
Workers Solidarity acknowledges that our activities take place on Aboriginal Land. 
We acknowledge that sovereignty was never ceded.
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LE SDA fails to act in the best interests of 

a member

The Fair Work Commission has rebuked the 
SDA over its poor management of a conflict 
of interest. The SDA failed to bring an 
unfair dismissal claim, or to advise the  
worker in question that they were not in-
tending to bring the claim. The decision 
was made by the SDA in order to ensure 
the finalisation of redundancies before a 
creditors meeting to assist in finalising 
the sale of Harris Scarfe. The FWC said the 
union “had a clear conflict of interest” to 
act in the best interests of all remaining 
Harris Scarfe workers by ensuring the sale 
of the business, and the individual worker 
whose unfair dismissal claim was not made. 
Deputy President Saunders said - “Mr Grif-
fin did nothing, and worse still, did not 

inform [the member] that the SDA has made a de-
liberate decision, contrary to her interests.” 
The FWC has granted the worker an extension to 
submit her unfair dismissal claim - hopefully 
with better representation than the SDA.

NTEU - University of Melbourne

Workers at the University of Melbourne have 
rejected a variation to their Enterprise Agree-
ment. Over 8000 voted on the proposal which 
would have cut pay by 2.2% and reduce redun-
dancy entitlements. 5,190 workers rejected the 
proposal. University bosses claim that without 
the pay cut, more workers will have to lose 
their jobs. University workers pointed out that 
the top 20 executives at the University of 
Melbourne “are on $20 million collectively”. 

Hospo Workers - Hotel Northbridge, Perth

A worker at the Hotel Northbridge quit after 
her boss refused to pay 14 hours overtime she 
had worked doing extra cleaning in line with 
COVID-19 precautions. The employer demanded 
a justification of the overtime claim, and 
when provided with one replied “Get prepared 
to restructure the food and beverage team or 
temporarily shut down.” The worker in question 
quit, and four of her colleagues quit in sol-
idarity. Subsequently, the negative publicity has 

In this issue we speak to a longtime 
member of the Australian Nursing and 
Midwifery Federation, get a rundown on 
the recent changes to laws regulating 
the use of new industrial chemicals in 
Australia and our comrades at the To-
ronto Airport Workers Council tell us 
about their experiences organizing in 
an industry turned upside down by the 
pandemic. Read on for more. 

Questions? Comments? Email us at: 

we.are.workers.solidarity@gmail.com

Michael Fikaris | @fikarisart                    
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Tchased the venue off social media. At the time 

of writing, it is unclear if the owed overtime 
is being pursued through other avenues or if 
it has subsequently been paid.

May 1 Movement/AMWU/ASU/RTBU/MUA - Bus Priva-
tisation in NSW

While the Berejiklian government has delayed 
their controversial plan to privatise the 
state’s bus services, the May 1 Movement has 
brought together a coalition of unions including 
the RTBU, AMWU and MUA to fight against priva-
tisation - whenever it happens. David Babineau 
the State Secretary of the RTBU said “Unless the 
decision to privatise is reversed, commuters 
are going to find their local bus services 
and stops are on the chopping block in the 
very near future.” The May 1 Movement called 
a car convoy for 18 June which saw dozens of 
cars with flags and horns at Parliament House, 
as well as protests in front of MPs offices 
across Sydney.

ILWU ports shut down - Black Lives Matter

The ILWU dedicated a west-coast stopwork 
meeting and day of action to the Black Lives 
Matter movement. On June 19th, members of the 
International Longshore and Warehouse Union 
shut down 29 ports on the west coast of the 
USA in solidarity with the ongoing protests 
following the murder of George Floyd. The ILWU 
has a radical, antiracist and militant history. 
It was one of the first unions in the USA to 
desegregate work gangs, protested against the 
internment of Japanese Americans during WWII, 
protested the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
has refused to unload an Israeli-owned ship to 
protest the killing of Palestinians, and has 
previously shut down ports over murders com-
mitted by the police.  

