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WHAT IS A UNION?
A trade union is a collective of working people who come together to collaborate and coordinate 
united action to achieve their goals. Working people in union utilise the ideas of collectivism and 
solidarity to improve all our working conditions, and to act as a counter balance to the power of 
employers. 

Working people organise in union according to trade, profession or industry, and also in student 
groups or young workers. These organising units recognise the diversity of workers who have 
different needs, experiences and workplace priorities. 

As well as supporting each other through workplace advocacy and advice, working people 
also organise broader social movements to build a fairer, more equitable society. 

WHAT IS OHS?
Workers have the right to a safe and healthy workplace under the Occupational Health & Safety 
Act (2004) in Victoria. These laws provide workers with certain protections from unfair treatment, 
exploitation and gives OHS reps  legal rights to stop unsafe and dangerous work. 

The OHS Act places the legal ‘duty’ - that means most legal responsibility -  on the employer to “provide 
and maintain a working environment that is safe and without risks to health” requires that workplaces 
provide access to facilities for your welfare like toilets, lunchrooms and first aid. 

Often employers ignore their obligations under legislation blaming cost or ignorance, so it is important 
for workers to know your rights and the avenues they can pursue when things go wrong. Young 
workers are particularly vulnerable to unsafe work practices, and are overrepresented in workplace 
incidents. Statistics reveal that each year more than 2000 young people between the ages of 15 - 24 
years are injured at work and that a fifth of all work-related injuries in Australia are experienced by 
young workers. 

Young workers are more likely to be inexperienced with workplace procedures, are too frightened to 
speak up, are less likely to join a union and are often not given proper instruction or education about 
their rights under from the OHS Act. 
 
If you are feeling unsafe at work, do not hesitate to speak to your Health & Safety Representative, Union 
or employer. or contact the Young Workers Centre, because every worker has a right to a safe and 
healthy workplace. 

If you see something unsafe you can also visit our website www.ohsrep.org.au
to “report a hazard”  or “Ask Renata” about any specific OHS problem you want some answers on. 
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WHAT IS THE YOUNG WORKERS CENTRE?
The Young Workers Centre at Trades Hall is an organising, education, and legal hub for young Victorians.

Since early 2016, young people working through the Young Workers Centre have been visiting high 
schools, Universities, TAFEs, and youth groups to deliver interactive modules focused around workplace 
rights, safety, and bullying & discrimination to their peers.

Young people come together through the Young Workers Centre for a range of events, including social 
drinks, panel events, and our famous ‘Budget in the Loading Bay’ night.

The Young Workers Centre also hosts a law advocate program, where law students completing their 
professional practice placement complete their subject in the legal centre. For more information, check 
out http://www.youngworkers.org.au/ywcadvocates.

Get involved with the Young Workers Centre:
 www.youngworkers.org.au
FB: Young Workers Centre

Twitter: @YWCVictoria
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THE GIG ECONOMY
WHAT IS THE ‘GIG ECONOMY’?

The gig economy is an environment where temporary work positions and piecework are commonplace.  
Organisations and individuals contract workers for short-term engagements or piecework, rather than 
hiring workers for ongoing employment. 

The emergence of the gig economy has been assisted by the rapid adoption of digital platforms and 
apps to contract out work – we’re talking Uber, UberEats, Deliveroo, Foodora and the like. Other platforms 
like Airtasker & Freelancer connect individuals over informal piecework.

Workers in the gig economy are largely hired as independent contractors.  This shifts responsibility 
for working costs like superannuation, tax and insurances from the employers to the workers.  It also 
means missing out on lots of the great working conditions and minimum entitlements the trade union 
has fought for over the years. 

WHAT DOES BEING A CONTRACTOR MEAN FOR OUR WORKPLACE RIGHTS?

Independent contractors are not entitled to a minimum wage, minimum or maximum weekly hours, paid 
leave, notice periods after dismissal, redundancy payouts or unfair dismissal protections. They are 
responsible for their own superannuation contributions, and may not be covered by government-run 
workers compensation insurance.

Independent contractors can form or join a union, but cannot collectively bargain unless authorised by 
the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC).

BUT, workplace Health and Safety laws apply to contractors the same way they do employees, and 
they do have the same protections as employees against discrimination.

HOW CAN WORKERS IN THE GIG ECONOMY TAKE ACTION?

It’s not easy to connect gig economy workers with each other to organise and agitate for better pay 
and conditions, but workers around the world are attempting to do just that.  We recommend you stay 
tuned for developments around the following actions:

• Test case for food delivery riders in Australia
The Young Workers Centre (Victoria) and Maurice Blackburn are partnering to run a case to test the 
‘independent contractor’ status of food delivery riders.  If successful, riders for Deliveroo, Foodora and 
UberEats would be considered employees – they’d receive a minimum wage, minimum shift lengths, 
superannuation and other benefits.

