WORKERS IN STRUGGLE

The recent attack on the CFMEU points to
a broader attempt by right-wing elements
to infiltrate the union movement. This
is something we should all be concerned
about, as various groups (anti-vaxxers,
the Coalition) seek to harness the language and power of unions for their own
ends. In this issue we hear from a CFMMEU
member who speculates about what the
union movement might have done to prevent
the ugly scenes of the last few weeks.

MUA v Patrick Stevedores
Maritime Union of Australia (MUA) members at Patrick Stevedores in Sydney,
Melbourne, Brisbane and Fremantle
will take protected industrial action
following more than 18 months of
negotiations over a new enterprise
agreement (EA).
MUA Assistant National Secretary Jamie
Newlyn said management at Patricks had
made a series of exaggerated and untrue
claims about the breakdown of talks
over a new agreement and instead of
suggesting Christmas was at risk, the
company should stop trying to alarm
the public.

“The truth is there is ample capacity for
other stevedoring companies on the Australian
waterfront to load and unload cargo and we
don’t accept that there is any threat that
imported goods will be in short supply due
to the commencement of protected industrial
action by our members,” Mr Newlyn said.
Mr Newlyn said Patrick had claimed they
would “roll-over” the existing EA but had
insisted on changes that their workforce
would not accept including increased casualisation that would limit future secure
employment opportunities.
Despite claiming a loss of market share,
Patrick are recording record profits by
price-gouging through Terminal Access
Charges and other shipping fees which are
adding to the cost of goods for customers
and Australian consumers.

Hollie Moly

Mr Newlyn said instead of engaging in exaggerated PR ‘spin’ Patrick should return to
the bargaining table and conclude a fair
and equitable agreement with its workforce.
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On 23 September the Transport Workers Union
(TWU) announced that a strike of 2,000 FedEx
workers after 97 per cent of the union’s
members voted in favour of the industrial
action.
The stoppage is in response to failed negotiations between workers and the logistics
giant, in which StarTrack refused workers’
calls for job security guarantees following
a surge in outsourcing rates as high as 70
per cent in some yards.
The TWU says talks broke down when FedEx
rejected demands for caps on outside hire
and for existing employees to be guaranteed
work before contracting out.
Michael Caine from the TWU said:
“If FedEx had no plans to outsource work,
they would have given a commitment on day
one. Workers shouldn’t have been put in
the position of choosing between strikes
and signing a shoddy agreement which would
see their jobs shipped out to the lowest
bidder.”
RBTU v NSW State Government
The RBTU NSW branch is running a campaign of
protected action which started earlier in
the month with sounding of the train whistles on Sept 9 in response to management’s
refusal to provide workers with fair wages
and conditions.
Trains were stopped from sounding their
whistles approximately five years ago in
response to noise complaints.
The protected industrial action is the
first in a long list of actions being taken
over the coming month as part of RTBU members’ action against the NSW Government’s
refusal to provide them with a fair enterprise agreement.
RTBU NSW Secretary, Alex Claassens, said
Sydney and NSW Trains management are refusing to budge in current negotiations on
crucial issues such as safe cleaning of our
trains.
“All we’re asking for is safety and security
for workers and the travelling public. We
can’t sit back and let the government put
workers and the community at risk.
“After the government heaped rail workers
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with praise for putting themselves and their
families in harm’s way during Covid to keep
the community moving, we’ve now entered EBA
negotiations and any notion of goodwill has
completely disappeared.”
AMWU v Cadbury Chocolates
Cadbury workers across two sites in
Melbourne have taken strike action in a
call for secure jobs, and better pay and
conditions. The Australian Manufacturing
Workers’ Union (AMWU) says nearly 360
Cadbury workers have been forced to take
strike action after the company delayed
converting them to permanent roles, some
for as long as ten years.
While chocolate sales have gone through
the roof during the COVID-19 pandemic, the
essential food workers who’ve kept Australia
stocked up on chocolate are being left
behind without secure jobs, and decent pay
and conditions.
The AMWU says some workers have been in
casual roles at Cadbury for up to ten years
and the global confectionery giant is refusing to make them permanent.
Workers went on strike from Friday 17
September until early Saturday morning and
refused to work any overtime hours until
Monday 20 September in their call for secure
jobs, and better pay and conditions.
AMIEU v Coles Supermarkets
The Australasian Meat Industries Employees
Union (AMIEU) reports that after months
of uncertainty, Coles Supermarkets have
announced it will make all its in-store
butchers and meat packers redundant from
11 October 2021. Coles has decided to use
pre-packaged products in all stores.
Acting Federal Secretary of the AMIEU, Matt
Journeaux, said product knowledge will disappear and workers who had provided decades
of loyal service will be thrown on the scrap
heap. Nationally, more than 1570 Meat Team
Members will be offered a redundancy or
alternative work for far less than their
current salaries.
“These workers kept meat on your tables
throughout this pandemic and this is how
they are treated,” Mr Journeaux said.
“This is a move that might save money and
put more profit in shareholders’ pockets but
does very little for consistency of product,
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quality and customer service that Coles
promotes in its advertising.”
Mr Journeaux said butchering is a trade and
in-store Coles butchers have completed an
apprenticeship and have extensive product
knowledge.
“Butchers and meat packers inform customers
on the best cut of meat for a particular
recipe and how to cook and prepare and
handle that meat.
“All that will be gone as Coles will now
have its product processed at a third-party
facility and will be brought to the store
either gas flushed or cryovaced,” he said.