Healthcare workers (CGT) - France

French healthcare workers went out on strike 
on June 16. 18,000 workers and their supporters 
demonstrated in Paris, with thousands marching 
in other large centres across the country. 
Unions have been critical of the government’s 
austerity policies since before the COVID-19 
pandemic, but with highly positive public 
sentiment towards healthcare workers, workers 
mobilised to call for increased wages and a 
freeze on hospital closures and cuts to health 
services. One worker commented: “The French 
have shown their solidarity by banging on pots 
and pans and lighting candles but we have to 
go beyond that and remind the government that 
they need to raise wages.”

Starting July 1, the scrutiny on new 
industrial chemicals entering Australia 
will change. Under the previous system –
originally introduced under a Labour 
government in the 1980’s – all new chemi-
cals had to be thoroughly assessed by the 
industrial chemicals regulator, NICNAS 
(the National Industrial Chemicals Noti-
fication and Assessment Scheme), unless a 
company applied for an exemption based on 
specific criteria.

The new scheme puts much more power into the 
hands of industry – which has never liked 
being regulated.

Before the introduction of the scheme Industry 
was able to introduce whatever chemicals it 
wanted into Australia, in whatever quantity 
and not have to tell anyone. There were no laws 
regulating the importation of chemicals – and 
Industry lobbied to keep it that way. The Hawke 
Labour government pushed through with it, 
requiring that before any NEW chemical was 
introduced into Australia, it had to be assessed 
for public, environmental and worker health and 
safety. Industry railed against it, but we were 
one of the few countries without such a scheme. 
The government did however, allow Industry to 
keep using what it was already using, as well 
as nominating new chemicals it was planning to 
introduce onto the AICS (Australian Inventory 
of Chemical Substances) without having it as-
sessed. The intention was that all chemicals 
on AICS would be eventually assessed for 
health and safety.  

As the years passed a few things happened:

• Industry was successful in gaining 
a number of exemptions to having full 
assessments done: for (relatively) 
small amounts used for research, or 
for known ‘safe’ chemical classes, as 
well as ‘permits’ for which limited 
assessments were done. Also, no as-
sessment at all for chemicals ‘in 
transit’. 

• Only a very small number of chem-
icals already in use were able to be 
assessed, meaning that many ‘bad’ 
chemicals continue to be listed on 
AICS;

• After some initial funding, gov-
ernment decreed the system should 
be totally industry-funded, meaning 
industry was loath to pay for as-
sessments of ‘existing chemicals’ 
and that it has a great deal of 
lobbying power;

• As more changes and amendments were 
made, the system became unnecessarily 
complex, cumbersome and confusing. 

What’s your best memory/story about being in 
the union movement?

Returning to Melbourne in 1986 after a years
world working holiday I found thousands of nurses 
on the picket line. I had planned to get straight 
back to work as I was broke. But I remembered 
the poor conditions that prevented us from pro-
viding quality care to patients. Not to mention 
the low wages and antisocial hours. Nurses were 
leaving nursing work as they were earning more 
money working in shops. It wasn’t enough to pay 
the rent! As a sector dominated by women, the 
strike was seen as radical. Still the public 
were with us and it was an incredibly exciting 
time. But also challenging and harrowing.

What’s the most important issue facing the 
union movement today?

That people are not joining unions! Conditions
and wages have deteriorated for so many, but union 
membership has decreased. Unions need to move 
with the times. Society is very different now 
to how things were in 1986. We need to find new 
ways to engage and increase union membership.

Why should people join their union?

It’s the only way we are going to improve work-
ers wages and conditions. This leads on to im-
proving the health of the community as a whole, 
decreasing poverty, and then improving the well-
being of a country and the world. Workers have 
immense power if we band together.

Gabrielle Bennett, 
Australian Nursing & Midwifery Association 
Rank and file member, previous delegate

How long have you been a union member? 

Over 40 years. 

Why did you join the union?

I joined the union as a teenage student nurse, 
probably influenced by my family. 

My father was involved in his union and dinner 
time discussion often involved union business. 
But as I began to understand more about the 
workplace, lack of equity and poor working 
conditions and wages I got more involved.

