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WORKERS IN STRUGGLE

In this issue of the Workers Solidarity
Bulletin we look at the failures and
successes of the Australian government,
and governments around the world, as
exposed by the ‘stress test’ of the
Covid crisis. And as always the issue
includes our rundown on current disputes,
an interview with a unionist, an answer
to an OHS query, a list of what’s on and
art from our comrades.

Victorian Ambulance Union Incorporated
versus Ambulance Victoria
Nurses and paramedics who transport
patients in Royal Flying Doctor Service
ambulances in Victoria have started
an indefinite campaign of industrial
action over a pay dispute.
The union members who provide non-emergency transport, have voted to ban
overtime, write slogans on their vehicles and return back to base for their
meal breaks rather than eating on the
road.

They fear the introduction of a twotiered wage system that will reduce
the pay of new staff by $4000 a year compared to current workers, whose wages will
be grandparented (where an old rule continues to apply to some existing situations
while a new rule will apply to all future
cases). The service says the new system is
necessary to rein in costs as the industry
has become more competitive.

Victorian Ambulance Union secretary Danny
Hill said his members had been on the front
line during the COVID-19 pandemic in Victoria
transporting patients to hospitals. The sentiment was echoed by Australian Nursing and
Midwifery Federation State Secretary Lisa
Fitzpatrick.
Australian Manufacturing Workers’ Union,
Electrical Trades Union and United Workers
Union Versus Lactalis

Hollie Moly

140 dairy workers at Lactalis in Bendigo have
been on indefinite strike since 5 November
2020. They are fighting for wage parity
with other Lactalis sites and to secure
long-term jobs in Bendigo. The company has
said it will shut Bendigo if wages are the
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Singapore Airlines cut 20% of staff in response
to Covid-19 while Qantas and British Airways
cut 30% – amongst the highest in the industry.
Hong Kong’s Flight Attendants Union (FAU),
which had sought to extend the deadline so
crews had more time to decide and hoped the
pay cuts might not be permanent, said its
nine remaining executive committee members
had signed up in the final hours to keep their
jobs and senior union ranking positions.

Cashless Debit Card
The Senate Inquiry into the Cashless Debit
Card has shown overwhelming dissent with the
proposal – only 10 of the 132 submissions to
the Inquiry support the government’s cashless welfare card bill.
The grassroots group No Cashless Welfare
Debit Card Australia, which is based in
the Hinkler region in Queensland, said the
scheme had caused “heartache and trauma” for
participants and their families.
The biggest issue experienced by cardholders
was that their rents were sometimes declined
without notice.
“This leaves people in financial stress as
they panic about not being able to pay
the rent on time,” the group said in its
submission.
The Aboriginal Peak Organisations Northern
Territory said the card was “paternalistic”
and “discriminatory”.
Hong Kong

Why did you join the union?

When Obama was elected in 2008, many activists were thrilled that the Bush era was
over. However, many were later disappointed
and failed to mobilize in large numbers to
push Obama to be bolder.

In its announcement, Hong Kong’s flagship
carrier also said staff members who refused
to sign the new contracts would be leaving
the company but receive exit packages that
went beyond statutory requirements.
The airline added that severance payouts
would not be offset against pension contributions. Based on the airline’s data, some
40 pilots and 674 cabin crew opted not to
sign the new contracts.
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How long have you been a union member?

Payday Report reported on Thursday 5 November
2020 at a rally in Pittsburgh, that at least
7 unions and 3 local AFL-CIOs representing
over 600,000 union members have issued a call
for a General Strike if Trump tries to steal
the election.

While activists called for the votes to be
counted, many also issued their criticism of
Biden and called for people to be prepared to
push Biden from the left.

In all, 2,613 of its pilots and 7,346 cabin
crew accepted the take-it-or-leave-it deals,
representing 98.5% and 91.6% of the two
groups, respectively.

Ryan Stanton
Formerly NUW (now UWU), currently ETU
Current rank and file member, previous NUW
delegate and HSR

12 years.

Dinkelaker said that mobilizing and preparing for a General Strike now could help
unions in their fight to push Biden to be more
progressive.