BACKBONE OF
OUR MOVEMENT

TWU StarTrack Workers v Australia Post

Zane Alcorn, rank and file member of the
CFMMEU, constriction division.
How long have you been a union member?
I’ve been a member of the CFMEU for about
6 years and was a member of MEAA and LHMU
prior to that. So on and off for about 13
years. Prior to that I was involved in the
student union at Newcastle uni and I was
elected enviro officer at one point.
Why did you join the union?
Back around 2006 or so I went to a May Day
film screening by Green Left in Newcastle
and watched “Rocking the Foundations”. Here
we go, what’s this boring black and white
video these crusty old socialists want to
show us, I thought.
Five minutes in and I was spellbound by this
riveting account of the BLF Green Bans. I
was vaguely aware that the 1960s and 1970s
was a time of anti war protest and rebellion
but to see Pat Fiske’s brilliant overview of

the epic, working class power of the Green
Bans was just jaw dropping. Electrifying.
Running a rank and file ticket against the
old rubbish leadership and overcoming their
hired goons. Getting interpreters on the
job to involve migrant workers. Strikes for
better pay and safer conditions. Getting
women into the industry and into the union
leadership. Saving parkland and bushland
and working class housing from developers.
Saving Aboriginal housing in Redfern. Saving
Vic markets and other historic buildings in
Melbourne. A pink ban at Sydney Uni to get
a gay student reinstated. The lessons for
today, the relevance to the climate movement
are profound, and a source of hope.
What’s your best memory/story about being
in the union movement?
I was visiting the Philippines in 2010 and
the union for Philippines airline workers,
PALEA, was holding a picket at the airport
after the company tried to sack all the
ground staff and re-employ them on contracts
with no job security and about half the
previous rate of pay. I happened to be at
the picket when a big group of burly strike
breakers with motorbike helmets on, under
police escort, came and tried to smash the
picket under some spurious legal argument
that they were blocking the driveway.
The front lines of the PALEA picketers readied to defend themselves and put motorbike
helmets on and got sticks. It was looking very sketchy for a minute! After a
brief scuffle, with tents pulled down and
destroyed, an order from some corner of the
court system arrived upholding the right
of PALEA to hold the picket and the strike
breakers and cops retreated and the workers triumphantly sang “solidarity forever”
in Tagalog. It was a moving and beautiful
moment. The working class has no borders.
What’s the most important issue facing the
union movement today?
It is all interconnected. We need to rebuild
union membership so the working class has
more political power. To do that unions
need to take industrial action to show
to workers why they are relevant. Being
a union member isn’t about getting discounted bloody movie tickets! To take more
industrial action unions need to be more
independent of the ALP and push for the
right to strike. Climate change massively
threatens the livelihoods of every future
generation of workers. To tackle that,
unions need to get involved in initiatives
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Why should people join their union?
The way I described it to my workmates at
an EBA meeting recently was that being a
member of the union is about having the self
respect to know that you are worth it. You
are worth the improved pay and conditions
that come with unionising your workplace
because ultimately you are the source of all
the profits the company makes.