Victorian nurses & midwives occupy an intersection, 1986
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Cabin Fever: 
Hope on the Edge 
of Despair at YYZ

New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman infa-
mously defended globalization with the comment,
“No, most of our political elite has not realised 
that the world is flat.” His beloved neoliberal 
globalization has indeed helped flatten our 
world as we are all reading this in some form 
of quarantine.

With lightning speed our lives came to a halt 
as COVID-19 arrived on planes from one country 
to another, making airline cabin crew and air-
port workers the first domestic workers exposed 
to its horrors. At Toronto’s Pearson Airport 
(YYZ), we have already lost 13 co-workers, all 
precarious workers, with hundreds of other 
confirmed contacts and infections.

Unbelievably, Canada’s Public Health Agency 
(PHAC) refuses to even report the total numbers 
of confirmed cases and deaths to protect the 
“privacy” of the affected corporations and its 
employees (no worker in history has ever demanded 
their co-workers not know about unsafe work). 
For weeks, bureaucrats calmly assured us that 

all was under control, denying all work 
refusals, until posters of fundraising 
appeals for children of the deceased start-
ed silently appearing in our lunchrooms.

When directly confronted, PHAC dismis-
sively stated that co-workers’ deaths are 
a “labour” issue for us to take up with 
our bosses, as their mandate is for the 
health of the travelling public only. To 

paraphrase Marie Antoinette, ‘Let the dead 
file a grievance’.

Airport’s Operations Devastated

At the same time, our airport’s operations 
have been reduced by around 98%, laying off 
tens of thousands. All agree YYZ is devastated 
and will take years to recover. Only our most 

Under the pretext of simplifying the system and 
redirecting effort and resources away from long 
and detailed of assessment of ‘new’ chemicals, 
which in theory should be safer, to ‘existing’, 
less safe chemicals, and regulatory activity, 
government announced the legislation needed to
be revamped. While in principle supporting 
simplification of a complex system, the union 
movement has for the years since the changes 
were mooted sought to ensure that regulatory 
oversight would not be weakened. Industry pushed 
for the opposite, of course. It is generally 
felt that the changes which move to a more 
‘self-regulatory’ approach, are the direct 
result of Industry lobbying – something the 
regulator denies. 

The new system, the Australian Industrial 
Chemicals Introduction Scheme (AICIS) will 
allow companies themselves to undertake the 
assessments of the new chemicals they wish to 
introduce into Australia – they will be able 
to classify more chemicals as “very low risk”, 
meaning they can be introduced without public 
disclosure or first telling the regulator.
 
Industry must use a risk matrix (based on 
calculations of both exposure and hazard) to 
classify chemicals from “very low risk” to 
“high risk”. Using this matrix, companies will 
self-determine whether new chemicals should be 
exempted, reported or assessed. 

The exempted category will apply to “very low 
risk” chemicals that can be introduced without 
telling the regulator beforehand. There will be 
no public record of these chemicals, but companies 
must keep records and, in some cases, submit a 
one-off declaration. The reported category will 
apply to “low risk” chemicals. Initially there 
was to be no requirement to either keep records 
or report to the regulator. Chemicals categorised 
by the companies themselves to be “medium to high 
risk” will be assessed by the regulator prior to 
introduction and listed on a public database.

One of the main issues unions and public 
interest groups have had is with the matrix 
itself, which we felt allowed classification of 
potentially very unsafe chemicals to be “low” 
or “medium” risk when it should be “high” risk. 
We also believe the matrix does not adequately 
cover the potential risk of chemicals in 
nano form. 

Reporting obligations will now apply to all 6 
introduction categories – a small ‘win’ for 
unions and public interest groups. However, 
the level of reporting is proportional to the 
risk level of the introduction. At the very 
least, companies will need to do an annual 
declaration. It should be noted, though, that 
there will be no reporting requirements this 
year – the first report will not be due until 
November 30, 2021.