Nearly all of Cathay Pacific’s pilots and
more than 90 per cent of its cabin crew have
signed new, cheaper employment contracts,
the airline has revealed.

Why should people join their union?

USA

“We can’t just go to our members and say go out
on strike, that won’t work,” United Electrical
Workers Secretary Treasurer Andrew Dinkelaker
said, marching down Grant Street and waving
a red UE flag. “We have to show our members,
the support that is out there in the community, and that people will have their backs
if they go out on strike.”
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militants were key to organising and politicising the rank and file, and directing
pressure at their own union leadership to
take things much further than those leaders
wanted to go. Unfortunately, this “militant
minority” has almost completely withered
away over the last 30 years, largely due to
the decline of the left and the treachery
of the ALP and union leaders. Any strategy
of rebuilding the fighting strength of the
working class has to focus on creating a
new, radical rank and file leadership.

To fight. The essence of unionism is the
collective struggle against oppression and
exploitation on the part of the working
class. Workers can only improve their lot
by organising together in order to fight
the boss. This is mostly done through trade
unions.

I became a member of Socialist Alternative.
I was convinced to do union activism through
the broader political convictions of revolutionary socialism. The working class is key
to any project of progressive social change,
especially social revolution.

“Hi, I just want to know if, on
returning to our workplace, managers can elect NOT to wear masks
under “COVID-normal” ops? I do and
was never asked not to, just the
same, is the law not strong on this?”

What’s your best memory/story about being
in the union movement?
I was a leading delegate in the Polar Fresh
warehouse strike in 2016. Over 600 workers
at Polar Fresh supplied fresh produce, milk,
meats and other refrigerated goods to Coles
in VIC and TAS. We struck for 3 days around
job security and a large pay increase. The
strike was tremendously successful, largely
due to flying pickets of workers blockading
scab warehouses all over the city. We won
hundreds of permanent jobs, a significant
pay rise, RDOs, and a massive reduction of
the use of labour hire, among many other
things. Additionally, the workers at PF were
brought under direct employment by Coles, as
were several other outsourced Coles warehouses in QLD and NSW.

OHS MATTERS

Two weeks ago, Cathay asked staff to sign new
contracts that cut pay for flight attendants
by 20-40%, and 40-60% for aircrew, according
to their respective unions. Cathay now employs
about 8,000 cabin crew, mostly in Hong Kong.
The new deals came as part of the airline’s
restructuring package, in which it also laid
off 5,900 people – most of them in Hong Kong –
17% of its staff had been eliminated in last
month’s lay-offs.

BACKBONE OF
OUR MOVEMENT

same or higher than other Lactalis workers.
Previously, several large dairy operators
have mothballed their sites (stop using the
equipment or the facility but keep it in
good condition so that it can readily be
used again), refusing to sell to other dairy
companies and thereby preventing competition. This type of industrial sabotage is
devastating for regional towns and the dairy
industry – with hundreds of good secure jobs
leaving the town.

What you need to do is look at the
workplace COVIDSafe plan - as the HSR
you should have been involved/consulted
in its preparation and implementation.
Your employer has a duty to consult
with you under section 35 of the Act.
The wearing of masks must be in the
COVIDSafe plan – so you need to check
for this. At the moment the advice from
government (DHHS) is as follows:

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

Do I have to wear a fitted face mask while
working?

The lack of an organised layer of militants.
Australia has a proud tradition of huge
upsurges in strikes, protests and workers
struggles. The most explosive and important
of these were driven from below by layers
of socialist and communist militants. These

Yes, you have to wear a fitted face mask
unless you meet one of the reasons for
exemptions, such as a medical condition.
This is taken from the DHHS page on the
wearing of masks.
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So, your employer should be advising all
employees that this is the requirement,
and checking those who say they meet the
criteria for an exemption. It also means
perhaps taking other measures to protect
other workers who ARE wearing masks. However,
if someone is on their own in an office, then
they don’t need to wear the mask.