HSRs, Safety Data
Sheets & Vaccines:
What Do You
Need to Know?

Health and Safety Representatives have
a very important role in the workplace
– representing members of their DWG, who
elected them to this position in all
matters related to occupational health
and safety. Their role is to take issues
up to the employer to get them resolved.
They also have a role in monitoring the
employer’s compliance with their duties
under the OHS legislation. The OHS Act
gives them rights and powers to assist
them in doing this. These include the
right to training so HSRs have an understanding of the law. Sometimes, though,
there can be some confusion when it
comes to certain obligations. Here’s a
recent, vaccination-related, example.
I work in a sector where it
looks like COVID vaccinations will be made mandatory.
My employer has said that to
facilitate this, vaccinations
will be arranged at the workplace. However, several of
my colleagues are concerned
about the safety of the
vaccines.
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I have pulled up the Pfizser
Material Safety Data Sheet
but seems all relevant information is not listed or there
is no data available. Would
this be the complete MSDS
with so much information
not available? Shouldn’t a
full MSDS be provided to the
workplace? Would you please
advise if this is correct or
which would be the best platform to find all current and
relevant information pertaining to this and other COVID
vaccines.
The Pfizer vaccines Safety Data Sheet
(SDS is the new term for MSDS), is available as a pdf online.
But note that under the WHS/OHS legislation SDSs must be written and supplied
for hazardous chemicals provided to
and used/handled in workplaces. That
is, the SDS is required provided to
workers who use a substance in the workplace and so the need to be aware of and
trained in the requirements for storage
and handling, PPE and adverse effects
if exposed during this use or handling.
In other words, there is no requirement for an SDS to be provided for the
vaccines, as not only are these not
being used/handled by those who will
be vaccinated, but are not registered
as ‘hazardous substances’ and are not
covered by the OHS legislation.
Nevertheless, even though this is the
case, an SDS would be useful information
for health workers, and so on who handle
or use the vaccine.
Regarding the safety of the vaccines:
The approval process for vaccines to
be used in Australia is through the
Therapeutic Goods Administration (TGA).
Each of the vaccines in our current program (AstraZeneca, Pfizer and recently
Moderna) vaccine was approved by the
TGA after the organisation evaluated all
the clinical trial data and information
provided by the company. These vaccines
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have been approved by many other countries and have been used in vaccination
programs for many months. The TGA also
took into account the experiences of
other countries which used the vaccines before Australia. Each vaccine has
been deemed safe to use by doctors and
health professionals both in Australia
and worldwide. More information on the
safety of the vaccines can be found on
the federal government’s health website. You can also check the information
on the COVID vaccines on the TGA website. The TGA provides information on
the approval process, the safety monitoring and the outcomes, and more.
For example, the Pfizer vaccine was
tested widely before being used and
research from the Department of Health
shows that people with both doses of
Pfizer were 95 per cent less likely to
get symptomatic COVID-19. More information on this research can be found
in a fact sheet which you can access at
health.gov.au.
The federal government then takes the
advice of the Australian Technical
Advisory Group on Immunisation (ATAGI)
in terms of who should get the vaccine
(eg age groups) after the TGA approves
its use.
This is a stressful and unprecedented
time for everyone, and it is understandable if your coworkers are concerned
about the vaccines and their effects,
and that they come to you as the HSR.

Some thoughts
on the September
20 attack on
CFMEU HQ
I am a rank and file CFMMEU Construction
Division member (hereafter CFMEU) and
have prepared this report for the
Workers Solidarity Bulletin as part of
the collective process of CFMEU members
-and all unionists and progressives grappling with the violent attack on
CFMEU staff and officials on September
20. My hope is to contribute to an analysis of why the attacks occurred, and how to
confront the forces behind the attack. It
is not my intention to use this opportunity
to attack the CFMEU leadership.

ANALYSIS

like the climate strike and push a bottom
up restructuring of the Australian economy
away from coal exports.