It is expected that the number of chemicals 
scrutinised by the regulator before entering the 
market will be slashed by more than 70 per cent. 

experienced and essential workers are left be-
hind running YYZ at passenger levels not seen 
since the 1950s.

Still operating and in the centre of the action 
is the Toronto Airport Workers Council (TAWC), 
the collective voice of most of YYZ’s largest 
Local unions and its 50,000 workers, union and 
non-union. We call TAWC a community union, as 
it deals with issues that impact us all that 
can’t be bargained with just one employer 
through the traditional business union model.

In 25 years, TAWC has grown to include activists 
from across YYZ, Canada’s largest workplace, 
from the most precarious contract workers 
through to customs officers. Simply put, if 
you believe in working-class solidarity, you 
have a place in TAWC.

TAWC’s activists, many of whom are YYZ’s most 
experienced union representatives, stepped in 
to fill the role PHAC abandoned, using our 
solidarity network to alert YYZ of any COVID-
related issues such as reporting death notices. 
In the end, it was TAWC and the media, not PHAC, 
that advised our community of its 13 deaths and 
TAWC that leads the fight for airport-wide 
standards.

This is just one part of TAWC’s COVID Recovery 
Strategy, drafted by our spokesperson, Steven 
Tufts, after an emergency meeting with represen-
tatives from all of TAWC’s solidarity unions 
as soon as the crisis hit. This strategy is 
broken into three phases:

Short Term: Stabilise the Health and 
Safety of YYZ, including creating an 
airport-wide COVID reporting system, 
installing plexiglass barriers at 
workstations as practical and other 
urgent needs.

Medium Term: Create a virtual Worker 
Resource Centre to help our co-work-
ers get the assistance and employ-
ment skills needed to adjust to 
future work.

Long Term: Using this downtime 
to collectively ‘retool’ YYZ for 
this new era, as well as fixing 
long-ignored issues and overdue im-
provements. Also, look for ways to 
create desperately needed jobs like 
new Arrivals Duty Free stores. Finally, 
create a Pearson Works Council as 
this work evolves with the Greater 
Toronto Airports Authority (GTAA), 
their contracted employers and TAWC.

This wasn’t some wish list to be posted and 
ignored but the practical fixes that were already 
the subject of discussions with several levels 
of our Airport Authority, the GTAA, which TAWC 
has been working with since this nightmare 

But NICNAS has given reassurances that audits 
will be undertaken to ensure companies can 
substantiate why they have placed a chemical
in a particular category. According to a spokes-
person for the regulator: “The reduction in 
pre-market assessment of lower risk chemicals 
is balanced by a substantial increase in post-
market monitoring and enforcement activities.” 

But there is a real fear that there will be 
insufficient audits, and that new softer com-
pliance powers – like “infringement notices” 
and “enforceable undertakings” – will reduce 
the level of prosecution of companies doing 
breaking the, in our view, much weaker law. 

The position of the union movement throughout 
the process to overhaul the legislation was 
that while we hoped that reforms of NICNAS 
would improve the capability of the regulator 
to assess ‘existing chemicals’ and improve the 
uptake of control measures recommended for both 
‘new’ and ‘existing’ chemicals, there remain 
serious concerns that the review has not al-
lowed for a thorough consideration of sound 
chemical management in Australia through the 
use of preventive, proactive policies which an-
ticipate risk, and promote safer alternatives.
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This edition’s feature article comes from our 
comrades, the workers at Toronto International 
Airport, who have been fighting an industrial 
battle in light of the devastation of their 
workplace because of the COVID-19 pandemic

The Worker’s Solidarity Bulletin is a living 
document written to reflect what is happening 
within the labour movement, here in Australia 
and across the world. The producers of this pub-
lication, and participants in Workers Solidarity 
more broadly, don’t necessarily endorse or agree 
with all of the views in this publication. This 
is a place for debate and discussion.

See something you disagree with? Not seeing 
something you think we should talk about? 

Shoot us a line with your thoughts at
workers.solidarity@gmail.com
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began. Starting with monthly meetings over 
parking issues in the late 90’s, our years of 
collaborating have built considerable expertise 
and lessons learned from previous crises, re-
sulting in more effective community responses 
over time.