The Covid
Stress Test

You have the right to raise this with your
employer under s73 of the Act. If you have
issues, then contact your union for further
advice and assistance.

ANALYSIS

In addition, there are some circumstances
where a person with a medical condition
which makes it difficult to wear a mask is
excused from doing so. This should also be
covered in the COVIDSafe plan – and may mean
special arrangements for these workers.

The Covid-19 pandemic is a stress test
for societies at a global scale. The
virus has been ruthless in exposing
underlying fault lines and weaknesses
in almost all countries, while also
revealing strengths.

In China, the system’s authoritarianism allows for decisive responses to
outbreaks, but appears to have hindered
initial attempts to sound the alarm about
the danger posed by the virus.

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 publication, 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:
Sam Wallman

workers.solidarity@gmail.com
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The US’s political, social, economic and
racial divisions have been laid bare in
an excruciating way, and the degeneration
of its democracy into a brutal plutocracy
exposed. The unhinged nature of its ideological conflicts is surpassed only by the
apparently total disconnection from reason
of most of the right. Even if Trump does
accept the election result, he is likely
to cause substantial harm before inauguration day on January 20. One example, which
will likely not be widely reported, brings
together the essences of Trumpism – disdain
for those on the frontline of the pandemic,
contempt for workers, racist nativism, and
support for capital. In between election day
and the calling of the result for Joe Biden,
Trump’s Department of Labor published a rule
to freeze wages for farmworkers working under
a special visa category that allows them to
work in the US for approved employers. These
temporary visa workers have been essential to
keeping Americans fed, especially during the
pandemic, despite many outbreaks of Covid19 amongst them. The attack on wages comes
despite the Department of Agriculture forecasting farm sector profits increasing by
22.7 percent from 2019 to 2020.
In Britain, a government of hooray Henries and
Henriettas has, like the dissolute youngest
son of a family of fading aristocrats, been
exposed as lazy, incompetent and deceitful.

Workers Solidarity acknowledges that our activities take place on Aboriginal Land.
We recognise that sovereignty was never ceded.

5

In country after country – from Ethiopia to
Thailand, Belarus to Indonesia – government
failures to protect their people either from
the virus or from the economic fallout of
measures needed to tackle it have led to
civil and political unrest. In other places –
including Australia – governments have used
the cover of the pandemic to attack worker
rights and reduce regulations on business.

As with other countries, the virus stress
test has exposed Australia’s underlying
problems and political and ideological prejudices. The second wave in Victoria has
shown that the last forty years of workplace
‘reform’ shifted risk onto individual workers, with rampant insecurity of employment
contributing to the spread of the virus,
especially in aged care. The economic downturn resulting from lockdowns revealed how
many workers live from pay to pay. We’ve
also seen how tenuous and poorly paid many
jobs in the post-industrial economy are, and
how the Australian political and economic
elite’s decision to throw all the eggs in
the resource extraction basket has had longterm negative ramifications for the rest of
the economy.

Across the world, social media is confirmed
as an existential threat to human civilisation almost as bad as climate change.
In this context, it is worth considering how
Australia has measured up to its stress test.
On a positive note, it is reassuring that a
sense of collectivism still exists for the
majority of people, who have shown themselves willing to sacrifice self-interest
for the greater good. Our public health
system, despite considerable strain, has
shown itself to be well-functioning and
staffed by dedicated professionals. Perhaps
surprisingly, most political leaders have
shown themselves to be willing to be guided
by experts in public health and epidemiology,
a welcome deferral to scientific expertise that has been conspicuously absent in
relation to action on climate change. The
Morrison government’s readiness to abandon
its obsession with economy-squeezing budget
surpluses has been surprising but refreshing; however, there is every indication it
intends to revert to the failed shibboleths
about government fiscal constraints, and
in the process prolong the harm caused to
ordinary workers while ensuring bond traders
and financial markets are well looked after.