Other writers have analysed the extent to
which the protest of September 20 was composed of actual CFMEU members combined with
reactionary, far right and neo fascist elements. Regardless of the exact proportions
of who was in attendance and regardless of
criticisms that one may have of certain
actions the union leadership has or has not
taken in recent years, physically attacking
and seeking to violently intimidate elected
officials and union staff, and laying siege
to and trashing the CFMEU office, is absolutely unacceptable and abhorrent. At the
time of writing it has become evident that
in addition to being physically attacked,
several CFMEU officials and staff were
also infected with Covid-19 by the mostly
unmasked crowd on September 20.
Whilst I do not wish to attack the CFMEU,
I think it would also be a mistake just
to blame outside forces for the events of
September 20 and to not analyse how the
approach of the Union to the pandemic and
to anti vaxx and vaccine hesitant members in
its ranks may have contributed to the situation. My thoughts here are written in the
spirit of comradely discussion and analysis.
Rise of the Conspiracy Nuts
The first thing to say about the September
20 attack is that it comes in the context
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of mainstream right wing commentators and a
maelstrom of reactionary social media commentary attacking necessary health measures
and promoting conspiratorial nonsense about
vaccines. This has led to the proliferation of “freedom” protests in Australia and
across the globe. Whilst neo nazi groups are
active in this reactionary swamp and are
seeking to use it as a recruitment vehicle,
they could not accurately be described as
its ‘vanguard’ or primary leadership. We
know that a section of the working class,
including unionists - in the context of the
economic and social pain caused by marathon
and often heavy-handed and authoritarian
lockdowns and restrictions - have been lured
into the toxic thinking of the conspiracists.
Anti vaxx, anti lockdown protestors had initially organised a protest at the CFMEU
office on Saturday September 18 but this
was basically shifted to Monday September
20 after police and the Victorian government
shut down public transport to try and stop
the Saturday rally.
Vic Government’s Top Down Response
Another factor in the events of September 20
was the abrupt announcement by the Victorian
government on Thursday September 16 that the
construction industry would be subject to
tea room closures, and that not only would
vaccination be mandatory for the construction industry, but workers had just one week
to get their first shot. These policies, a
rushed, half-baked and impractical band-aid
response to a rash of covid transmission on
construction sites, were announced without
consultation. The tea room closure policy,
which effectively meant there was now no
safe designated place for workers to wash
their hands and eat a meal at work without
risk of injury, triggered wildcat roadblock protests by CFMEU members on Friday
September 17, and a flurry of negotiation
between the union and employers over the
weekend to try and find a workaround, such
as working six hours with no breaks, for
eight hours pay. No compromise was reached,
and so some workers on city jobs walked
off, or were sent home, on Monday morning
September 20. This context of chaos and
disarray triggered by the new rules meant
some workers who might not otherwise have
attended the rescheduled anti lockdown rally
headed for the CFMEU office seeking clarity
around what the hell was going on. We can
also surmise that a number of CFMEU members more consciously aligned with the anti
lockdown protests did mobilise there on that
specific basis.
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The CFMEU Approach to the Pandemic
At this point it is worth briefly assessing
how the CFMEU has approached the pandemic.
The union has arguably adopted a “small
target” approach to unionism over the last
decade or more, whereby it avoids taking too
much of an overt public stance on broader
social and policy matters and focuses more
or less exclusively on winning better pay
and improved conditions for members. This
approach broadens the appeal of the union to
layers of members who might otherwise view
it as being too ‘radical’ and ‘left wing’.
Whilst there is a certain logic to this
approach, the tradeoff is that the union
plays less of a role in providing ideological leadership and direction to its members.
It is in this context that in April 2020 the
union announced it was forming a “united
front” with the bosses in order to push to
keep the construction industry open through
the pandemic. The union promised to implement rigorous virus control measures on
union sites and pledged to follow the advice
of the Chief Health Officer, even though
arguably lobbying to keep the industry open
is not congruent with passively obeying the
advice of the Chief Health Officer.
Whilst by all accounts many members – possibly a majority - supported this approach,
others were concerned that it represented an
abandonment of the “safety first” principle
that has traditionally guided the union.
Concerningly, large numbers of members raising concerns along these lines at the CFMEU
Facebook page – that pushing to keep the
industry open during a pandemic was intrinsically risky – had their comments deleted
by CFMEU facebook admins. This had the not
so subtle effect of telling those members
that their views were not welcome. More
recently, in the weeks and months leading up
to the September 20 attack, in the context
of a vocal chorus of anti vaxxers trolling
the CFMEU on facebook, the union emphasised
that it does not support mandatory vaccination and would defend workers who chose not
to get the jab. To be fair, John Setka got
the jab, and appeared in a video encouraging members to speak to a doctor about
getting the jab. But there certainly was
not a sustained mobilisation of the union’s
substantial resources to run TV, radio and
newspaper ads actively encouraging members
to get the jab.
I would contend that the union’s approach
to staying open during the pandemic, and to
vaccine mandates, was sufficiently ambiguous
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that a more backward section of the membership was able to interpret the union’s
stance as follows:
(a) fighting the vaccine mandate
-with every weapon at the union’s
disposal, up to and including
strikes - was an absolute top priority, and that if it failed to do
so this would represent some sort
of huge historic “sellout” on par
with supporting workchoices or the
like, and
(b) the union’s other key role
was to fight to keep the industry
open, and by extension push back
against the Andrews government’s
lockdowns; regardless of how bad
the pandemic gets and regardless of
how much transmission was occurring in the construction industry.
My honest view is that by promoting a sort of
exceptionalism that said the ordinary lockdown rules that applied to other industries
should not apply to construction workers,
and by failing to more clearly advocate in
support of members getting vaccinated, this
emboldened anti-lockdown and anti-vaxx or
vaccine hesitant CFMEU members. This was
in turn a factor in the confluence of CFMEU
members and far right actors on September 20.
Promoting Vaccines and an
Approach to Workplace Safety