An example was the Ebola outbreak of 2014. Like 
today, Ebola arrived on planes, and PHAC said 
our health was a “labour” issue to take up with 
our bosses. To add insult to injury, they re-
fused to mandate PPE for workers, but would show 
up in full hazmat suits whenever a suspected 
case arrived, walking past terrified passenger 
agents not even allowed to wear gloves.

PHAC refused to meet with our union committees, 
stating they gave our employers all the infor-
mation we need to know. In a workplace with 
over 350 employers, it wasn’t long before the 
bosses’ minions were spewing everything from 
“Everything’s ok, get back to work!” to “They’re 
telling us nothing! We’re doomed!”

Demanding Action

Fed up, workers across both terminals demanded 
action or they would walk.

When we met with the GTAA we did not demand 
“what needs to be done” (they are neither our 
employers nor the state), we asked “what can 
we do?” In our union worlds this shift would 
be perceived as collaborative weakness, but 
it is the foundation of TAWC’s community union 
model, as it asks: what is the most effective 
thing we can do about the issue? Without a 
Collective Agreement, we build upon our joint 
work over time through integrity and trust by 
proposing practical solutions that benefit the 
entire community. Due to not having the right 

to grieve or strike, generating power through 
this model often requires creative direct actions. 
Unfortunately, without collective bargaining, 
this can be frustratingly slow, as we rely on 
honest persuasion and continual engagement, 
but our progress has been remarkably steady 
over the years.

Since PHAC would only meet with the GTAA, they 
facilitated a meeting with our respective unions’ 
top Health and Safety Representatives. When our 
trained reps finally had their questions answered,
they were able to make the case for PPE and 
answer our members’ questions, thus improving 
community safety and defusing the issue.

This success eventually led to the formation 
of the Pearson Safety Summit, a quarterly 
meeting with the GTAA and our unions’ Health 
and Safety Reps to work on community wide 
initiatives and ensure open lines of communi-
cation – something so simple and sensible in an 
airport as complex as ours, yet a world first.

Today, this experience is proving invaluable 
as the Safety Summit is now called the Toronto 
Pearson Worker Health and Safety Forum (TPWHSF). 
It meets weekly and is at the forefront of 
YYZ’s safety response during this COVID pan-
demic. All agree its work is invaluable, and 
it was the TPWHSF that drafted our short term 
strategic goals.

This ongoing collaboration led to a meeting on 
April 28, 2020, with the GTAA’s new CEO, Deborah 
Flint. Our COVID-19 Recovery Strategy was the 
agenda. The meeting was extremely productive, 
as all items were already well-known, allowing 
us to discuss solutions within what was possible. 
A joint statement was, fittingly, issued on 
International Workers’ Day, 1 May 2020.

Capturing the goodwill of the discussions, 
Flint declared, “It is vital that employers, 
workers and their union representatives contin-
ue to collaborate on our efforts against this 
pandemic so that the airport community, notably 
its workers, can emerge from this crisis stron-
ger and the airport can return to its role as 
an economic anchor for the region. This includes 
actions such as an airport-wide COVID incident 
report and the creation of an online resource 
centre for airport workers who have been im-
pacted by this crisis.”

In the statement, both parties expressed their 
determination to co-operate in rebuilding the 
community by starting with an agreed list of 
‘what we can and will do’. Using the community 
approach when we disagree over an issue, we 
state our differences and move on to what’s 
agreed. As a result, progress is being made on 
several items.

This should not be taken to mean that every-
thing is fixed, and we are singing “Solidarity 
Forever.” Pearson has a long and militant 
labour history for good reason, as we have all 
seen good words disappear when the heat is off. 
Although the GTAA’s Board is publicly and com-
munity appointed with a mandate to operate YYZ 
in a “safe and secure” manner for the betterment 
of the region, they are also a cross section of 
greater Toronto’s establishment who run it as a 
corporation. They operate within this duality, 
so there are no guarantees of our success.