In response to the economic crisis, Australian
business organisations have shown themselves
to be typically devoid of new ideas, as they
trot out the usual demand for tax cuts, wage
restraint, and more workplace ‘flexibility’,
code, as always, for further attacks on
unions and workers’ rights.
The last couple of years - of royal commissions, other enquiries, and wage theft
scandals – have shown how morally and
legally bereft much of Australian business
is. The Covid crisis has exposed the great
lie propagated at least since the times of
Josh Frydenberg’s hero, Margaret Thatcher,
that private business always does things
better. The crisis in private aged care
facilities has shown not only how poorly
elderly Australians are treated in general,
but the problems of handing over vital care
work to for-profit organisations. Covid-19
is demonstrating that, as with all major
capitalist crises, it is always the state
that has to rescue the system.

“The Covid crisis has
exposed the great lie
propagated at least
since the times of Josh
Frydenberg’s hero,
Margaret Thatcher, that
private business always
does things better. “
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On a broader ideological level, the Morrison
government’s decision to exclude workers on
short-term visas from JobKeeper payments,
and, in many cases, from any government support whatsoever, demonstrated how ruthless
the Australian right’s nativism has become.
Purging the workforce of as many foreign
workers as possible is clearly the goal.
While there was, for a while, a welcome
decline in petty party political point scoring, some worrying ideological trends have
been exacerbated. The activist left has made
almost no inroads into persuading ordinary
Australians about the failures of capitalism during the biggest capitalist crisis in
nearly 100 years. It is far too interested
in identity and outrage politics to have
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Protest: Free the refugees!
Organised by Refugee Action Collective
Sat 14 Nov 14:00
Mantra Bell City, 215 Bell St, Preston
More event details on facebook

any ability to connect with the majority
of people. Meanwhile, the right, as in the
rest of the world, is no longer tethered to
reason and has demonstrated its willingness
to risk lives for short-term political gain.
The extent to which conspiracy theories,
social-media-fuelled anger, selfishness,
authoritarianism and bigotry have come to
constitute the right around the world does
not bode well.

Palestine National Day (Online Event)
Hosted by several Palestinian advocacy and community organisations in
Melbourne.
Sun 15 Nov 17:00
crm.apan.org.au/national_day/

WHAT’S ON

It looks like Australia will come out of
the Covid crisis better than many countries.
But the weaknesses revealed by the Covid
stress test show that we are not particularly well positioned to deal with the other
big crisis facing us – climate change. The
victory of Joe Biden in the US elections is,
as Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez says, a welcome
brake on the freefall descent into hell,
but we must guard against complacency that
the US’s re-entry into the Paris agreement will fix the climate crisis. Biden’s
climate change policy is more ambitious
than we might have expected, but given the
Democrats may face a hostile Senate, there
is no guarantee it will be entirely implemented. It will require unions, workers
and climate activists working in solidarity
across the economy to build real momentum
for climate action at the scale needed to
avoid catastrophe.

Tom Tanuki - White Traitor (Online Event)
Hosted by the Melbourne Fringe Festival
Mon 16 - We 25 Nov 19:00
melbournefringe.com.au/event/
white-traitor/
Virtual Organising Conference
Hosted by Australian Trade Union
Institute
Mon 16 - Fri 20 Nov
More info at voc2020.atui.org.au
Yellowcake Country: Maralinga to
Mulga Rock (Online Event)
Final in a webinar series exploring
the local, national and intvernational impacts of Australia’s uranium
industry
Hosted by Nuclear Free WA and West
Australia Nuclear Free Alliance
Wed 18 Nov 20:30pm (AEST)
Event info on facebook

Workers Solidarity General Meeting
Third Thursday of every month
Next meeting TBA
workerssolidarity.org.au

Eureka Rebellion 166th Anniversary
(Online Event)
Hosted by Spirit of Eureka
Sun 29 Nov 4pm (AEST)
More info at spiritofeureka.org

Starting a Worker Cooperative
Formal short online course hosted
by Earthworker Cooperative
Every Wednesday until December
9th 09:30 - 12:30
03 94158700 for more info & enrolment
Book Launch: Max Ogden: A Long View
from the Left (Online Event)
Hosted by Search Foundation / NIBS
Thurs 12 Nov 18:00
More event details on facebook
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