shark that's 'Knockout' Smith." Smith remained as managing director 
until his retirement in 1957. However, by this time the labour 
relations policy of A.C.I., although always conservative, had 
acquired a more refined image. See the S.M.H., February 26, 1957, p.9. 

10Report of the New South Wales Industrial Registrar, Annual 
Report Under the Trade Union Act 1881, 1918, 1929 and 1932. 

11Ibid., 1935 and 1939. 

12Female membership grew from 29 in 1932 to 200 in 1944. 
Ibid., 1944. 
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relationship with A.C.I. management including an agreement that 

employees should become union members. '3 A further indication of 

this emerging relationship was the refusal of the A.G.W.U. to 

join with fitters, boilermakers, electricians, blacksmiths, sheet 

metal workers and other maintenance workers in plantwide industrial 

campaigns. During the 1930s a shop committee representing these 

groups had operated in A.G.M. It had been smashed by the company 

in 1938 but re-emerged two years later. Thereafter, the now 

enlarged committee remained a permanent fixture at A.G.M. although 

management refused formally to recognize its existence or legitimacy. 

A shop committee was also formed at Crown Crystal Ltd, for a long 

time the only local manufacturer of glass for household and hotel 

purposes. 14 

The A.G.W.U. leadership was firmly opposed to these bodies and 

did its utmost to ensure thtt glassworkers remained aloof from 

them. Apart from a desire to maintain close relations with A.C.I. 

management, the attitude of A.G.W.U. officials was also based on 

their conservative political outlook and their belief that the use 

of production workers to spearhead industrial campaigns served no 

particular purpose as far as the pay and working conditions of 

glassworkers were concerned. 15 This was well illustrated in 1946 

when stoppages were initiated by metal tradesmen in the glass 

industry in pursuit of a 40-hour week.'G 

13The company had long adopted a paternalistic attitude to its 
workforce. One, perhaps trivial example of this was the organization 
of cricket competitions in nearby Moore Park for the employees of 
Australian Window Glass, Australian Glass Manufacturers and Crown 
Crystal. A regular interstate competition with the company's 
Melbourne workers also operated before the war. 

14For a detailed history of the growth and activities of shop 
committees at A.C.I. see G.G. Phelan, The Birth and some Aspects of 
the Development of Shop Floor Organization in a Factory in the 
Sydney Metropolitan Area, op cit. 

l5The political philosophy of the A.G.W.U. leadership through
out the post-war period can best be characterized as right-wing 
A.L.P. The attitude to shop committees remained unaltered through
out the post-war era. Interview with A.G.W.U. officials, Jim Gibson 
(secretary), W. Avery (president) and J. Hayes (assistant secretary), 
March 29, 1978. 

1GAt Crown Crystal Ltd these stoppages resulted in the standing 
down of 600-700 of the 1,200 employees. See the S.M.H., March 6, 
1946, p.4. 
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In the next few years the semi-skilled workforce in the 

industry underwent a rapid change as Australian-born workers were 

displaced by migrants. As a basic industry, glass manufacturing 

was accorded a high priority by the federal government in the 

allocation of displaced persons and other directable non-British 

immigrants. Like B.H.P., A.C.I. kept the Department of Labour and 

National Service informed of its labour requirements. The 

displacement of indigenous workers by migrants was almost complete 

by the mid-1950s. The post-war drift of workers from the industry 

was accelerated by the characteristic features of employment in 

glass manufacturing. First, semi-skilled jobs were generally 

unpleasant (hot, noisy and dirty) and the union had been able to 

secure only a low level of overaward payments. The bonus system 

operated by A.C.I. was geared to workers in key production areas and 

offered little incentive to those engaged in packaging and 

associated functions. The latter areas suffered from the highest 

levels of instability. Second, the unattractiveness of jobs was 

heightened by the introduction of more intensive shift-work 

systems. The introduction of a six-day continuous shift by A.C.I. 

in 1949 generated considerable hostility amongst rank and file 

glassworkers. The introduction of a seven-day roster by the 

management of Crown Crystal in 1952 aroused further ill-feeling and 

a strike. In 1959, a further intensification of shift work 

arrangements by A.C.I. resulted in one of industry's few major 

strikes. The union leadership did not promote these disputes 

because it saw the survival of glass manufacturing as being 

contingent upon the ability of management to make the fullest use 

of production facilities. While officials sought to maximize shift 

penalty rates they saw the disruption of the social activities 

accompanying shift changes as being an important reason for 

Australian-born workers deserting the industry. On the other hand, 

the opportunity to supplement earnings through shift work was seen 

to be particularly attractive to recently arrived migrants. 

Interestingly, union officials did not feel that the introduction of 

migrants itself had contributed to the rapid departure of Australian-
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born workers. 17 Irrespective of any initial attraction shift work 

might have had, many migrants themselves left the industry after a 

short period. A process of regular labour displacement was 

created whereby employee turnover in most establishments was seldom 

less than 50 per cent per annum (and frequently higher). Those 

leaving the industry were replaced, in turn, by more recently 

arrived migrants. Like B.H.P. (see Chapter 8), the glass industry 

became an entrepot employer of migrant labour.lB 

In spite of its arrangements with A.C.I. management, the 

introduction of large numbers of non-Anglophone migrants created 

organizational difficulties for the union. The problem did not 

involve so much the actual recruitment of members from amongst new 

workers. Some of the earlier non-British migrant arrivals were 

fully acquainted with unionism. Yet even when this was not the 

case, resistance to union membership was so isolated that there was 

no perceived need to produce multilingual pamphlets. 19 Officials 

fully accepted the Labor Council view (see Chapter 5) that any 

initiative in this area would discourage migrants from learning 

English. This attitude did not undergo change throughout the post

war period. 

What was more problematic was the maintenance of financial 

membership through the efficient collection of union subscriptions. 

The A.G.W.U. leadership found it increasingly difficult to gear 

collection practices to keep pace with the high rate of labour 

turnover. The problem was made worse by the absence of an effective 

system of job delegates. Given the small size of the union and 

concentrated nature of employment, union officials dealt directly 

with management on a regular basis. They saw little need for 

delegates to report problems or relay messages. Although job 

delegates were appointed, their activities were often confined to 

17This view was volunteered independent of any prompting on the 
issue in a joint interview of A.G.W.U. officials Jim Gibson, 
W. Avery, J. Hayes and a Cypriot-born job delegate/management 
committee member conducted on March 29, 1978. 

IBSpecific aspects of this with regard to Crown Crystal 
(Coming) will be described later in the chapter. 

19In those few cases that did occur officials could rely on the 
support of management to force the worker either to join or 
sacrifice the job. 
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dues co11ection. 2Q This was especially the case amongst early 

migrant appointees. For its part, A.C.I. management attempted to 

ensure that the position of delegate was largely nominal. A.G.W.U. 

officials did not really strive to counteract this by encouraging 

them, for example, to hold regular meetings. 21 Rather, delegates 

were encouraged to act "responsibly", take any problem to the 

management and if it could not be resolved contact the union office 

immediately. 22 The union leadership relied on a small number of 

delegates in each plant to keep them aware of any extraordinary 

developments. This was especially so in New South Wales and 

Victoria where there were full-time officials. Denied much 

function outside that of money broker, many delegates do not seem to 

have been able to perform even this role adequately. During the 

mid-1960s the A.G.W.U. was able to overcome the problem by reaching 

agreement with A.C.l. subsidiaries to permit the automatic 

deduction of union dues. 23 By the early 1970s a1mqst 100 per cent 

financial unionism had been achieved. The spread of check-off 

agreements reduced reliance on job delegates even further although 

it appears the actual number of delegates has not been reduced as a 

consequence. 24 

In terms of overall membership the A.G.W.U. remained very much 

a small union. New South Wales and Victoria remained as the centres 

2QUnder Rule 10 of the A.G.W.U. Branch Rules, delegates and 
dues collectors could be elected £eparate1y so there was no formal 
requirement that a dues collector be accorded even the nominal title 
of job delegate. See The Australian Glass Workers' Union, FederaZ 
and Branch RuZes as Amended May 1968, Rule 10 Ca) and Cb), 
pp.47 -48. 

21Ru1e 12 Cb) of the branch rules did provide for the election 
of a shop committee of six members in each work-place empowered to 
deal with problems but not call stoppages without the sanction of 
the branch management committee. Such committees do not appear to 
have operated, or at least not in the Sydney plants studied. Nor is 
there any mention of them in the union journal •. See FederaZ and 
Br-anah RuZes as Amended May 1968, Rule 12 Cb), pp.49-50. 

22In the 1970s the union sent a number of delegates to schools 
operated by the Labour Council of New South Wales. See The 
AustraZian CZass Worker, May 1973. 

23For instance, check-off arrangements were introduced at 
A.G.M. in 1965 and at Crown Crystal a year later. Jim Gibson, 
A.G.W.U. federal secretary, interviewed March 29, 1978. 

24 ln 1976, for instance, there were 33 job delegates in the 
New South Wales branch representing 2,000 members. 
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of glass production. In the former, membership rose from about 

2,000 (500 women) in 1949 to 2,496 (211 women) in 1965 and 2,939 in 

1971. 25 The Victorian branch membership at no time reached 1,500. 

Membership in Queensland, South Australia and Western Australia 

remained too small to support a full-time official. 2s Tasmania had 

so few members that it did not achieve branch status - union 

functions being handled by a state delegate. The national 

membership of the A.G.W.U. peaked at 5,000 in 1970 before declining 

to 4,452 in 1973 and 3,765 two years later. 2? 

The stagnation and subsequent decline of membership occurred 

in spite of an expansion of glass production and the entry of several 

new glass producers. 28 The major reason for this was the intro

duction of labour saving technology in production and packaging 

areas. As early as 1968, the federal secretary, Jim Gibson, was 

warning members of the possibility of redundancies in the industry.29 

The union saw automation as essential to the survival of the local 

industry,30 and urged members to 

products they helped produce. 31 

adopt a patriotic attitude to the 

Indeed, the leadership adopted a 

collaborative stance with employers in a manner reminiscent of the 

labour/management relations frequently enunciated in the United 

States. S2 

25 New South Wales Industrial Registrar, Annual Report Under the 

Trade Union Aot 1881, 1949, 1965 and 1971. 

2sIn the latter two states membership was 140 and 114 respect

ively in 1970. D.W. Rawson and S. Wrightson, A Handbook of 

Australian Trade Unions (Department of Political Science, Australian 

National University, Canberra, 1970), p.37. 

2?Ibid.; and D.W. Rawson, A Handbook of Australian Trade Unions 

(Department of Political Science, Australian National University, 

Canberra, 1975), p.61. 

28Including specialty producers such as Leonora Glass Ltd, 

Newcastle and the new major producer, Glass Containers Ltd, Sydney. 

29The Australian Glass Worker, December 1968, editorial. 

30 For reports praising the introduction of new technology see 

The Australian Glass Worker, December 1968 and December 

1970. 

31See, for instance, The Australian Glass Worker, May 1973, 

May 1974, April 1975 and July 1976. 

32 Gibson had made a number of visits to the United States and 

was clearly impressed by the approach of his counterparts there. 

See The Australian Glass Worker, November 1974. 
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This close contact was well illustrated during the 1970s when 

a combination of rapid technological innovation and increased 

competition from imports following tariff reductions brought the 

question of future employment levels into sharp focus. In the 

decade to 1977 changed production methods at A.G.M. alone resulted 

in the loss of 60 per cent of the manual jobs while output rose by 

one-third. 33 The high level of labour turnover enabled management 

to shed workers through natural wastage and redeployment of those 

who remained. However, by late 1974 the 25 per cent tariff cuts 

had so endangered some sectors of the glass industry that 

retrenchments were being mooted. The A.G.W.U. responded to the 

reported financial difficulties of Crown Coming Ltd by sending a 

deputation to the Deputy Prime Minister. 3" 

At the same time, A.C.r. management warned the union that glass 

workers must either accept wage cuts or face the prospect of wide

scale dismissals. Officials of the A.G.W.U. rejected this trade off. 

However, by April 1975 they were reporting to members that A.C.r., 

Crown Coming and A.G.M. had all been badly hit. Retrenchments had 

already taken place at the Dandenong and Alexandria plants of A.C.l. 

as well as at its South Australian subsidiary, seraphico. 35 The 

Australian Glass Worker reported approvingly that Crown Coming was 

introducing more advanced technology in an effort to improve its 

competitiveness. The A.G.W.U. accepted a company request to assist 

its discussions with the federal government. Meanwhile, the union 

told its members that retrenchments were vastly different to 

redundancy [sic].36 

Despite efforts to present a joint management/union front to 

the government, the general situation did not improve. In July 1976 

federal secretary Gibson advised the membership that cheap imports 

spelt a grim future for drawn sheet glasS. 37 This was indicated by 

the closure of the drawn sheet section of Pilkingtons A.C.l. 

33These figures were quoted by both management and union 
officials interviewed. 

3"The Australian Glass Worker, November 1974. 

35Ibid., April 1975. 

36Ibid. 

37The Australian Glass Worker, July 1976. 



766. 