• Deliveroo riders strike in the UK
In August this year over 100 riders demonstrated outside Deliveroo HQ in London and embarked on a 
6-day standoff after a new wage structure was introduced that would result in real wage cuts for riders. 
A fund for striking workers reached almost £13,000 from almost 1000 doners. Deliveroo have since 
backed down from their extreme contract proposal.  
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• Class action for Uber drivers in USA
A class action by Uber drivers in the USA to be reclassified as employees (and be able to claim work 
expenses like car & petrol costs) was settled for ~$100 million.  In August, a judge overturned the 
settlement as it was deemed unfavourable to the drivers.  Come September the drivers have been 
advised they must run legal claims individually rather than through a class action.  Watch this space for 
developments.

HOW DO I KNOW IF I SHOULD BE AN EMPLOYEE OR AN INDEPENDANT CONTRACTOR?

No single aspect of work can determine if a person is a contractor or an employee.  A multi-factor test is 
applied, which looks at the following indicators:

INDICATOR EMPLOYEE INDEPENDANT CONTRACTOR
Degree of control over how work 
is performed

Work under the direction & 
control of their employer on an 
ongoing basis

High level of control in how the 
work is done.

Hours of work Generally works standard or set 
hours (note: a casual employee’s 
hours may vary).

Under agreement, decides what 
hours to work to complete the 
specific task.

Expectation of work Usually has an ongoing 
expectation of work.

Usually engaged for a specific 
task.

Risk Financial risk the responsibility 
of their employer.

Bears the risk for making a 
profit or loss. Bear responsibility 
for poor work or workplace 
injury. Generally need their own 
insurance policy.

Superannuation Entitled to employer 
superannuation contributions 
(currently 9.5%)

Responsible for their own 
superannuation

Tools & equipment Tools & equipment (or an 
allowance) are provided by the 
employer

Uses their own tools and 
equipment

Tax Has income tax deducted by 
their employer

Pays their own tax and GST to 
the ATO.

Method of payment Paid regularly (weekly/
fortnightly/monthly).

Has an ABN and submits an 
invoice for work completed.

Leave Entitled to paid leave, eg 
annual and personal leave 
etc. If employed as a casual, 
receives leave loading in lieu of 
entitlements.

Does not receive paid leave

Source: Fair Work Ombudsman. 2015. Contractors and employees – what’s the difference?
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YOUNG WORKERS SNAPSHOT
WHO ARE THEY, WHAT ARE THEY DOING, AND WHERE DO WE MEET THEM?
There are just over 3.1 million young people (aged 15 – 30) working in Australia.
• 9 in 10 are working in the private sector.
• Almost 60% of our youngest workers (aged 15-19) are in retail, hospitality or fast food.
• 3 in 10 are working outside our greater capital cities.
• There are more than 400,000 trade union members (15-34 years)
• Almost 60,000 young workers identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander or both.

WHERE ARE THEY?
71% are working in our Greater Capital Cities, which means almost 3 in 10 are working in rural areas or 
regional centres.

 
BY STATE:

VIC: 2 in 10

NSW: 3 in 10

QLD: 4.5 in 10

SA: 2 in 10

WA: 2 in 10

TAS: 5 in 10

NT: 3.5 in 10

Note: Figures not available for ACT 
Source: ABS 2011 Census of Population and Housing
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Almost 9 in 10 are working in the private sector.

Source: ABS 2011 Census of Population and Housing

WHAT INDUSTRIES ARE THEY WORKING IN?
More than half young people start their working lives in retail, hospitality or fast food services.  As 
they get older, many move into healthcare, construction, professional & scientific services and the 
education sector.  Despite cries that ‘manufacturing is dead’, at the time of the 2011 census the 
manufacturing industry was employing more than 1 in 14 young people.  
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HOW MANY ARE IN UNIONS?
There are more than 400,000 trade union members in Australia aged 15-34.  While union membership 
rates are at a historical low, this is a huge number of young people that can start and join our 
campaigns, and help grow our movement.

AGE RANGE TRADE UNION MEMBERS MEMBERSHIP RATE*

15 - 19 30,900 4.9%
20 - 24 87,800 7.8%
25 - 34 298,900 11%

*as a percentage of people working in the relevant age bracket
Source: ABS 6333.0 Characteristics of Employment August 2014 Table 15 

WHAT ISSUES ARE THEY FACING?
Young people are more likely to be injured at work
Young workers (15 – 24) are at a higher risk of serious injury requiring hospitalisation. Worksafe Victoria 
found that despite lower rates of workplace injury in the broader population in recent years, there has 
not been a meaningful drop in injury rates amongst young workers.  (Worksafe, 2015)
Young people are most affected by sexual harassment at work. 
The Australian Human Rights Commission found that women and men aged 15 to 29 years were most 
likely to be sexually harassed at work. In fact, 44% of people who had experienced sexual harassment 
at work were under 30. (AHRC, 2012, Working without Fear).
 
OPPORTUNITIES
There’s unmet demand for legal assistance with workplace issues.
A 2014 report by the Victorian Federation of Community Legal Centres found that more than half the 
people seeking help with workplace issues from employment law community legal centres were turned 
away due to limited resources.  These are people that could otherwise be looking to trade unions for 
advice or legal assistance with workplace issues. (FCLC, 2014, Putting the Law to Work)

Twitter: @youngworkersvic
Facebook: @WAUYoungWorkers
Instagram: @youngworkersvic


