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The workforce at Alcoa in WA has 
asked the State Government for 

an urgent WorkSafe inquiry into the 
company’s dictatorial management 
style, due to concerns it is causing 
an epidemic of serious mental 
health issues.
A petition was organised by the AMWU 
before the recent asbestos scare, and 
was signed by 554 workers across 
Alcoa’s five facilities in WA. Workers are 
deeply worried about their wellbeing – 
particularly those at the Pinjarra refinery 
south of Perth.
The plea for action comes after an 
array of incidents where workers have 
been placed under intense pressure 
by punitive managers where minor 
breaches have automatically resulted in 
first and final warnings.
Union delegates and counsellors have 
told the AMWU that they have seen 
a steady stream of stressed, fearful 
workers over the past few years, always 
with the same chronic cause. That’s been 
confirmed by over 200 union health 
surveys recently completed by workers.
State Labor MP – and AMWU member 

– Sally Talbot has requested WA’s Minister 
for Commerce to authorise the WorkSafe 
inquiry after Pinjarra union delegates 
presented her with the petition.
“Many employees have already been 
pushed to breaking point yet management 
is refusing to acknowledge our serious 
concerns regarding this entrenched 
and systemic bullying, harassment and 
intimidation,” the petition said.
AMWU convenor Charlie Clarke said 
in recent years Alcoa had abandoned 
the previous approach of counselling 
employees over any safety or disciplinary 
infraction, now threatening them with 
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Demand for action: Alcoa delegates and mem-
bers when they presented their petition against 
bullying to Labor MP Sally Talbot.

ABBOTT RUNS FROM HUNTER SHIP WORKERS
Prime Minister Tony Abbott has failed 

to face up to protesting Forgacs 
shipbuilders during a visit to the NSW 
Hunter region, where workers are already 
losing jobs.
Mr Abbott opted to fly into RAAF 
Williamtown to announce a $274 million 
upgrade to the base, the week after 
Forgacs said it would lose 160 jobs due to 
lack of any new work.
Then he sneaked out a side exit gate 
to avoid fronting those workers and 
trying to justify to them his Government 

depriving the naval shipbuilding industry 
of new work.
“He didn’t want to face up to the fact 
that his government’s inaction looks like 
costing us our jobs,” said AMWU Forgacs 
delegate Ben Horan.
“A lot of people at work have been 
anxious about their future, about their 
families, and that sadness and anger 
came out today.”
The Abbott snub came the same day as 
the final Senate report into the industry 
condemned his Government’s exclusion 

WORKSAFE PLEA OVER ALCOA BULLYING
instant dismissal next time after a first 
and final warning.
Older employees were being singled 
out over sick leave, even those with 
exemplary records being pressured for 
taking more than five days a year.
“This isn’t a one-off problem, it’s a 
pattern of management behaviour 
set from the top. It’s disrespectful and 
brutal. It doesn’t help productivity, it 
hinders it,” Mr Clarke said.
WA State Secretary Steve McCartney said 
mental health issues were coming into 
the open after the WA Parliamentary 
Inquiry into FIFO work but the Alcoa 
situation also warranted urgent action.
 “We have a systematic misuse of 
management prerogative at Alcoa, a 
build-up of many incidents,” he said. 
“We’re seeing symptoms of anger, 
depression, people not knowing what to 
do next.”
Any member experiencing stress, 
depression or anxiety  can contact 
AMWU Care on 1800 206 316. The 
service is confidential, free and 
operates 24-hours.

of local defence firms for two supply ship 
contracts and its loaded process to select an 
overseas builder for the future submarines.
The Senate Committee urged the 
Government to go back to the drawing 
board on navy ships procurement in a last-
minute effort to stop the industry sinking 
into the “Valley of Death.”
It recommended the Government urgently 
re-open the tender for the two supply ships 
to include local shipbuilders; that 12 future 
submarines should be built and maintained 
in Australia; that the 
Pacific Patrol Boats 
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TAFE, TOOLS AND TRAINING –  
AUTO APPRENTICES  SPEAK UP
AMWU members Aaron Sawka and Brian 

Turner know first hand just how much 
Labor’s promised funding boost to TAFE is 
needed by apprentices.
They were at work at ACTION buses in 
Canberra last week when Labor leader 
Bill Shorten turned up to announce the 
funding guarantee, welcomed by our union
Brian and Aaron are typical of the diversity 
of modern apprentices, reflected in the 
AMWU’s latest Apprentice Survey.  Brian, 34, 
recently completed a heavy vehicle mechanic 
apprenticeship after a decade as a boilermaker-
welder, while second-year apprentice Aaron, 19, 
came straight from school.
Both are relieved to work at a solid union 
shop where many of the basics are covered.
Aaron said: “When a couple of my mates 
at TAFE found out we get our tools and 
uniform provided they said: “Gee, you’re 
lucky.”  A lot of people at TAFE from 
smaller firms down the coast don’t have 
the staff to properly mentor them. 
 “We have two mentors on the floor to 
help us. You can ask the managers if you 
wish, but if anyone’s a bit shy we have 
our experienced mechanics, our mentors 
there. The union keeps us informed about 
workshop changes too.”
Brian relished the chance to learn a 
mechanics trade at ACTION and work with 
his Dad, who recently retired. 

 “I’ve never been happier, we had our 
TAFE fees paid, our overalls supplied along 
with our tools.  In the small private shops 
apprentices do it tough, they really need 
all the help a union can give.”
Both have attended Fyshwick TAFE, but 
note that classes are often over crowded. 
“There’s a staffing struggle, if you’ve got 
a question you might have to wait half an 
hour to get it answered. It’s self-paced 
learning but you need support,” Aaron 
said. “They’ve got some older equipment 
that doesn’t directly relate to modern 
shops. It’s a funding thing.”
Brian: “As an experienced person, I’d find 
myself mentoring younger ones with 
classwork I’d previously done but it was 
a catch-22 because it makes it tough to 
manage my own studies.  
“Our main teacher was trying to divide time 
between helping the 30 of us and travelling 
to the TAFE students at Bombala.”
Both Aaron and Brian disagree with the Abbott 
Government’s new loan scheme for apprentices.
Brian said: “The new loan scheme gives 
about $8000 up front but I’ve seen 
young guys blowing it on a car. It’s a huge 
problem because they struggle with the 
wage to make ends meet then find they’re 
deep in debt too. In years ahead the debt 
will only grow.”

NSW State Secretary Tim Ayres speaks to the media about ships jobs, in contrast to PM Tony Abbott.

ABBOTT RUNS FROM HUNTER SHIP WORKERS
.... from page 1.

program be fast tracked; and that the building 
of the future frigates be brought forward.
The Forgacs protesters agreed that this 
was the only way to give hope to the 160 
workers whose jobs are due to be lost and 
the 350 remaining under threat, and to 
also give a fair chance to BAE workers at 
Melbourne’s Williamstown dockyards.
AMWU members were joined by 
Maritime Union comrades in warning 
that Tony Abbott would never again be 
welcome in the Hunter until he took 
responsibility as PM to relieve the 10.9% 
Hunter unemployment. 
NSW State secretary Tim Ayres told them: 
“If the PM wants to make a difference, 
he can bring forward planned navy 
procurement contracts that could save jobs.
“Until then, he shouldn’t bother visiting 
the region.”

Glad to be union: Aaron Sawka (left) and Brian 
Turner realise they had decent support and 
conditions for their apprenticeships at ACTION.

Brian Turner (left) and Aaron Sawka (right). 