Alexandria factory. Three hundred and fifty workers had been 

retrenched, more than half of whom had been A.G.W.U. members. aB 

In spite of, or perhaps because of, its close relationship with 

A.C.I. management, the union had not prepared retrenchment 

contingency plans. The only solace offered to those affected was 

that officials had succeeded in obtaining higher retrenchment 

payments than that originally proposed by management. a9 However, 

stung by these events a redundancy agreement was negotiated with 

A.C.I. whereby retrenched workers were to be paid one week's pay 

for each year of service and accumulated sick leave.'o 

Irrespective of its declining membership, the A.G.W.U. showed 

no interest in amalgamating with other unions. In fact, the 

federal rules governing amalgamation had been removed after 1968.'1 

The union leadership felt that amalgamation would be disadvantageous 

to members, given the union's operating structure and industrial 

strategy. Membership was confined to workers directly engaged in 

the production and packaging of fibre glass, glass containers and 

bottles, scientific and table glassware and light globes. This 

excluded forklift truck drivers who were enrolled by the 

F.E.D. & F.A. At times, the A.G.W.U. had been involved in 

demarcation disputes with this union. 

With its small and relatively concentrated membership, the 

A.G.W.U.'s governing structure was quite distinct from those 

unions discussed in Chapters 8, 9 and 10. The supreme rule-making 

body was an annual federal council conference. Council was composed 

of the secretary of each state branch with 100 members or less, the 

the secretary and one other delegate from each branch with more than 

100 but fewer than 1,500 members and the secretary and two other 

delegates from each branch with more than 1,500 members except when 

this branch had the federal office (i.e. New South Wales), where 

aSIbid. 

a9Ibid. 

40Interview with Jim Gibson, federal secretary, March 29, 1978. 

See also The Burretin, June 13, 1978, p.21. 

'lSee the Australian Glass Workers' Union, Federar and Branch 

Rures as amended May 1968, Rules 32 and 32A, pp.35-39. 
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the secretary and three delegates were permitted to attend. 42 

New South Wales was the only branch which had more than 

1,500 members and council representation was firmly slanted in 

its favour. 43 

The federal and branch secretaries (and other branch 

positions) were elected by a direct vote of the membership. The 

federal secretary acted as New South Wales branch secretary 

ex officio 44 and also served as the union returning officer. The 

federal president, vice-president and trustees were elected by 

council itself, with the latter being chosen from amongst 

New South Wales delegates to counci1. 45 The removal of federal 

council from office required a requisition for a ballot signed by 

not less than 5 per cent of the membership and a majority of 

financial members voting in favour of removal at the ensuing 

ba11ot. 45 

Union finances and decision-making 

council. All receipts were 

then allocated an operating 

remitted to 

power were vested in federal 

the federal office which 

expenditure to each branch. 47 Where a 

branch committee of management was unable to resolve a dispute it 

was to be referred to the federal management committee whose 

42The Australian Glass Workers' Union, Federal and Branah Rules 

as Amended May 1968, Rule 4, p.6. 

43This was particularly true with regard to Victoria which had 

close to 1,500 members but sent only half the number of delegates as 

the New South Wales branch. Further, the secretary of a branch with 

fewer than 100 members was entitled to two votes at council, giving 

these branches the same influence as Victoria. Ibid., Rule 4 (2), 

pp.6-7. 

44Ibid., Rule 34 (r), p.29. 

45Ibid., Rule 4 (3), p.7 and Rule 25, p.30. 

46Ibid., Rule 6, p.10. 

47Ibid., Rule 8, pp.11-12 and Rule 16, pp.21-22. 
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decision was binding on the branch. 48 The federal secretary and 

three New South Wales delegates to federal council constituted the 

federal management committee - a body responsible for the operation 

of union affairs when federal council was not in session. 49 

Prior to the mid-1970s the term of office of most branch 

positions and the post of federal secretary was three years in the 

first instance and then periods of six years if the incumbent office 

holder was re-elected immediately thereafter. 50 The term of office 

following re-election was subsequently reduced to four years. In 

addition to his central role on the federal management committee, 

the federal secretary was responsible for the day-to-day running of 

the union and exercised wide-ranging powers in this regard. 51 The 

influence of the federal secretary was enhanced by a number of 

factors. First, the union's limited resources restricted inter

state travel. As a result, federal council meetings were 

infrequent. Second, the independence of state branches was 

circumscribed. They were empowered only to elect their own 

offiCials, handle minor disputes and raise a strike levy not 

exceeding $4 per member per year. Apart from the federal/New South 

Wales office only Victoria had a full-time official. The part-time 

officials in other states relied on the Sydney headquarters to 

implement union decisions. The imbalance in administrative loads 

flowed on to a disproportionate influence in the area of policy and 

48The office holders in each branch consisted of a president, 
two vice-presidents, secretary, assistant secretary, treasurer and 
three trustees together with a number of other overlapping posts 
such as A.L.P., A.C.T.U. and T.L.C. delegates. The governing body 
of the branch was a management committee comprising the president, 
vice-presidents, secretary, treasurer, chairman of trustees and 
eight elected delegates. For rules relating to this and reference 
of matters to the federal management committee see federal Rules 9 
(pp.12-13) and 17 (p.22) and branch Rules 3 (pp.41-42) and 12 (p.49). 

49This inCluded all union matters which council decided to 
delegate to the federal management committee. Ibid., federal 
Rules 8 (k), 20 and 27, p.12, pp.23-25 and p.30. 

50For the provision relating to the federal secretary see 
ibid., federal Rule 24 (a), p.26. 

51Ibid., Rule 24 (b)-(s), pp.26-30. 
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industrial strategy. Third, the overlapping of New South Wales 

branch and federal posts strengthened the position of the federal 

secretary. \~ile many unions have a power-sharing arrangement 

amongst their largest branches, this broke down in the A.G.W.U. 

when the Victorian branch secretary (who also held the post of 

federal president) resigned in 1969 and the New South Wales branch 

president took over as federal president. 

Further, there was little turnover amongst the union's office 

holders outside of those brought about by promotion or retirement. 

Jim Kenny who had been instrumental in steering the union's fortunes 

during its change to a predominantly semi-skilled membership held 

the post of New South Wales/federal secretary until his election as 

assistant secretary of the Labor Council of New South Wales. 52 

Kenny was succeeded by Arthur Markham who retired in 1965. 53 

Jim Gibson, a bottle blower who had been groomed as Markham's 

replacement, was elected to the secretaryship. 54 Gibson retained 

this post thereafter, being re-elected unopposed in 1968, 1974 and 

1978. 55 Stability was the keynote in other prominent posts within 

the New South Wales branch. Prior to World War Two W.M. (Bill) 

Avery became a member of the branch executive. In 1941 he was 

elected to federal council and its management committee. Upon 

52Kenny was ultimately elected secretary of Labor Council and 
held this post until his death. That such a small union could 
provide such an influential union leader is indicative of the close 
relationship of the A.G.W.U. (and a number of other small 
conservatively-led unions) and the Labor Council. This relationship 
continued after Kenny's death. The A.G.W.U. leadership maintained 
close links with successive prominent Labor Council executive 
officials such as J. Ducker. In 1975, the A.G.W.U. federal 
secretary, Jim Gibson, was elected vice-president of Labor Council. 
For some indication of these points see The AustraZian GZass Worker. 
December 1970 and April 1975. 

53Markham was quite old when he assumed the post and died soon 
after his retirement. 

54Gibson had been asked to J01n the union by Avery who 
appointed him as a job delegate. He later joined the branch and 
federal executive prior to becoming secretary. There is no precise 
evidence on the background of officials but the indications are that 
former tradesmen continued to dominate union positions long after 
the membership had become predominantly semi-skilled. W.M. Avery, 
interviewed March 29, 1978. 

55See The AustraZian GZass Worker, April 1975. 
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Kenny's 

elected 

death in 1968, Avery became branch president and was 

federal 

branch official 

president two years later. 56 Jack Hayes 

in 1948 and held several posts including 

became a 

that of 

~ranch treasurer and a brief stint as a full-time officer in 1955. 

In 1970 he was elected branch assistant secretary. He was also a 

member of the federal management committee. 58 

A strong pattern of stability was also discernible in other 

states at least until the 1970s. In Victoria, W. Cook was elected 

to the post of branch secretary in 1948 and federal president in 

1950. 58 He retired in 1969 and H. Brunt was elected branch 

secretary. In December 1973 Brunt was defeated by Mick Clarke in a 

court-controlled ballot. Clarke was replaced by J. Atkinson in 

1977. 59 This was one of the very few instances of a strongly 

contested struggle for office and will be dealt with in some detail 

later in the chapter. In Queensland H.H. Hannan held the post of 

branch secretary between 1943 and 1967. He was replaced by 

A. St. Claire who, in turn, was replaced by A. Milo in 1970. 60 

In South Australia, the branch secretary W. Lekefett was replaced by 

A. Christou in 1972. In Western Australia, a recent area of 

organization, A. Baggett held the post of secretary after 1972. The 

union representative in Tasmania, Bill Korver, held the position 

from 1965 onwards. 

Almost all officials of the union were members of the A.L.P. 

Under the leadership of Kenny, Markham and Gibson the A.G.W.U. 

espoused an anti-communist stance throughout the post-war period. 

This reflected close philosophical links with the right-wing A.L.P. 

group which dominated the Labor Council. A Catholic of Irish 

56Kenny had retained the branch president's position during 
his period as a paid Labor Council official. Avery held the above 
posts throughout the remainder of the period under review. 

57Again, Hayes retained 
of the period under review. 
1970. 

these posts throughout the remainder 
The Australian Glass Worker, December 

58 Prior to this, he had been a member of the state management 
committee (since 1940) and a federal council delegate (since 
January 1946). 

59 See The Australian Glass Worker, April 1977. 

6oMilo remain~d secretary throughout the remainder of the 
period under review: . 
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descent, Kenny had acted as the patron of A.L.P. Industrial Groups 

in New South Wales. 51 The leadership's conservative political 

outlook was matched by an equally moderate industrial philosophy. 

A.G.W.U. officials sought to maintain an environment of peaceful 

negotiations with employers. In New South Wales, for instance, 

officials met regularly with the managements of A.G.M., Crown 

Corning and other companies to discuss matters of mutual interest and 

iron out problems in conjunction with local job delegates. The union 

leadership helped gain member acceptance for new shift work arrange

ments and also adopted a co-operative stance to overtime. 62 While 

the union specified a desirable limit of 16 hours' overtime per week 

there is no evidence that any attempt was made to enforce this 

policy.53 Officials of the A.G.W.U. did try to ensure that the 

allocation of overtime was equitable in order to combat allegations 

of favouritism amongst the predominantly foreign-born workforce. 64 

The A.G.W.U. expressed no opposition to bonus or incentive

based payments. 65 Bonus payments were an important feature of the 

state industrial awards and agreements negotiated by the union before 

1970. After this time changing job requirements accompanying the 

introduction of more capital-intensive production methods made bonus 

payments increasingly redundant in most workplaces. 66 Another 

important change was the shift to the federal award - The Glass 

51See R. Murray, The Split. Australian Labor in the Fifties, 
op cit., p.17. 

52The federal glass workers' award included extensive proviSions 
governing overtime. See The GZass Workers' Award 1971, 
Clauses 10 (e) and 11, pp.14-16. 

63A number of officials stated that this limit was exceeded on 
occasion. J. Gibson, W. Avery and J. Hayes, interviewed March 29, 
1978. 

64This was not seen to be a major problem. Ibid. 

65The A.G.W.U. federal rules originally contained a provision 
(Rule 13) prohibiting individual members from binding themselves to 
employers with regard to bonuses, co-operation or taking shares. 
This rule was discarded after 1968. See The Australian Glass 
Workers' Union, Federal Rules as amended May 1968, Rule 13, p.20. 

66At the same time bonus schemes were initiated elsewhere. 
See, for instance, The Australian Glass Worker, October 1972. 
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Workers' Award - after 1969,67 By 1971 the federal award covered 

15 separate work-places including most, if not all, of A.C.r.'s 

subsidiaries and Glass Containers Ltd. G8 

The federal award established a formal pattern of centralized 

negotiations. This was not dramatic departure from pre-existing 

practice given the dominant position of A.C.r. whose conservative 

central industrial office had always kept close tabs on the 

company's various subsidiaries. Further. the union's approach to 

negotiation had always heavily relied on a small number of 

officials and especially the federal secretary. While opposed to 

penal clauses, the A.G.W.U. leadership believed strongly in the 

benefit of peaceful, if sometimes prolonged, negotiations with 

management. G9 

Enunciating the union's view, federal secretary Jim Gibson 

stated: 

All too often so called 'militants', implanted by 
the industrial wing of Labor, have provoked 
unnecessary strikes and stoppages. The strikes have 
been ostensibly based on genuine industrial issues but 
really they have been designed to bring the whole of 
the Labor Movement into disrepute .• , The AGWU has 
always believed that strikes should be used only as a 
last resort. Whereas some other unions have had 
strikes which probably could have been avoided by 
proper negotiations by union leaders, we have achieved 
the major part of our success in wages and conditions 
through negotiations. We believe it to be our duty and 
responsibility to try to achieve the best results for 

G7The award was renewable every three years. Prior to this, 
companies such as Crown Crystal and Australian Window Glass had been 
covered by separate state awards. Others such as Leonora Glass Ltd. 
Newcastle continued to be covered by a state industrial agreement. 

G8The Federal award included a bonus provision but this simply 
stated that such systems were to continue to operate until the 
parties concerned agreed to alterations. See The GZass Workers' 
Award 1971, Clause 8, p.12. 