Neoliberals around the world are openly scheming 
to use the pandemic for “contactless” (worker-
less) terminals along with other multiple ways to 
cut costs (us). In the words of Anuja Sonalker, 
CEO of Steer Tech, “Humans are biohazards, 
machines are not.” It’s always the working 
classes who pay for their profit.

We’re all living in the ruins of their hollowed 
world, which, like PHAC, collapses as soon as 
tested. With many employers imploding and the 
state abandoning us, our solidarity as work-
ers and working as a community is our only way 
forward. As our May Day statement says, “The 
GTAA and TAWC are committed to co-operating 
on the industry’s recovery, including at To-
ronto Pearson, while always keeping the people 
of Pearson at the centre of their work. The 
two organizations recognize the airport commu-
nity’s recovery will take time and feel con-
fident that by working together the industry 
will recover.”

Time will tell how well our community recovers. 
Progress continues to be made through our joint 
Safety Forum, plexi-barriers are going up, the 
GTAA’s COVID reporting system – a first for a 
Canadian airport – is online, early work is 
starting on the virtual Resource Centre and 
our statement talks about working together on 
“terminal modifications and new opportunities.”
At the same time, challenges remain: some mi-
sogynistic employers are refusing the barriers 
insisting their predominately female workers 

Sean Smith is an Airport Passenger 
Agent, Unifor Local 2002 

Co-Ordinator and Toronto Airport 
Workers Council (TAWC) activist.

be on display (“look professional”) instead 
of safe. The GTAA is not the state, so their 
COVID report is voluntary in that employers can 
opt out, meaning our fight with PHAC contin-
ues, new infections continue and not a word 
of our statement is legally enforceable. There 
will likely be frustrations and, even if we 
achieve all our goals, no “victory” can ever 
be claimed when discussing turning parts of 
our employee parking lot into a food bank.

That said, the goodwill remains genuine, and 
our joint work continues to progress in an open 
and co-operative way unseen before. This crisis 
has jarred us all at YYZ to the core as this 
is the only life many of us know. There are no 
guarantees in our strategy but as we say in 
TAWC “in solidarity we fly” and, as always, 
we’ll get through this together.

Asking “what can we do?” doesn’t sound like 
much, but it’s one of our most practical ways 
to re-inflate our flattened communities, one 
question at a time. The type of community union-
ism being built at YYZ, of multiple employers 
with multiple unions facing common problems, 
is one of the ways we need to explore to make 
another world possible

Workers rallying at the Toronto Pearson Airport  

Memorial wreaths placed at Three Inukshuks, 
outside YYZ’s Terminal 1
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Online via Zoom
Next meeting: Thursday 2nd July, 
18:00.

Does Australia Need Independence 
from the U.S.A?
Online Zoom forum and discussion about 
the economic, political and military 
relationship between Australia and 

the U.S.A Hosted by Spirit of Eureka
Saturday 4th July 16:00 - 17:30.

Oppose Imperialism! 
No to U.S. Wars and Interventions!
US Independence Day Rally
Organised by Spirit of Eureka
Saturday 4th July 12pm, Outside the US 
Consulate, St Kilda road, Melbourne.

Defend the Right to Protest - Free the 
Refugees
Join the protest outside the front of court 
calling to defend the right to protest and 
to free the refugees who have been held in 
detention for 7 years.
The protest will start from 8am, the court 
case (a mention) is scheduled for 9.30am.
Organised by Refugee Action Collective 
(Victoria)
Thursday 6th August 8:30am
See Facebook event for more details.

Car Protests are Safe, Detention Centres 
are Not
Online petition and campaign
Organised by Refugee Action Collective 
(RAC) VIC
https://www.megaphone.org.au/petitions/
cavalcade-protest-is-safe-detention-cen-
tres-are-not-free-the-refugees

Donate to help Richie from the CFMEU pay 
his unfair ABCC fine
Fundraiser organised by Victorian Trades 
Hall Council
richie.raisely.com

3CR Community Radio Annual Station Appeal
Fundraising / subscriber campaign
June 2020
3cr.org.au/donate
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