G9For evidence of the union's expressed hostility to penal 
sanctions see The Australian GZass Worker, December 1970 and May 
1973~ 
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members without strike action, thereby avoiding 
unnecessary sacrifice in loss of wages by the member 
on the job. 7o 

This view was echoed by the Queensland branch secretary, A. Milo, 

who stated, "Unions sometimes take strike action without proper 

thought to the repercussions."n 

As noted earlier, one aspect of the A.G.W.U. leadership's 

efforts to maintain close relations with A.C.I. was its steadfast 

refusal to join broad campaigns initiated by other unions with 

members in the glass industry. Responding to pressures in this 

direction, the federal president, W. Avery, told the A.G.W.U.'s 

1970 federal conference that: 

Agitation has increased for higher wages and conditions. 
In some instances, minority groups are attempting to use 
other bodies to press their claims. This occurs in the 
glass industry where efforts are being made to use glass 
workers as a spearhead for other organizations. The 
Glass Workers' Union is not opposed to demands being 
made on the Company but attempts to use another union as 
a spearhead are just unacceptable. This union has met 
and debated industrial problems with the company, with 
the result that differences have been ironed out to the 
advantage of the members of the union. 72 

The above statements were not pieces of rhetoric. 73 Apart from the 

70This statement was made in the context of a forthcoming 
election with Gibson going on to say, "There is a hardening 
attitude by the Federal Government against strikes. And particular
ly at this critical time in our political history, the unjustified 
strike can only be damaging to Labor' s election chances." See The 
Australian Glass Worker, October 1973, p.4 (editorial). Somewhat 
more publicity conscious statements by Gibson with regard to the 
union's responsibility to avoid unnecessary stoppages and take 
community and employer interests into consideration can be found in 
The Bulletin, June 13, 1977, p.21. 

71Milo made this statement in the context of recent gains made 
without resort to strike action. Milo also criticized bans 
introduced by other unions which had led to glassowrkers' being 
stood down. He accused the officials of these unions of taking the 
easy way out when faced with a dilemma. The Australian Glass Worker, 
July 1976. 

72The company referred to was A.C.I. Reported in The 
Australian Glass Worker, December 1970. 

73 Unlike many other unions, the A.G.W.U. retained extensive 
provisions in its rules concerning the prevention of strikes. See 
A.G.W.U. Federal Rules as amended May 1968, Rules 3 (p.S) and 17 
(p.22) • 
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stoppage over shift changes in 1959, officials were successful in 

avoiding large strikes and restricting the number of small disputes. 

They were also conscious of the potentially disruptive impact of 

strikes upon the industry's continuous production technology.74 In 

its dealings with A.C.I., the A.G.W.U. relied heavily upon securing 

a flow-on of improved conditions obtained by other workers in the 

glass industry and on general movements outside the industry. This 

was then used as a lever for extracting concessions from other 

firms. 75 The emphasis on direct negotiation was unaffected by the 

shift to a federal award. Throughout the 1970s the union continued 

to report that significant increases in award rates, make-up pay 

and shift penalties had been obtained without resort to lengthy 

arbitration proceedings. 76 The A.G.W.U.'s size and low subscription 

level meant that it lacked the financial resources for lengthy 

hearings or strike action in any case. The leadership told glass 

workers that the low level of dues domonstrated the efficacy of its 

policies. 77 

The symbiotic relationship between the A.G.W.U. leadership and 

A.C.I. meant that negotiations over wages and conditions involved 

only infrequent participation by rank and file glass workers. Union 

officials adopted a paternalistic approach to dispute handling 

which left little, if any, scope for independent action at the 

work-place. The involvement of glassworkers in shop committees 

established by metal tradesmen was strongly discouraged because of 

74See, for instance, The Australian Glass Worker, May 1973. 

This concern also applied to strikes outside the industry. In 1974, 

for instance, the federal secretary made strident efforts to ensure 

that oil supplies were maintained to glass factories during a 

refinery stoppage. Ibid., May 1974, 

75These flows-on were seldom challenged. In November 1970, 

however, a stoppage occurred at C.R. Dickson Ltd after the union 

alleged that management had breached a verbal agreement to pass on 

wage increases granted at A.C.I. The Australian Glass Worker, 

December 1970. 

76 See , for example, The Australian Glass Worker, December 1970, 

October 1972 and April 1977. 

77 Membership subscriptions were based on 0.6 per cent of the 

award wage for the lowest j ob classification. At times "shoestring 

unionism" was decried. However, The Australian Glass Worker placed 

strong emphasis on the leadership's ability to keep dues at their 

lowest possible level. Ibid., December 1968 and April 1977. 
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the disruptive effect this might have upon union/management 

relations. The role of job delegates was very stricted and their 

responsibility to the A.G.W.U. leadership was emphasized. The 

grievance procedure written into the federal glass workers' award 

epitomized the high degree of union/management co-operation. The 

procedure required that an aggrieved worker must approach his/her 

immediate supervisor before contacting the union delegate. This 

would have been seen as a significant concession to management even 

by unions which endorsed disputes procedures. 78 

The foregoing section showed that the small, conservative and 

tightly controlled A.G.W.U. pursued an industrial strategy 

particularly sensitive to the needs of the glass industry and its 

dominant employer. The crucial aspects of this strategy were 

centralized negotiation and avoidance of strikes, the relegation 

of shop stewards to a largely nominal status and a collaborative 

approach to labour al1ocation. In return, A.C.r. bestowed its 

paternal protection upon the union and passed on improved wages 

and conditions with minimal dissent. The union/management pact 

involved no guarantees of maintaining employment levels. Rather, 

workforce instability suited the industry's declining labour needs, 

espeically after 1970. Even when faced with the prospect of 

redundancies, the A.G.W.U. leadership saw management priorities as 

fundamental to the union's own survival. Like the F.I.A., the 

A.G.W.U.'s structure and policies were especially suited to a largely 

uninvolved and ethnically divided membership. This situation had not 

arisen as a calculated response by union leaders. However, neither 

was it entirely accidental. The next section will explore the 

relationship of migrant glassworkers to the A.G.W.U. in some depth. 

Responses to Immigrants 

A number of remarks have already been made concerning the 

A.G.W.U.'s response to the influx of migrants into the glass 

industry. In keeping with its relatively small size and conservative 

78If, in turn, the union representative was unable to resolve 
the problem it was to be referred to the branch secretary and there
after to the federal body of the union. The G~BB Workers' Award 
1971, Clause 3D, p.27. 
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leadership the union did not adopt a prominent stance with regard to 

immigration policy despite the rapid transformation wrought in its 

own membership. There is no evidence that the matter was ever 

raised, let alone debated. 79 Like the F.M.W.U., the A.G.W.U. 

accepted immigration as a fait accompli and its officials concerned 

themselves with migrants only when they were perceived to infringe 

on the union's functioning in some way. 

By the mid 1950s non-British migrants constituted well over 

half of the semi-skilled workforce employed at Crown Crystal, 

A.G.M. and other glass factories. As already noted, the union's 

initial response to difficulties in collecting dues was to appoint 

foreign-born job delegates/dues collectors. Ultimately, the 

introduction of automatic deductions at most work-places eradicated 

these problems. A more enduring problem was the difficulty of 

imparting union policy at work-place meetings. While the union made 

some use 

meetings 

phone. so 

problems 

of informal interpreters it also reduced the frequency of 

from the days when the workforce was predominantly Anglo

Irrespective of the latter development, communication 

were not seen to interfere with the ability of officialS to 

muster rank and file support on important issues. In the words of 

New South Wales branch president, Bill Avery: 

We felt we had bargaining power because migrants were 
solid. When we told them to stop they did. Not that we 
had many strikes. Management and unions must live 
together and we were always able to arrive at a 
solution. Our theory is that the union should function 
to keep people at work. This means that you don't take 
anything but a strike is a last resort. 81 

79This statement must be read in the context of a refusal by 
the union to make federal council or branch records available. The 
present federal secretary assured the writer that the matter had 
never been discussed on these bodies. This assurance could hardly 
be regarded as constituting "evidence". However, the absence of 
articles on immigration in the union journal and the failure of 
the A.G.W.U. to play a discernible part in A.C.T.U. or Labor 
Council debates on immigration do suggest that officials took 
little interest in broad aspects of the programme. 

sOJ. Gibson, W. Avery and J. Hayes, interviewed March 29, 1978. 

SlW. Avery, interviewed March 29, 1978. 
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New South Wales officials believed that a 24-hour stoppage over 

the dismissal of a migrant member in 1952 had served not only to 

dissuade A. C. 1. management from repeating such "cheeky" actions but 

had also created a bond of trust between the union leadership and 

foreign-born members. 82 Subsequently, the union was generally able 

to secure reinstatement in all but the "most blatant" cases without 

resort to industrial action. Again, this was indicative of the 

close union/employer relationship. While conservative in many 

respects, A.C.I. management did not adopt the hostile stance of 

B.H. P. (see Chapter 8) or the plastics companies described in 

Chapter 10. Both A.C.I. and the A.G.W.U. were concerned to maintain 

an orderly climate of negotiations. At the same time, there was 

some indication that foreign-born workers accepted the union 

leadership's rather paternalistic approach because they had little 

understanding of how the union operated or how new awards were 

negotiated. 83 Certainly, officials made no effort to develop more 

than minimal union awareness amongst members. 

In this light, the fact that A.G.W.U. officials perceived no 

major communication problems can be readily understood. The union's 

quarterly journal (initiated in 1955 and the only regular printed 

communication to members) never included foreign language material. 

The AustJ'aZian Glass Worker did occasionally contain articles 

directed at migrants,84 including pleas that they should take out 

citizenship and support the A.L.P. 8s These articles drew attention 

to the anti-communist sentiments of migrants. The union leadership 

82J. Gibson, W. Avery, J. Hayes and Cypriot-born job delegate, 
interviewed March 29, 1978. 

83This was continuously referred to by the job delegates of 
other unions who were interviewed along with the bulk of management 
and ex-management officials surveyed. While the former op~n~on was 
obviously coloured by their own disenchantment with the A.G.W.U.'s 
aloofness from general campaigns, there is no reason to believe that 
managerial representatives had an "axe to grind" especially when 
this situation suited the company quite well. Several suggested 
there was some resentment amongst rank and file glass workers who, 
nevertheless, had no avenue to complain. 

84ln the 23 years between 1955 and 1978 The Australian Glass 
Worker published about a dozen articles dealing with migrants - more 
than half of these being produced after 1969. 

8SSee, for instance, The Australian Glass Worker, January 1958, 
December 1968.and November 1973. 
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felt that its political philosophy and reluctance to call strikes 

were well received by migrants. 

The only other area to receive attention before 1970 was 

migrant difficulties with workers' compensation. The A.G.W.U. had 

initially relied upon the compensation department of the Labor 

Council of New South Wales but later employed its own legal 

representatives. In 1958, The Australian Glass Worker publicized 

large compensation settlements which the union had obtained for 

migrants. s6 A year later the A.G.W.U. joined other unions in 

condemning the New Citizens' Council and Industrial Workers' Union 

(see Chapter 7). The federal/New South Wales secretary, Arthur 

Markham, rejected allegations that the A.G.W.U. was not providing 

effective protection to migrants and suggested that problems arose 

only when migrants refused to accept union advice. s7 It was not 

until 1968 that The Australian Glass Worker was prepared to concede 

that a primary cause of these problems was migrant suspicion of the 

union and their misunderstanding of workers' compensation 

procedures. ss Even after this time, the union made no attempt to 

produce multilingual information on compensation procedures or to 

distribute material produced by the New South Wales Ethnic Affairs 

Commission. s9 Efforts in the safety/compensation area were largely 

confined to attempts to obtain full make-up pay for injured workers 

86Ibid., January 1958, 

87 Unlike other unions, the A.G.W.U. did have to resist attempts 
by the New Citizens' Council to recruit members in work-places it 
covered. It received the co-operation of A.C.I. management which 
ordered J. Bielski off its premises. Ibid., August 1959 
(editorial). 

88Ibid., December 1968. 

89The A.G.W.U. did begin to publish sporadic articles on 
safety and compensation. Its belated interest in these questions 
cannot be explained in terms of a lack of occupational hazards. The 
glass industry was sufficiently dangerous to provide a continuing 
stream of compensation cases. However, A.G.W.U. officials did not 
see safety as an area for bargaining. Rather, they sought to 
support the accident prevention schemes devised by management. See 
The Australian Glass Worker, December 1970, May 1974 and April 
1975. 
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and the provision of light duties for those unable to resume their 

original job. 90 

The changing political climate of the 1970s did exert some 

influence upon the A.G.W.U. leadership. In 1970 the union made a 

rather belated appeal for Australian-born members to show patience 

and understanding when considering the influx of new settlers. 91 

However, the attitude of officials remained conservative. The 

New South Wales branch assistant secretary, J. Hayes, labelled a 

suggestion that ethnic groups be permitted to teach their children 

foreign languages in schools after hours as a threat to 

assimilation. 92 The election of a federal Labor government cowmitted 

to multicultural integration did cause a modification in the thinking 

of officials. 93 The Australian Glass Worker began to report 

government initiatives on behalf of migrants. 9' Nevertheless, the 

aims of immigration continued to be couched in terms of 

"assimilation" - a notion which both the A.L.P. and the A.C.T.U. had 

discarded. 

The A.G.W.U. continued to show little interest in the employment 

problems facing migrants. Nevertheless, officials did make some 

approaches to management on the question of English classes and 

special leave provisions. In the early 1970s A.G.M. and Crown 

Corning both introduced part-time English classes for reasons more 

closely related to those elaborated in Chapter 4 than union 

prompting. At Crown Coming the initial intake was selected by the 

personnel manager in conjunction with the A.M.W.S.U. and A.G.W.U. 

Despite some early success, the classes were abandoned because of 

90The Australian Glass Worker, December 1970. In 1976 a 
joint union/management committee was established at A.G.M. to 
discuss safety and accident prevention. Ibid., July 1976. 

91The Australian Glass Worker, December 1970. 

92Ibid., December 1971. 

93In 1973, for instance, federal secretary Gibson announced 
that he supported Italian language broadcasts on radio station 2KY. 
The Australian Glass Worker, December 1973. 

9'See, for example, The Australian Glass Worker, May 1974, 
November 1974, April 1975, July 1976, April 1977 and April 1978. 
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poor attendance. A second attempt to implement classes during 

working time in 1975 met a similar fate. 95 In 1973 A.C.I. rejected 

a union proposal for a formal agreement on special overseas leave 

for migrants and the matter was left to the discretion of 

management. 96 Crown Corning and A.G.M. also experimented with 

multilingual ethnic relations officers. 97 A number of problems 

arose when migrants raised industrial matters with these officers. s8 

Despite this, the A.G.W.U. sought to establish a joint union/ 

management committee to oversee further initiatives at A.G.M. 99 

As noted earlier, the A.G.W.U. leadership never perceived 

migrant involvement in union affairs as a major problem. The over

whelming majority of foreign-born workers in many workplaces made 

the appointment of migrant job delegates almost unavoidable. loo 

From the mid-1950s onwards migrants also began to find their way 

into higher union posts. This trend was encouraged by the leader

ship which selected likely candidates. As in the F.I.A., 

selection was influenced by political considerations. For instance, 

in reporting the appointment of M. Kovijanic to the New South Wales 

branch committee of management, The Australian Glass Wokrer 

stressed his anti-communist background. 10l Another migrant, 

G. Bisuttil, was elected to the committee of management in 1965 and 

later became branch treasurer. By 1977 non-British migrants held 

95Union and company officials identified a number of reasons 
for low attendance including the inadequacy of teaching 
arrangements, the absence of federal government assistance and the 
high proportion of workers involved in shiftwork and regular over
time. 

96The Australian Glass Worker, December, 1973. 

97The ethnic relations officer at Crown Coming lasted only 
five months. For a somewhat optimistiC report of the endeavours at 
A.G.M. see B. Krupinski and S. Berry, '~igrants in Industry -
tackling the problems", Work and People, vol. 5, no. 2, 1979, 
pp.21-23. 

98These problems can be seen as a further indication of the 
union's remoteness from its migrant members. 

99The Australian Glass worker, April 1977. 

lOOBy 1977, 17 of the New South Wales branch's 30 job delegates 
were non-British migrants. 

lOlThe Australian Glass Worker, August 1955. 
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five of the eleven management committee postS.10 2 In other states, 

a Dutch-born migrant was elected South Australian branch secretary 

in 1972 and two British-born migrants were elected as secretaries 

of the Queensland and Western Australian branches respectively. 

Non-British migrants were also elected to a number of more minor 

positions in other branches. 

The penetration of migrants into the A.G.W.U. hierarchy would 

seem to compare more than favourably with other unions studied. 

However, this did not lead to an appreciably greater sensitivity 

to migrant problems with regard to communication, workers' 

compensation and so on. Indeed, the A.G.W.U. leadership demonstrated 

less inclination to mOdify its policies during the 1970s than other 

unions dealth with so far. A number of reasons may be offered to 

explain this. First, the posts obtained by migrants were all 

relatively unimportant in terms of the determination of union policy. 

Decision-making power within the A.G.W.U. was concentrated within the 

hands of the federal management committee (and the federal secretary 

in particular) who were all Australian-born and located in 

New South Wales. Given their close liaison with A.C.I., these 

officials saw no need to seek greater migrant involvement in union 

operations. Second, the selection process for migrant candidates 

meant that foreign-born officials tended to reinforce the attitudes 

and policies of the federal office. 103 Finally, while the size and 

limited resources of the union might be seen as an additional reason 

for the lack of initiatives on behalf of migrants, this did not 

inhibit other small unions. 10 ' 

matter was even discussed. 

There is no evidence that the 

l020f these, three were born in Greece, and the two others were 
born in Malta and Yugoslavia respectively. This left some large 
ethnic groups (in terms of union membership) without representation, 
most notably those born in Turkey. 

l03The degree of importance that can be ascribed to the fact 
all migrant officials were elected is open to question given the 
infrequency of electoral contests, the absence of effective work
place representation and the way candidates were groomed for their 
role as officials. 

lO'Even the small Milk and Ice Carters' Union had produced 
multilingual award material and others had produced the occasional 
leaflet. See Chapter 7. 
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Apart from a few spontaneous stoppages there was little overt 

evidence of migrant disenchantment with the union's structure and 

policies. As elsewhere, migrants played a largely anonymous part 

in union affairs. The early 1970s did witness some rank and file 

restiveness in Victoria. It is difficult to determine the exact 

part played by migrants in this. Acknowledging that foreign-born 

workers represented the overwhelming majority of the Victorian 

branch membership, they must have played some role in the ensuing 

events. 'OS 

In 1972 a campaign was launched to oust the Victorian branch 

secretary, Harry Brunt, which made extensive use of foreign 

language (Italian, Greek and Yugoslav) pamphlets. Rejecting claims 

that the campaign had been launched by a rank and file committee, 

the A.G.W.U. federal leadership alleged that Brunt was being 

subjected to vilification emanating from outside political influence, 

namely the C.P.A. 'OG Irish-born Mick Clarke, who was challenging 

Brunt for the post of secretary, was a C.P.A. member and received 

support from trade union publications such as Scope. However, Clarke 

was also supported by ethnic group leaders at A.C.I. Spotswood, the 

leading Greek language newspaper, Neo Kosmos, and members of the 

Italian community. 

Decrying the fact that the branch had engaged in only two 

stoppages in the past 20 years, Clarke pledged to facilitate greater 

union activism on industrial issues. He also promised to institute 

union democracy and work-place organization with special attention 

to the problems of migrant workers. '07 The latter included the 

regular production of foreign language news sheets under rank and 

file control and the introduction of shop steward training with a 

special emphasis on migrants. For its part, the federal leadership 

defended Brunt as an "honest young official and dedicated A.L.P. 

member". The Victorian secretary and his activities became a 

lOSThe union's own estimate was that 85 per cent of the 
branch membership were migrants from non-English speaking countries. 
See The AustraUan Glass Worker, Hay 1973. 

lOGThe Australian Glass Worker, October 1972. 

l07Tribune, January 22-28, 1974. 
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prominent feature in The Australian Glass Worker. lOB No effort was 

made to respond to criticism that officials had neglected migrant 

members. However, as part of a general explanation of the union's 

industrial strategy, federal secretary Gibsonwarned: 

Our union, like others, is not immune from the damaging 
influence of "militant" infiltration. Indeed there is 
evidence that attempts are being made to raise 
dissension and division in our ranks at this very time 
when the union and the Party [A.L.P.] so desperately 
need unity and solidarity. Although few in number, 
their mischief can be damaging and widespread if they 
are listened to. I appeal to you at this time as loyal 
unionists to stick to your union and your proven political 
leaders so that the whole of the Labor movement can stand 
united in the best interests of workers and the Australian 
community in general. 109 

In the ensuing election Brunt was returned as secretary by a 

narrow majority. 110 Clarke challenged this result in the Common

wealth Industrial Court which found that there had been electoral 

irregularities and ordered a new ballot. The Australian Glass 

Worker told members that presiding Judge Smithers had found that 

the irregularities arose from Brunt's misunderstanding of union 

rules and not deliberate misconduct during the election. lll Even 

so, the union leadership was stung into action by the closeness of 

the vote and the apparent disenchantment amongst migrant members 

this indicated. An article by Brunt dealt specifically with the 

problems faced by migrants, the inadequacy of English classes offered 

to migrants by employers and the need for greater involvement on this 

and other questions. 112 

In spite of these belated efforts to recapture the migrant vote 

(or at least the majority of it) Brunt was defeated by Clarke in the 

10BUp to this time reports of activity in the branches had been 
infrequent. See The Australian Glass Worker, October 1972. 

109Ibid. (editorial). 

110The Australian Glass Worker, May 1973. The A.G.W.U. 
continued to label Clarke as a communist stooge and alleged that the 
C.P.A. was trying to take over small unions because of their 
disproportionate influence on labour councils. Ibid. 

lllIbid., December 1973. 

l12Ibid. 
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election held in December 1973. 113 Upon his election, Clarke 

reaffirmed his commitment both to work-place activism and the 

involvement of migrants, stating, "It is not just a question of the 

migrants taking an interest, they should run the union and make 

decisions on the job.,,114 However, Clarke faced two difficulties 

with regard to this. First, branch finances were firmly controlled 

by the federal office and hence proposals involving the expenditure 

of funds could be restricted by it. Second, the branch's ability 

to initiate an independent industrial strategy was likewise 

constitutionally constrained by the over-riding powers of federal 

council and more especially the federal management committee (at 

which the branch had no representation). Clarke chose to ignore 

both these limitations. 

The changed leadership did result in more activism by the 

Victorian branch. A 24-hour stoppage on May 6, 1974 and a four-day 

strike commencing on May 9,both in pursuit of improved wages and 

conditions,were followed by a series of minor stoppages, all 

conducted without the approval of the federal office. In the 

following year a dispute lasting 17 days erupted in the Victorian 

glass industry.11S In 1976 a major concession was extracted from 

A.C.I. with regard to bonuses paid to A.G.W.U. members making glass 

containers. This had been a source of unrest for many years owing 

to the disparities in payments to different job classifications. 

Federal officials were concerned at the activities of the 

Victorian branch. Its refusal to co-operate with the federal manage

ment committee and frequent resort to strike action disrupted the 

A.G.W.U.'s long-established relationship with A.C.I. management. 

Early in 1976 Gibson became curious at some items in the quarterly 

113This was reported without comment by The AustraZian GZass 
Worker in May 1974. After this time, there was little reporting of 
the activities of the Victorian branch until Clarke's position was 
challenged by federal officials. Ibid., May 1974. 

114Reported in Tribune, January 22-28, 1974. 

11SAccording to a news magazine report (quoting Gibson), in the 
three years C1arke was secretary Victorian glass workers were 
engaged in stoppages which cost 55,000 man hours. In the same 
period the New South Wales branch was involved in no strikes apart 
from the "Medibank" strike called by the A.C.T.U. The BuUetin, 
January 8, 1977. 
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audited balance sheet sent by the branch to the federal office. 

Following an investigation of the branch accounts, federal officials 

alleged that branch funds were being mismanaged and took action 

against Clarke and the branch trustees in the Commonwealth Industrial 

Court. 116 The hearing began on August 31, 1976 but was interrupted 

on October 15 because the presiding judges did not want the case to 

be used for propaganda purposes in the forthcoming branch election 

(due on November 29). On November 16 Gibson received an assurance 

from C1arke that all financial transactions were recorded in the 

branch accounts book. Following an examination of the books 

New South Wales assistant secretary Hiyes informed Gibson that 

Clarke had paid his union dues only once since his election. On 

November 17 Gibson wrote to the Australian Electoral Office charging 

that Clarke was ineligible to stand for office because he did not 

meet the requirements on financial membership in the A.G.W.U. 

rules. 117 Two days later, the Australian Electoral Office informed 

Gibson that Clarke's nomination had been rejected. 118 Clarke, who 

apparently believed that the branch secretary was not required to 

pay union subscriptions, had no choice but to accept this ruling. 

For the federal leadership, the chance discovery of this omission 

enabled them to eliminate their chief opponent without resort to 

an election. Opposition to federal-backed branch candidates did not 

collapse and was led by a non-British migrant. However, the blow 

was crucial. In the ensuing election the federal-supported team of 

Bill Parker and Irish-born J. Atkinson became president and secretary 

respectively. A Greek-born migrant, Bill Dimopolous, was elected as 

assistant secretary.119 

Following the introduction of a new branch leadership closely 

116This, essentially, is the federal office's version of 
as reported in The Australian Glass Worker and in interview. 
The Australian Glass Worker, April 1977. 

events 
See 

117Gibson referred to Rule 9A of the Victorian branch 
Rules 11 and 30 of the federal body to support his claim. 
letter was published in The Australian Glas.s Worker, April 

and 
The 
1977. 

118This letter was also reproduced in The Australian Glass 
Worker. Ibid. 

1190n December I, 1976 the Federal Industrial Court announced 
its decision with regard to the financial affairs of the branch - a 
decision which favoured the federal leadership. Ibid. 



786. 

attuned to the industrial philosophy of Gibson et al., The Australian 

Glass Worker informed members that A.C.I. factories in Victoria could 

expect a return to industrial stability.120 Even so, there was 

considerable controversy within the Victorian branch including 

allegations of National Civic Council involvement in the ballot. It 

was also alleged that A.C.I. had provided financial support to the 

federal leadership.121 In an attempt to rebut these accusations and 

justify federal intervention, the union journal published a detailed 

account of the events leading up to the barring of Clarke from 

standing for office. 122 

In other states there was little evidence of similar anti

leadership revolts involving migrants. In 1975 the South Australian 

secretary, A. Christou, was returned to office in a court

controlled ballot following an earlier challenge. 123 The federal 

leadership was sufficiently concerned to produce several foreign 

language pamphlets. However, the challenges were too isolated for 

federal officials to reconsider their industrial strategy or make 

more than the most limited attempts to communicate with foreign-born 

members. 

Election struggles, or their absence, are only a crude 

indication of the relationship between a union and its membership. 

To examine the interaction more closely and integrate this with 

managerial strategies it is essential to look at a particular 

employment situation. In this case the Crown Coming (originally 

Crown Crystal Ltd) factory at Waterloo, New South Wales was selected. 

A semi-independent part of A.C.I. glass manufacturing, it employed a 

predominantly migrant workforce throughout the post-war era. 

Management enjoyed a close working relationship with the A.G.W.U. 

120Ibid. 

121Those making this accusation included, surprisingly, a 
former manager of One of A.C.I.'s subsidiaries. The accusation was 
made in the course of an interview. The informant could offer no 
evidence to substantiate the claim other than his own impressions. 

122The Australian Glass Worker, April 1957. 

123The background to this struggle was not investigated. 
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and was subject to the economic pressures already discussed. The 

events at Crown Coming offer further insights into the industrial 

strategy of the A.G.W.U., its relationship with other unions and 

the interaction of immigrant workers with this. 

Crown Corning Ltd, Waterloo 

The Crown Crystal factory was establiShed in 1924 to 

manufacture quality glassware. Production was originally centred on 

craftsmen but was progressively mechanized. By 1946 the company was 

employing approximately 1,200 workers - the bulk of them being semi

skilled. Although the factory workforce initially expanded during 

the post-war period the overall trend was downward. The company 

was particularly vulnerable to import competition which management 

sought to counter through the introduction of labour-saving 

technology. Even so, the mixed fortunes of Crown Crystal were 

reflected in widely fluctuating labour requirements. In 1952, for 

instance, falling sales of crystal resulted in large-scale 

retrenchments. Management stated that the company could no longer 

compete with imports given existing wage levels, hours of work and 

output restrictions. 124 This was a recurring theme in union/ 

management negotiations. For their part, A.G.W.U. officials did 

their utmost to maintain the validity of local operations. However, 

by the mid-1960s management had retrenched the remaining 30 bottle 

blowers (and 60 auxiliary labour) and closed this section of 

operations. 125 

From this time onwards production workers could be divided into 

two groups. First, were those engaged in making glassware in what 

was known as the "hot end". These workers were semi-skilled, having 

been selected on the basis of their mechanical aptitude. Machine 

operations were learned on the job from experienced workers. Bonus 

payments formed an important part of the earnings of these workers. 

124Crown Crystal Ltd, AnnuaZ Report to SharehoZders, 1952. 

125This followed unsuccessful attempts to boost output with 
union co-operation. W. Avery, interviewed March 29, 1978. 
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workers. 126 Further, a strict seniority code existed in relation 

to particular jobs. Although the working environment was hot, noisy 

and dirty, the opportunity to earn additional money through 

bonuses, shift penalties, overtime and promotion to better jobs 

ensured a degree of labour stability. The second and larger group 

of workers consisted of those engaged in the "cold end", washing, 

checking and packaging glassware. Some of these workers might 

eventually graduate to the more skilled and better paid "hot end". 

However, promotion was far from assured and this uncertainty, 

together with the poor working conditions and more limited avenues 

to boost earnings, contributed to a level of labour turnover which 

exceeded 100 per cent per annum in some sections. '27 

To meet this labour turnover the factory required a continuing 

stream of new recruits. Like the glass industry in general, Crown 

Crystal became heavily reliant upon migrants to fill semi-skilled 

jobs at a relatively early stage of the post-war period. The 

initial migrant arrivals from northern and eastern Europe were 

progressively replaced by those from southern Europe and the Middle 

East, especially Italy, Greece, Yugoslavia, Turkey and Lebanon. 

These later groups continued to predominate although Italian- and 

Greek-born (to a lesser extent) migrants declined as a proportion 

of the workforce during the 1970s. '28 So long as replacements were 

readily available management saw no need to counter the high 

attrition rate. "Cold end" jobs required little training or 

experience and migrants were seen to be eminently suited for this 

126The bonus system had always been an important feature of the 

wage structure within the factory. However, mechanization of jobs 

made the scheme increasingly redundant - a process largely completed 

by the early 1970s. 

127According to company representatives, turnover amongst 

production workers ranged between 50 and 60 per cent per annum 

throughout the post-war period until 1976 when it was halved follow

ing retrenchments. 

128A1though the company kept no detailed records on the birth

place of employees the personnel manager was able to provide 

estimates of the ethnic origin of the workforce from the early 1960s 

onwards. The movement of migrants into the more stable ranks of 

skilled maintenance workers was less pronounced. A survey of job 

delegates indicated that non-British migrants constituted about half 

of the metal tradesmen (and a slightly smaller proportion of the 

electricians) in 1977. Noel Birchmore, Crown Coming personnel 

manager, interviewed August 5, 1977. 
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work. In 1967-68 an effort was made to attract "more educated" 

workers to the "hot end". The company ran a series of training 

courses that mainly involved Australian, New Zea1and- and British

born workers. However, the bulk of these trainees left after a 

short time. The unpleasant working conditions were seen to have 

played an important part in the failure of this policy.129 Later 

attempts to recruit Australian-born and other Anglophone workers 

proved equally unsuccessful. 130 As a result,management had to rely 

upon migrants from the "cold end" with sufficient aptitude and 

resilience to ascend the "hot end" hierarchy of assistant burn-off 

machine operator, burn-off machine operator, operator and leading 

hand operator. 

There is no evidence that the company deliberately fostered 

the concentration of certain ethnic groups in particular sections of 

the factory.131 Nevertheless, loose and often temporary 

concentrations did arise as a consequence of the high level of 

labour instability in some sections, management's attempts to 

communicate with non-Anglophone workers and the informal employment 

links which developed with nearby ethnic communities. 132 Ethnic 

work groups never achieved a degree of cohesion sufficient to 

challenge management through spontaneous stoppages or covert 

practices. Even the larger ethnic groups (Greeks, Turks, Yugoslavs 

129Peter Phelan, former manager of Crown Crystal (Coming), 

interviewed July 6, 1977. 

130This was aptly summed up by one manager who said he could 

not remember an Anglo/Australian worker who stayed more than a 

fortnight. 

131This was the unanimous view of all past and present company 

officials interviewed. Nor was their opinion challenged by A.G.W.U. 

officials or the job delegates of other unions. 

132According to management officials the bulk of process 

workers lived close to the factory. There were sizeable enclaves 

of Greek, Lebanese and Turkish migrants in the surrounding suburbs. 

These provided reception and job information networks for recent 

arrivals who lacked transport for more distant work-places, 

especially given the need to undertake shift work and overtime. 

The evolution of territorial links between migrant communities and 

particular work-places has already been discussed with regard to 

Ampac Plastics (see Chapter 9). 
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and Lebanese) lacked identifiable leaders. '33 In their absence, 

foremen, who wielded wide-ranging powers with regard to discipline, 

manning and overtime allocation,'34 seem to have taken on this 

function. In one sense, the gradual replacement of Australian-born 

foremen by non-British migrants contributed to ethnic divisions. '35 

Allegations of ethnic favouritism in overtime allocation were 

rife. '36 Management also became aware that bribes were being 

paid to some foremen. Neither shift supervisors (predominantly 

Australian-born) nor A.G.W.U. officials were able to eradicate these 

practices. Workers who felt discriminated against had little 

option but to accept the situation or leave. A visible outcome of 

this process was the isolation of Greek- and Yugoslav-born migrants 

and the relegation of Turks to the least desirable jobS. '37 

In the absence of strong countervailing union organization, 

ethnic divisions tended to exacerbate other pressures isolating 

workers. These interactions were complex and occasionally 

contradictory. For instance, while foremen may have favoured their 

fellow countrymen in some instances, they were also seen to be very 

authoritarian figures who forbade conversation between workers 

itself difficult in the continual din of glass clattering and 

machinery - and kept many in a perpetual state of fear of losing 

their jobs. Some managers interpreted this enthusiasm for severity 

as representing an attempt by migrant foremen to legitimate their 

133During the latter part of the period under review a Greek
born job delegate in the fitting shop was seen to act as a local 
leader. However, his influence appears to have been confined to 
Greek-born tradesmen. As noted earlier, the A.G.W.U. tended to rely 
on one or two key delegates in each work-place. During the 1970s 
the chief A.G.W.U. delegate was Greek-born. His primary function 
was to pass on union policy. This included opposition to any 
nationality-based dissent at work-place level. 

134Foremen also had the right to reject job applicants although 
it was never alleged that national origin entered into this selection. 

135The replacement of locally-born foremen by migrants did not 
begin until the 1960s. The first migrant appointees were Italian
and Dutch-born, respectively. By the 1970s Greek-born migrants, in 
particular, had filled positions in both the "hot" and "cold ends". 

136an the other hand, there was little evidence of friction 
based on traditional animosities between different national groups. 

137The latter trend was viewed favourably by management 
because it was seen to have a stabilizing effect upon the workforce. 
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position. The absence of formal training received by foremen at 

Crown Corning (in contrast to A.C.I.) was also seen to be a 

contributing factor. On the other hand, the lack of internal 

training meant there was little prospect of further promotion and 

some foremen felt no compunction in going to extraordinary lengths 

to retain capable workers. The social relations at work were also 

influenced by the pecking order which operated with regard to 

specific jobs. Workers who only relieved on machines or swept up 

were often viewed as informers (for foremen) and they were 

ostracized from social groupings accordingly. At the "cold end" 

the belief amongst migrants that Anglophone workers received 

preference in job allocation and promotion caused further tension. 

In the midst of these divisions there appears to have been little 

in the way of customary practices apart from those undertaken at 

the behest of or with the connivance of foremen. The only 

restrictive practice enforced by the A.G.W.U. (apart from 

demarcation lines with other unions) was the exclusion of women 

from "cold end" shifts. Management favoured women because it saw 

them as being more stable and better suited to the repetitive 

low paid tasks. However, the matter was never pressed to the point 

of confrontation by the company. 

In addition to the above factors, the splintering of work 

groups by rotating shifts and crib breaks and the large disparities 

in earnings found between jobs in the "hot" and "cold ends" also 

contributed to the absence of cohesive consciousness amongst 

glassworkers. Even the prominent example of independent collective 

action in 1971 also demonstrated the divided nature of production 

workers (see Page 796). A more pervasive indication of these 

divisions and the widespread dissatisfaction associated with them 

was the high level of employer turnover and the absence of interest 

in union affairs on the part of rank and file glassworkers. The 

closed shop/check-off agreement with Crown Crystal insulated the 

A.G.W.U. from the organizational problems that might otherwise 

have flowed from this apathy/ignorance. Union/management 

negotiations had always been a centralized affair because both 

sides s-aw this to be mutually advantageous. Crown management relied 

upon A.C.I. for direction in terms of industrial strategy. Neither 

the union leadership nor management felt there was any need for 
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active rank and file involvement (such as mass meetings or strikes) 

during award negotiations or at other times for that matter. The 

factory lacked effective job delegate representation. One or 

two delegates acted as transmitters of union policy while the rest 

appear to have been token appointments. This pattern was 

reinforced by management which preferred to deal with the leader

ship directly if a problem arose. 

Management and the union were agreed upon the need for 

technological innovation. High levels of labour turnover helped 

facilitate this by obviating the need to retrench workers. The 

union appears to have put little effort into improving working 

conditions apart from 

make-up pay, etc.). 

remuneration (bonus payments, shift penalties, 

The significance of bonuses, shift penalties 

and overtime in the earnings package meant there were significant 

disparities between the wages of different groups of glassworkers. 

Management 

and labour 

saw a connection between this, general working conditions 

instabi li ty. However, 

these problems apart from a brief 

no attempt was made 

effort in the early 

to overcome 

1970s when the 

company was undergoing structural changes and immigration had been 

cut back. 

The absence of cohesion amongst glass workers stood in stark 

contrast to the situation with regard to other groups of workers in 

the factory, especially metal tradesmen. A shop committee, 

involving job delegates from all manual unions besides the A.G.W.U., 

had been established as a spin-off from the shop committee at near

by A.C.l./A.G.M. 138 The main impetus behind this body were the 

various metal trades unions and the A.E.U. (and later A.M.W.S.U.) 

in particular. The committee played a significant role in general 

industrial campaigns as well as local matters such as overawards, 

safety, maintaining financial membership, dealing with complaints 

about management, policing award provisions, job performance and 

demarcation. Like A.C.l., Crown management refused to formally 

recognize the shop committee, although they were obliged to deal 

138For a history of the latter body and its activities which· 
includes some mention of the former see G.G. Phelan, The Birth and 
some Aspects of the Development of Shop Floor Organization in a 
Factory in the Sydney Metropolitan Area, op cit. 
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with it. The token representation of union officials helped 

maintain a fiction that bargaining 

rather than the shop committee. 139 
was occurring through unions 

The attitude of individual 

production managers was more pragmatic. A number of shift 

supervisors saw the committee as a way of directly resolving minor 

matters. 

The influence of the committee was enhanced by informal 

information networks established within management. These were 

built up when delegates or former active unionists were promoted to 

supervisory or other managerial positions. Anonymous leaks kept 

the committee and its convenor informed of impending management 

decisions. The network did not operate in a purely defenisve 

fashion but was also used as a bargaining point during negotiations 

for improved working conditions. 140 For its part, upper management 

utilized information networks of its own. 141 

One significant achievement of the shop committee was 

maintaining solidarity at the work-place including the amicable 

resolution of demarcation prob1ems. 142 In fact, both the A.S.E. 

and the F.I.A. lost their memberships within the factory as a 

consequence of dissatisfaction with the approach of their officials. 

Members of the A.S.E. had resigned to joint the rival A.E.U. when 

instructed to return to work by an A.S.E. organizer in the midst of 

a dispute during the 1950s. Thereafter, a closed shop was 

139According to the company's personnel manager the A.E.U. 
membership called in officials only in the case of a major claim for 
improved conditions. Even then, officials tended merely to back the 
membership's resort to industrial action. N. Birchmore, interviewed 
August 5, 1977. 

14oAccording to the committee convenor, lower levels of manage
ment were influenced by the argument that any concession obtained 
was certain to be passed onto them. The impact of this method of 
persuasion is impossible to assess but does raise some intriguing 
questions which are, unfortunately, beyond the scope of this thesis. 

141Again it is impossible to gauge the extent or effectiveness 
of such secretive operations although their very existence would 
seem to bear witness to the shop committee's importance. 

142There appears to have been little confrontation between the 
A.G.W.U. and the various unions covering trade categories. Friction 
did occur between the A.G.W.U. and F.E.D. & F.A. over the tasks of 
forklift truck drivers. 
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maintained that effectively precluded tradesmen from joining the 

A.S.E. This was opposed by management who believed that more 

conservative workers, especially Yugoslavs, would prefer to join 

the A.S.E. 143 In the mid-1960s management insisted that the A.S.E. 

had a right of entry144 but this proved to be only a paper agree

ment. It is significant that despite the increasing number of 

migrant tradesmen the A.S.E. was never able to re-establish a 

foothold in the factory.145 Following the amalgamation of the 

A.E.U., B.B.S.A. and S.M.W.U. in 1972, effective closed-shop 

arrangements existed with the A.G.W.U., A.M.W.S.U., F.E.D. & F.A., 

M.W.U., Transport Workers' Union (T.W.U.) and Electrical Trades 

Union (E.T.U.). Within the shop committee A.M.W.S.U. job delegates 

continued to be a dominant force. 146 

The shop committee maintained continuous surveillance of 

safety and hygiene matters. 147 In contrast, the A.G.W.U. was mainly 

pre-occupied with compensation and make-up pay, leaving other 

aspects up to management. The company had provided light duties for 

permanently incapacitated workers in the packaging and bottle-

143N. Birchmore, personnel manager, interviewed August 5, 1977. 
In contrast, Greek migrants were seen as generally supporting the 
union's national campaigns. The factory's personnel manager also 
made mention of anti-migrant feelings held by English and 
Australian-born tradesmen. A survey of the attitudes of all four 
current (July 13, 1977) A.M.W.S.U. delegates (three Australian-born 
and one born in Egypt), and the E.T.U. job delegate revealed that 
only one of the younger delegates advocated a reduction in the 
number of migrants. The prevailing view was that there were no 
rivalries or ethnic differences in response to industrial issues 
and despite occasional communication problems migrant tradesmen were 
generally aware, mixed with Australian-born workers and spoke out at 
union meetings. Delegates argued that migrants adopted "Australian" 
attitudes to unions, although this took time. If resentment did 
exist the findings of this survey, observation and discussion with 
workers and union officials indicate that it had little or no effect 
on the functioning of either the shop committee or the unions 
concerned. This is consistent with the discussion in Chapter 8. 

144N. Birchrnore, interviewed August 5, 1977. 

145See Footnotes 128 and 143 herein. 

146Where demarcation problems arose they were resolved by the 
committee and the agreement was then delivered to management as a 
fait accorrrpU. 

147The antiquated nature of machinery in the maintenance area 
was seen to be a particular problem. Sister Lockwood, Crown 
Coming industrial nurse, interviewed June 29, 1977. 
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washing sections. This became increasingly difficult as these 

jobs were automated. In 1967 Crown management joined with A.C.I. in 

mounting a major campaign on safety. 

An incentive scheme for "accident free" days was launched which 

included the consideration of safety records when determining the 

salaries of works managers and supervisors. The initiative was 

seen to result in a significant improvement in safety, especially 

with regard to major injuries. 148 However, the scheme also 

encouraged the non-disclosure of injuries as supervisors, under 

pressure from upper management, placed pressure, in turn, upon 

workers. 149 Migrant glassworkers were most vulnerable to this 

coercion because most A.G.W.U. job delegates were in no position to 

inform them of their rights. 1SO 

The early 1970s witnessed maj or structural changes within the 

company which were accompanied by a temporary alteration in 

management/shop committee relations. The ensuing events also brought 

the distinct industrial strategies of metal tradesmen and the 

A.G.W.U. into sharp focus. In 1970 the Corning Corporation of the 

U.S.A. became a joint partner (with A.C.I.) in the company which 

was renamed as Crown Coming Ltd. A new range of pyrex glassware 

was introduced, production methods were upgraded and the managerial 

hierarchy was expanded to ensure tighter control over labour. Under 

the terms of the agreement, A.C.I. was to exercise complete 

authority over industrial matters. The inclusion of Crown Coming 

in the federal glass award in 1971 was aimed at bringing the factory 

even more firmly within the orbit of A.C.I./A.G.W.U. negotiations. 

However, the state of flux and "Americanization" of operations 

148Minor injuries - sprains and strains - remained commonplace. 

Before this campaign the personnel manger felt that the injury 

record of the company had been bad. Although no statistics were 

made available, this was also the view of a number of former 

managers. N. Birchmore (interviewed August 5, 1977), Peter Phelan 

(interviewed July 6, 1977), Peter Robson (interviewed March 22, 

1977) and Graham Lee (interviewed June 29, 1977). 

149This was referred to by the industrial nurse and several 

former managers. 

lsoAccording to the industrial nurse, A.G.W.U. delegates had· 

little understanding of the legal requirements with regard to safety 

and compensation. Sister Lockwood, interviewed June 29, 1977. 
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immediately following Corning's entry created an environment more 

tolerant to collective bargaining within the plant. Several 

independently minded managers, and a works (later manufacturing) 

manager in particular, sought to break down the historical 

antagonism between management and workers by dealing with the 

shop committee and rank and file glassworkers directly.1Sl This 

move horrified A.C.I. which saw the shop committee as a hotbed of 

subversives. 1S2 In 1971 negotiations between the works manager 

and the shop committee resulted in a $1.90 pay increase. In 

response, the A.C.I. senior industrial officer reprimanded the 

works manager. 

In the same year, the introduction of new production technology 

was accompanied by changes in manning levels, the signing of a 

productivity agreement and the broadbanding of job classifications 

under the federal award. An alteration in machine operations 

required a reduction in time-off for which workers were offered 

$3.30 in lieu. The works manager insisted that a plebiscite be 

conducted amongst glassworkers on these matters - there being little 

effective job delegate representation. The majority of workers 

accepted these changes. However, the bulk of workers on one shift 

refused to accept the new arrangements because they felt they would 

be adversely affected. A spontaneous stoppage occurred when this 

group refused to commence their shift. The A.G.W.U. federal 

secretary visited the plant at the request of the works manager but 

was unable to placate the workers. This was the only prominent 

instance where a group of glassworkers acted in defiance of manage

ment and the union. -The key A.G.W.U. job delegate took no part in 

the strike - the dissident group being led by an experienced 

lS1These managers saw the shop committee as the logical 
representative of rank and file workers. Their motives were 
apparently idealistic, if naive - something they later admitted 
themselves. Peter Robson (interviewed March 22, 1977) and Peter 
Phelan (interviewed July 6, 1977). 

lS2The leading job delegates were labelled as communists 
although both were A.L.P. members. Indeed, the committee convenor 
had been called a "vicious anti-communist" by delegates and 
officials of his own union (the A.M.W.S.U.). The convenor disavowed 
any sympathy for using shop committees as political instruments and 
saw them solely as a means of securing better working conditions. 
John Wallis, interviewed May 18, 1977. 
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Italian-born worker. Although the bulk of workers involved were 

migrants, the issue at stake was essentially industrial. Neverthe

less, the revolt did demonstrate the lack of communication between 

A.G.W.U. leaders and their members. The meeting between Gibson and 

his aggrieved constituents lasted only a few minutes before the 

former gave up. 

Perceiving that there was little rapport between A.G.W.U. 

officials and their members, the works manager and several other 

supervisors made tacit efforts to involve glassworkers in the shop 

committees. This antagonized not only the A.G.W.U. and A.C.I. but 

also foremen who had sought to convince glassworkers that tradesmen 

were "reds". It also appears that a number of glassworkers feared 

that contact with the shop committee would place their jobs in 

jeopardy. On occasion, there was some covert contact, with glass

workers approaching tradesmen job delegates with problems. 

Australian Glass Workers' Union job delegates (who were all non

British migrants) had also sought advice from their tradesmen 

counterparts. However, these links remained infrequent and 

informal. The A.G.W.U. leadership would never have countenanced 

its delegates joining the shop committee. The shop committee had 

made a number of approaches to A.G.W.U. members, but without 

success. 

The failure of glassworkers to join the committee did not 

necessarily indicate that they preferred the existing arrangements. 

Production workers lacked the awareness and cohesion to defy 

simultaneously both management and the union. The smaller and 

better paid core of workers at the "hot end" and those who had 

graduated to easier jobs were disinclined to make waves. Further, 

a tacit agreement between the A.G.W.U. and Crown management ensured 

that concessions obtained by industrial campaigns involving the shop 

committee were passed on to glassworkers. The official management 

reason for this policy was that resistance to these flows-on would 

have been pointless. However, the practice was also useful in 

justifying the A.G.W.U.'s philosophy with regard to strikes and its 

refusal to join in broad industrial campaigns. The policy caused

resentment amongst tradesmen and other workers who struggled for 

improved conditions without tha ~upport of strategically placed 



798. 

production workers. In turn, this helped perpetuate divisions 

within the factory. 

Irrespective of the shop committee's overtures to glassworkers, 

the committee convenor viewed them as being industrially impotent -

more a source of weakness than additional strength. 153 This view 

was reinforced by the large-scale workforce reductions which 

occurred after 1971 as a result of automation and the impact of 

increased import competition. By the mid-1970s the production 

workforce was half of that employed in 1946. In 1977 the 

mechanization of the "cold end" into single-line conveyor systems 

reduced manning requirements to 30 per cent of the 1971 level. In 

the same period labour requirements at the "hot end" were reduced 

by 20 per cent. These reductions were achieved by natural wastage, 

augmented by retrenchments. The A.G.W.U. leadership saw these 

alterations as inevitable and made no attempt to organize protests. 

In contrast, the shop committee adopted a more combative approach. 

A significant reduction in the number of tradesmen in 1972 was 

seen to induce the solidarity necessary to undertake a major 

dispute with management in the following year. Manning levels 

became a crucial concern. The shop committee achieved some success 

in ensuring that retiring tradesmen were replaced and apprentices 

completing their indenture were offered positions as tradesmen. 15 ' 

In the meantime, the maverick elements in management gave up 

their attempt to negotiate directly with the shop committee and 

left the company.155 The management of A.C.I. was able to impress 

its industrial strategy free from dissent. In practice, this made 

little difference to the key influence exerted by metal 

tradesmen. 156 On the other hand, management perceived the A.G.W.U. 

to be inactive and felt that its predominantly migrant membership 

153J • Wallis, interviewed May 18, 1977. 

15'J. Wallis, interviewed ~Iay 18, 1977. 

155The infamous works manager (then manufacturing manager) left 
the firm in 1973. 

156Several current managers expressed the view that the 
company had "fairly good" dealings with tradesmen and had been 
relatively generous to them. 
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were passive participants in industrial affairs. 1s7 This did not 

carry over to migrant tradesmen who were seen to play an active and 

constructive part in union activities by their job delegates. 1SB 

Conclusion 

The objective of this chapter has been to show how the 

industrial behaviour of immigrant glassworkers has been conditioned 

by the industrial strategies of both A.C.I. and the A.G.W.U. The 

events at Crown Coming highlight a number of themes developed in 

earlier sections. These may be elaborated in turn. First, the 

glass industry acted as an entrepot employer of migrant labour. 

This arose from the desire of A.C.I. (and its subsidiaries) to 

obtain a pliable labour force willing to undertake unpleasant and 

intensive working arrangements (continuous shift work, systematic 

overtime and so on). The labour instability associated with this 

was not problematic - management being well aware of its causes -

so long as a steady stream of new recruits was available. Indeed, 

employee turnover was a decided advantage in facilitating a 

relatively smooth run-down of the workforce during a period of 

rapid technological innovation. Unlike B.H.P. (see Chapter 8), 

A.C.I. abandoned its prewar antagonism to unionism. Rather, 

management sought to splinter work-place solidarity by acceding to 

the collaborative approach to industrial relations sought by the 

A.G.W.U. leadership. The convivial relations between this union and 

A.C.I. served to keep production workers outside the industrial 

campaigns initiated by other unions. In addition, a number of 

features within glass factories encouraged a low level of cohesion 

amongst glassworkers. At Crown Coming these divisive aspects 

included the different conditions pertaining to workers at the f~ot 

end" and "cold end" and the considerable powers over manning and 

lS7There was some belief that the dramatic drop in the number 
of glassworkers would engender more cohesive organization amongst 
them. At least one current manager favoured the shop committee 
encompassing all workers. However, the attitude of the A.G.W.U. 
was seen to be a barrier to this. It is also doubtful that A.C.I. 
would have viewed this development with much enthusiasm. During· 
the period surveyed there was no evidence of growing solidarity 
amongst rank and file glassworkers. 

lSBSee Footnote 143. 
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overtime allocation vested in foremen which gave rise to 

allegations of ethnic favouritism and the operation of pecking 

orders in jobs. Finally, the absence of A.G.W.U. dissent enabled 

management to relegate shop stewards to a largely nominal status. 

The above points are intimately related to the second 

significant feature of the glass industry, namely the character of. 

the A.G.W.U. itself. This small, hierarchicallY structured and 

conservatively led union shaped its policies in a spirit of 

co-operation with A.C.I. Insulated by their close liaison with 

management, A.G.W.U. officials saw no reason to encourage more than 

very minimal member participation in union affairs. Rather, their 

highly centralized and paternalistic approach to industrial 

negotiations was conditional upon and reinforced by an uninvolved 

rank and file. Hence, they took little interest in the membership 

changes wrought by immigration. 

and profound that the leadership 

The transformation was so rapid 

was obliged to appoint many 

migrants as job delegates. However, the majority of these simply 

acted as dues collectors prior to the introduction of check-off 

arrangements when their role became even more obscure. In each 

work-place one or two key delegates were given the role of 

transmitting union policy to glassworkers. 

From the mid-19S0s onwards migrants also found their way onto 

branch committees including relatively senior posts in a number of 

sta tes. However, with one brief exception, these inroads had no 

appreciable influence upon the union's attitude to its foreign-born 

members. The reasons for this may be readily located. First and 

foremost, the positions obtained were not influential in terms of 

union government. Decision-making power within the A.G.W.U. was 

firmly vested within the federal/New South Wales leadership and the 

federal secretary in particular - a situation reinforced by the 

monopoly pOSition of A.C.I. Second, the selection process for 

union posts meant that migrant officials tended to simply echo 

the attitudes of the federal leadership. The conclusion to be 

drawn is that the election of foreign-born officials as such does 

not guarantee increased sensitivity to the particular problems of 

migrant workers. A second pOint worth making is that the success 

of British migrants in securing senior branch posts in at least 

three states (despite their small representation within the union's 
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membership) is indicative of the considerable barriers facing non

British migrants seeking high union office. With the exception of 

Clarke, all pursued the non-militant philosophy demanded by the 

federal leadership. This must cast further doubt on the unqualified 

ascription of industrial behaviour stereotypes to particular 

migrant groups (see Chapter 7). 

The latter point is reinforced by the Crown Corning case study. 

On the one hand, migrant production workers were viewed as being 

apathetic, divided and industrially impotent. On the other hand, 

migrant tradesmen (including SOme similar national groups) were seen 

to play an active and constructive role in union affairs by their 

own job delegates. Further, concerted efforts by management to 

introduce less militant unions like the A.S.E. failed utterly. 

The traditions of independent action found amongst tradesmen are 

only a partial explanation of this difference. The industrial 

philosophy of the A.G.W.U. which eschewed militant industrial 

campaigns and involvement in the shop committee cannot be ignored. 

This policy was less a sign of weakness - the A.G.W.U. had ignored 

the option of amalgamation - than a conscious decision by officials 

based on their reliance on A.C.I. to pass on concessions. The 

insularity of the A.G.W.U. leadership had unfortunate but familiar 

effects upon migrant workers in terms of physical working conditions 

(and earnings for those at the "cold end"), workers compensation and 

their understanding of union operations in general. 

If labour turnover was the main manifestation of worker 

dissatisfaction there were also sporadic collective protests such as 

those over changes in shift arrangements in 1959 and 1971. These 

spontaneous revolts over specific issues clearly demonstrated the 

gulf between officials and rank and file glassworkers - the former 

invariably siding with management. Nevertheless, the protests were 

too isolated to seriously threaten the leadership. Only in Victoria 

was dissatisfaction translated into a major electoral struggle 

within the union. The precise role of migrants in this is ambiguous 

although their dominance in terms of branch membership and available 

literary evidence suggests that it was not inSignificant. As in the 

F.I.A., the protest group sought to combine a more aggressive 

industrial strategy with greater migrant involvement in the branch. 
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The success of this challenge resulted in a changed pattern of 

industrial relations which demonstrated that A.C.I. was not immune 

to militant action by glassworkers. Irrespective of the temporary 

nature of this change, the evidence of how quickly the industrial 

behaviour of migrants may be transformed is unequivocal. That this 

struggle did not spread to other states, and New South Wales in 

particular, may be indicative of changed economic conditions and the 

institutionalized strength of a small union which, unlike the F.I.A., 

received considerable support from the dominant employer. The 

powerful hegemony established between the A.G.W.U. and A.C.I. has had 

a pervasive influence upon industrial relations in the glass 

industry and made rank and file challenge extraordinarily difficult. 
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CHAPTER 12 

CONCLUSIONS 

The point of departure of this thesis was to ask if immigrant 

workers behaved differently, in any significant way, from indigenous 

workers in the context of the post-war Australian experience. The 

first two chapters of this thesis were intended to explore literary 

sources that might provide clues to answering this question. It 

was concluded that an adequate framework was hard to find. In 

Chapter 1 the theoretical perspectives developed by Marxist, 

assimi1ationist, race relations and other writers were found to 

possess deficiencies. In part these arose from a primary concern with 

countries other than Australia, and in part they are connected with 

intrinsic difficulties in the models propounded. While interesting 

questions can be derived from this literature, it was argued that an 

adequate conceptual picture has yet to emerge to do justice to the 

industrial relations aspects of post-war immigration in Australia. 

In Chapter 2 the historical literature upon Australian working class 

attitudes to immigrants was examined. This too was found wanting as 

a basis from which to explain post-war experience. More recent 

studies of the period from 1830 to 1945 tend to emphasize the racist 

element in working-class culture, often losing sight of the diversity 

of union responses to immigration, and the common denOminator of 

economic insecurity. Without questioning the existence of wide

spread xenophobia in Australia it may still be doubted whether this 

serves to explain important features of migrant industrial behaviour 

and union responses, especially in the post-1945 period when anti

racist correctives were influencing Australian union attitudes. 

The next five chapters were concerned to establish the general 

impact of post-war immigration; the political accord upon which it 

was founded; the employer strategies to recruit, control and exploit 

immigrant labour; the attitudes of trade union centres to both 

immigration in general and immigrants themselves; the response of 

individual unions to the political and labour market effects of the 

migrant influx; and finally, the broad characteristics of migrant. 

organization and action. 

An argument was developed in this section of the thesis that a 

general accord linked unions, employers and successive governments in 
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support of an immigration policy whose appeal rested on economic 

defence and sometimes humanitarian grounds. However, if immigration 

was initiated on the political rhetoric of population building for 

defence purposes, the sustaining force was essentially economic. 

Ironically, bi-partisan support for immigration in the higher reaches 

of the Australian polity was matched with neither a corresponding 

taste for the resolution of migrant problems, nor with decentralized 

support for immigration in general. Whilst the highest policy-

makers shared collective visions about the long-term purposes of 

immigration, the administration of most aspects of immigrant reception 

was haphazard and liable to cause conflict. In Chapter 4 the nature 

of employer policy towards migrants was examined, with special 

emphasis upon abuses of migrant labour in entrepot industries. In 

Chapter 5 the related indifference found in the A.C.T.U. and the 

New South Wales Labor Council to these and other problems was broadly 

sketched. Indeed, as Chapter 6 demonstrates, migrants were more 

inclined to be viewed as the cause of local problems then as a matter 

for concern in their own right. Their impact upon union faction 

fights and tradesmen's rights caused widespread if diminishing 

concern. Perhaps, it is remarkable that the fears of indigenous 

workers were as heavily circumscribed as they were. Without reference 

to the layer of undirected antagonism that undoubtedly existed, it is 

apparent that collective opposition to immigration hinged upon 

specific fears about unemployment and living standards, the political 

character of unionism, and apprentice training - fears that were not 

apparently trenchant enough to generate a serious opposition to the 

abovementioned accord. Government safeguards and the maintainence 

of full employment for 30 years after 1945 must be seen as important 

reasons for this. 

In this climate the organizational preferences of migrant 

workers provided a further stabilizing influence. Although bogus 

unions and spontaneous migrant organizations existed they were of 

marginal importance and proved to be short-lived. The more significant 

migrant workers' clubs have chosen to support the union movement and 

have both reflected and helped to instigate a communal preference 

amongst most migrants for accepting the, indigenous institutions of 

industrial relations. Chapter 7 examined the basis of this choice. 

First, powerful institutional pressures promoted migrant acceptance of 

unions and precluded events similar to those describ~d in the U.S.A. 

between 1880 and 1920. The most apparent of these pressures was the 
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existence of a pervasive national system of job regulation in the 

form of compulsory arbitration, and the closely related maturity of 

Australian unionism. The state-sponsored hegemony of these two 

left little scope for alternative kinds of organization and provided 

a generally secure if often unspectacular means of industrial 

protection. Undoubtedly, the widespread extension of the closed 

shop served to cement the migrant presence in this framework. 

Al though protest existed it was usually channelled into the shape of 

union reform movements and unofficial militancy, rather than finding 

an outlet in formal migrant separatism. 

The mirror image of these conformist pressures was the 

vulnerable "outsider" status of migrants which further militated 

against their defying established norms. The assumption of high 

profile positions fitted poorly with the tenuous legal and socio

pOlitical situation of migrants in Australian society. In 

qualification of this point, it must be recognised that Australian 

migrants, unlike European "guest-workers", arrived as permanent 

settlers. They were not generally subject to explicit discriminatory 

employment legislation. In addition, the "tyranny of distance" tended 

to encourage their rapid absorption. 

The ambiguity of immigrant status reinforced the tendency to 

accept local institutions. On the one hand, immigrants were not a 

cohesive or unified group that could develop an homogeneous "ghetto" 

approach to organizational structure. Hore important, the cross

cultural pressures that affected migrants as they became accumstomed 

to the host society tended to weaken over time, modifying the 

identity of particular ethnic groups and demolishing the possibility 

of a permanent residue of persons persisting in antagonism to 

indigenous institutions. Ethnic identity tended to fade faster in 

some social situations rather than in others. The work situation 

proved particularly hostile to the survival of "migrant identity", 

since this gave way relatively quickly to a "worker identity" in 

which common problems arising from the work situation - concerning 

pay, safety, amenities, job security and other matters - took 

precedence over exclusive ethnic concerns. 

Certain characteristics of Australian unionism served to 

strengthen their interaction with migrants. First, the orthodoxy 
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of assimilation and industrial pragmatism precluded unions from 

practising formal and overt discrimination against migrant members. 

If the assimilationist perspective initially removed the 

responsibility to adjust from the unions, it was to give way, at 

least in some instances, to an integrationist approach which 

stressed mutual adjustment. Indeed a "learning" process may be 

detected in which unions came to concede that migrant workers might 

have special difficulties and need special facilities, reinforcing 

the convergence that might be attributed to migrant adaptation to 

unions. The existence of mutual adjustments should not be taken to 

signify that unions equalled the effort of migrants to bridge what

ever gaps existed. Nevertheless, unionism served as an umbrella to 

shelter migrants from the insecurities inherent in their status, 

diversity and industrial experience. 

It does not follow that migrants have only learned to accept 

unions. The interaction has been far more complex than this. 

Migrants have spanned the full range of potential involvement 

patterns, being unwilling and passive conscripts - in some 

situations - and active opposition groups in others. There seems 

little doubt that new migrants have tended to underparticipate 

because of the problems associated with language difficulties, pre

occupation with immediate economic needs and cultural barriers. 

If these problems became less acute for established migrants, they 

did not, in general, disappear to the point that migrant 

participation matched that of indigenous workers. 

At the same time, immigrant industrial relations behaviour has 

had a paradoxical character, where long-term inhibition gave way to 

spontaneous outbursts of militancy. On the one hand, low levels of 

migrant participation in union affairs has both insulated and 

reinforced highly centralized and bureaucratized sets of employer/ 

union relations. If the British evidence suggests that immigrants 

may lead to a temporary disruption in patterns of local job 

regulation then it might equally be argued that they have acted as 

a safety valve for the arbitration system, whereby disaffection has 

largely been manifested in the form of individual labour instability. 

On the other hand, migrants also showed a capacity to engage in 

industrial action that defied the recommendations of union leaders. 

It is more than coincidental that these revolts generally occurred 
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in industries where low pay and inferior working conditions were 

associated with dictatorial management and a union leadership that 

saw little need for rank and file involvement in industrial 

relations. Though not unknown in earlier times, these outbreaks 

appear to have become more conspicuous and widespread in the first 

half of the 1970s. 

The precise reasons for this militancy are unclear. On the 

one hand, they occurred during a period of general industrial unrest 

where economic conditions generated a good deal of localized 

stoppages. On the other hand, the actions of migrants in car 

factories and other work situations were conspicuous because of 

their previous quiescence. One question raised by this is, "Will 

migrants constitute a new force for working class militancy?" The 

sporadic nature of these outbreaks, and the large-scale redundancies 

after 1975 would seem to militate against such a sweeping suggestion. 

At the same time, it is plausible to suggest that migrant confidence 

in venting collective frustrations, has grown. This should be viewed 

within the context of two related schismatic tendencies within 

industrial relations. The first relates to the periodic rejection of 

central arbitration in favour of direct action - a long-term feature 

of Australian industrial relations. Second, this echoes a more 

fundamental limitation of any attempt to institutionalize industrial 

conflict, irrespective of whether this occurs within the framework 

of collective bargaining or compulsory arbitration. Thus, the 

apparent independence of migrant worker action does not signify a 

fundamental ethnic splintering of the labour movement. Even if 

migrants have sometimes brought new perspectives to industrial 

struggles, divergent tendences have always been a part of the 

industrial relations climate in Australia. 

At another level, the schismatic tendencies in industrial 

relations may be portrayed in a different way. It is not adequate 

to portray migrant/union interactions as uniform. Rather they have 

to be seen as differing, both over time and between work situations, 

reflecting the operation of the schismatic tendencies referred to 

above. We may then ask what determines these variations in migrant/ 

union interactions and in their involvement in industrial relations. 

Part One of this thesis attempted to come to terms with the variety 

of migrant industrial behaviour, showing migrant relations with 
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four unions, and their involvement in industrial relations in 

five work situations. The underlying concept used to categorize 

variations here was that of "industrial strategy". 

The concept of union strategy employed here hinges largely 

upon a distinction between centralized and decentralized methods. 

The centralized syndrome gives a high priority to arbitration and 

political lobbying, deploys strikes as infrequent ritual protest, 

regards arbitration as the real determinant of total employment 

conditions and accords a strong role to union leadership and 

advocacy. In contrast, the decentralized syndrome emphasises 

bargaining - at the local level, utilizes semi-autonomous strike 

action as a real sanction, endorses frequent strike action in the 

context of arbitration, regards arbitration as the baseline from 

which to negotiate supplementary conditions and emphasises rank

and-file SOlidarity and action as the sources of union power, rather 

than leadership skills. The diagram on the following page 

illustrates, albeit somewhat crudely, the differences in strategy 

to be found in the four unions discussed in Chapters 8 to 11. 

The decentralized strategy both claimed and practised by the 

A.M.W.S.U. is only partially accepted by the F.M.W.U., and neither 

claimed nor practised by the A.G.W.U., nor by the F.I.A., excluding 

the Port Kembla branch in recent years. Such strategies, of course, 

do not exist in isolation. They are themselves a product of many 

factors other than the self-conscious preference of union p01icy

makers. Not least, they derive from the role that management will 

permit unions to play. 

Employers themselves differ in the role they will accord to 

unions. Again, it is possible to delineate a range of employer 

strategies for controlling worker behaviour. At one extreme, 

employers may seek to .suppress all forms of overt collective dissent 

amongst workers including union organization. The plastics industry 

and contract cleaning illustrate the ready resort to intimidation 

and other tactics (such as sub-contracting) in this regard. 

Nevertheless, outright opposition to unionism has proved to be 

extremely difficult in Australia, being generally restricted to 

highly competitive and atomistic employment areas. If most 

employers have been obliged to accept unions they have still sought 
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leadership since 1952. 
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§Opposition to piecework and interest in industrial 
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the breadth of union policies, showing, in particular, 
the extent to which unions attempt to encroach upon 
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to circumscribe union activities and shape the structure of union 

representation. In their efforts to preserve managerial control 

from encroachment, Australian employers have generally displayed a 

strong preference for highly centralized dealings with unions, most 

commonly within the context of arbitration. Nevertheless, there are 

apparent variations in the strategies adopted. B.H.P., for 

instance, conceded only those rights guaranteed by law and offered 

few facilities to union officials. B.H.P. management refused to 

entertain localized negotiations, utilized aggressive personnel and 

industrial practices to discipline recalcitrant elements and waged a 

continuous war against shop steward independence (including shop 

committees). Few other employers were in a position to adopt such a 

rigid stance. Instead, many have resorted to more subtle tactics 

such as the promotion of less aggressive/more bureaucratic unions 

to fragment the workforce (if not exclude other unions), minimize 

localized bargaining/shop steward independence and inhibit factory

wide industrial action. When unable to stop shop committees emerging, 

management has invariably sought to circumscribe their influence. The 

glass industry provides a good example of a fairly sophisticated 

"divide and rule" strategy. 

The foregoing typology of union and employer strategies helps 

not only to identify the spectrum of immigrant industrial behaviour 

but also the forces which have given rise to it and the changing 

character of individual union responses. Thus it is possible to 

offer a more sophisticated version of the union stalwart/reluctant 

conscript tension dealt with in Chapter 7. On the one hand, the 

correlation between highly centralized employer and union strategies 

has resulted in overt or covert attempts to minimize rank and file 

involvement and possible disruption. The introduction of a large 

group of workers with language problems, ignorance of local norms 

and possessing a tenuous status into such situations could serve to 

reinforce such arrangements, especially within the context of 

continuous economic expansion and rapid labour turnover. 

Thus, Chapters 8 and 11 argued that in the steel and glass 

industries migrants provided a manipulable workforce for two monopoly 

employers committed to dispensib1e labour and helped insulate both 

the F.I.A. and A.G.W.U. leaderships from challenge. However, there 

was a crucial difference in" the steel industry where the ferocity of 
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B.H.P.'s personnel and industrial policies and its unwillingness to 

grant the F.r.A. more than token representation created a fertile 

ground for unrest over low pay, safety, workers' compensation and 

other matters. The ineffectiveness of the F.r.A.'s preferred 

industrial strategy (including its inability to maintain membership 

at A.I. & S.) and the residue of more militant traditions 

culminated in electoral challenges that were ultimately successful 

in Port Kembla. The new branch leadership was committed to 

communicating with its migrant members both,as a basis for its own 

electoral support and for undertaking a more confrontationist 

industrial strategy. In turn, it received the backing of migrants 

who adopted a more prominent role in union activities. This 

change - and the threat of it spreading to other branches - led to 

some re-evaluation of tactics by B.H.P. 

By way of contrast, in the glass industry A.C.I. was willing 

to cultivate a close relationship with the A.G.W.U. The strength 

of this institutional relationship and the success of management 

policies for fragmenting the work force meant that collective rank 

and file action was exceptional. Only in Victoria did a short-lived 

electoral challenge emerge. While A.C.I. and Crown Coming could 

not prevent the formation of shop committees by maintenance workers, 

they were able to preclude glassworkers from these bodies. Indeed, 

it would appear that, far from combatting divisive tendencies amongst 

rank and file glassworkers, the policies of the A.G.W.U. contributed 

to their perpetuation. The A.G.W.U. leadership required only the 

barest amount of membership loyalty. Thus, it is not surprising that 

the industrial behaviour of migrant glassworkers most resembled that 

of apathetic conscripts. 

In the metal industry, on the other hand, many migrants did not 

encounter dominant employing monopolies and highly centralized union 

strategies. Rather, a large number became members of a powerful 

group of craft-based unions. These unions shared similar industrial 

philosophies and ultimately merged to form the A.M.W.S.U. Migrants 

entered these unions as two somewhat distinct groups. The first 

consisted of those granted tradesman status, albeit sometimes belatedly. 

They appear to have found it - as far as we can be aware - relatively 

easy to embrace these unions' preference for localized industrial 

action. The second group consisted of the increasing numbers of non-
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tradesmen enrolled by the S.M.W.U., A.B.U. and ultimately the 

A.M.W.S.U. They presented the tradesmen-dominated leadership with 

new problems. While the A.M.W.S.U., in particular, progressively 

modified some of its policies with regard to worker retraining and 

the closed shop, the major thrust of union policy has been to try 

to incorporate migrants within the traditional philosophy of 

promoting decentralized action. This explains why efforts on behalf 

of migrants were mainly in terms of raising their consciousness 

rather than simply inculcating obedience to union leaders as was the 

case with the national leadership of the F.I.A. The response of the 

A.M.W.S.U. to rank and file independence stands in stark contrast to 

both the F.I.A. and the A.G.W.U. 

These contrasts are less clear in the case of the F.M.W.U. This 

union underwent a significant transformation during the post-war 

period. While this entailed less obeisanc~ to aribtration, union 

operations were still directed in a highly centralized fashion. At 

the same time, union officials were not uniformly hostile to semi

autonomous rank and file action even if they did little to promote 

shop steward independence. Further, in the context of the extra

ordinarily diverse and often difficult employment situations that 

the union had to deal with, the F.M.W.U. did provide its members with 

a generally effective, if basic, form of industrial servicing. When 

dealing with almost barbaric employer tactics, as in the plastics 

industry, the union was obliged not only to make astute use of 

arbitration tribunals but also to create a climate of communication 

and confidence amongst migrants so that industrial relations could be 

shifted to a more stable level. Changes in migrant industrial 

behaviour were less apparent in contract cleaning although the union 

was able to exert more effective policing of award conditions. 

Perhaps, a crude indication of migrant loyalty to the union was the 

abject failure of concerted attempts to overthrow the leadership in 

1971 and 1974. 

Comparing the different industries and unions examined in 

Part Two, the special characteristics inherent in being a migrant can 

be seen to co-exist with a wide array of both union and employer 

industrial strategies, which in turn lead to a number of different 

roles and perspectives amongst migrant workers. Both the general and 

the specific cultural inputs derived from the migrants' social 
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position and his/her attitudes to this situation play a relatively 

weak role in explaining this variety. It would appear that indigenous 

social structures can be portrayed more easily as the primary shaping 

factors. However, the structural context that is adopted here is by 

no means a simple one. Two characteristics merit attention in these 

concluding remarks. First, the received structural pattern possesses 

room for conflict and dynamic change, with strategic preferences at 

one point of time g1v1ng way as a result of worker/management struggle. 

Strategies, whilst possessing the clothing of social structures, are 

neither permanent nor conflict-free. A precise understanding of these 

characteristics is implicit in the application of a proper theory of 

Australian industrial relations. Second, social structures do not 

exist in isolation from social orientations and cannot be explained 

without reference to these. To reject explanations of migrant 

behaviour that rest heavily upon peculiarly migrant orientations or 

attitudes is not to reject the theoretical function that attitudes 

may perform. The primary argument of this thesis has been to suggest 

that the most critical values are those of migrants as workers and 

that it is neither necessary nor easy to distinguish these from the 

attitudes and values of indigenous workers - at least in the context 

of the post-war Australian experience. Migrant reactions to their 

employers, work, its rewards and riskS, and unions are largely based -

in this author's view - upon their direct experiences in these fields 

rather than a distorted image coloured by the intervening influence 

of their ethnic status. 

Two qualifications are important at this point. First, the 

argument advanced here is not that ethnic characteristics have 

had ~ input upon industrial behaviour. Simply, it is argued, these 

characteristics are very subordinate when considered in the context 

of parallel economic, institutional and political factors. The roles 

of ironworker, glassworker, boilermaker and contract cleaner do not 

derive from significant ethnic characteristics and are a far more 

important correlate of the key features of industrial behaviour than 

the role attached to country of origin. In this context it should be 

repeated that ethnic influences upon work roles have tended to 

diminish over time - often quite quickly. 

Second, this argument does not imply that ethnicity has no 

significant social correlates. Clearly this would be false with 
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reference to entertainment, sport ~d social activities. More 

importantly, such a suggestion would prove false with respect to the 

broad pattern of social stratification in Australia. The general 

parameters of ethnic stratification which have been wrought by 

post-war immigration were identified in Chapter 4. In turn, of 

course, this has consequences for industrial relations. The migrants 

on the shop floor at A.I. & S. stand in a different class position 

to the established Australian-born board members and the predominantly 

Anglo-Australian management. However, interesting though the broad 

distribution of ethnic/class positions may be, it is not necessary to 

invoke this framework to explain differences in industrial behaviour 

which formed the central question in this study. Indeed, the 

evidence presented would seem to refute any suggestion that an 

indigenous "aristocracy of labour" has emerged to splinter the 

industrial struggles of migrants and Australian-born workers. While 

clas.s conflict predicates the entire institutional and behavioural 

framework that this study has described and tried to explain, the 

general nature of class relationships is not sufficiently subtle a 

factor to deal with variations in industrial behaviour. 

Finally, the foregoing explanation of migrant industrial 

behaviour does not ignore the usually unsophisticated attempts by 

employers to use migrants as a basis for intensifying work patterns 

and exploiting the vulnerability of new arrivals. The advantages 

derived from this have often been temporary. Even if some unions 

never fully combatted these practices, the ethnic diversification of 

the Australian workforce has not fundamentally altered the power 

balance, albeit an unequal one, of Australian industrial relations. 

If anything, the bond between foreign- and Australian-born unionists 

appears to have grown closer despite changed economic circumstances 

after 1975. 
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