Independent

The question of whether the covid vaccine
should be mandatory for various industries
such as construction has compelling arguments for and against. It is not in the scope
of this article to explore these arguments.
Suffice to say, by my reckoning the weight
of opinion in the CFMEU and in the trade
union movement more broadly is that based
on both longstanding principle and also as
a tactical response to the conspiracists
and far right, the union movement should
continue to oppose mandatory vaccination
other than in specific workplaces directly
involved in caring for people particularly
at risk, or quarantine etc.
Let us for the sake of argument assume
that going forward, unions as a whole are
opposed to mandatory vaccination, and will
provide legal support to those who don’t
want to get vaccinated. Even so, in my view
it is crucially important that all unions
should be running newspaper, TV and radio
ads right now; putting billboards and posters up; sending texts and letters to members;

putting lots of material on social media
and articles in union magazines and journals
very actively encouraging members to get
vaccinated and educating members as to why
the vaccine is safe, how it works, and how
it will help reduce transmission and hospitalisation. Such ads could also actively
encourage union members to be proactive in
implementing other covid safety measures
onsite and stopping work if those measures
aren’t up to scratch; such ads might even
call for more funding and resources for hospitals and danger pay for healthcare workers.
By taking this approach the union would more
clearly and accurately articulate – both
to its own membership and to society more
broadly - its actual stance, which is that
whilst vaccines should not be mandatory,
unions nonetheless very strongly encourage
all workers to get vaccinated.
Such an approach would help to politically
isolate and push back against actively anti
vaxxer agitators both inside and outside of
the union movement, and would embolden the
majority of rank and file members who are
vaccinated to talk to their vaccine hesitant
workmates and try and get them to do the
sensible thing and get vaccinated.
United Response
Responding to the conspiracists and far
right elements running amok during the pandemic and seeking to disrupt their efforts
to build a base in trade unions has been
difficult as more or less all progressives
and trade unionists have wanted to comply
with pandemic control measures in order to
limit the spread of covid 19. Counter protesting the reactionaries carries the real
risk of adding to a potential super spreader
event. On top of this, due to the size of the
anti-vaxxer mobilisations and the extremely
violent and repressive actions of police in
response, counter protests would need to be
quite large to maximise the safety of participants – but this only increases the risk
of creating a major virus spreading event.
In recent years it has mainly fallen upon the
far left to counter-protest fascist organisations attempting to build a base in Victoria.
Attempts to warn trade unions that fascists
were trying to cohere a base in the union
movement were largely ignored. Whilst rank
and file trade unionists have played an
important role in groups like CARF organising
and counter protesting the fascists, by and
large the trade unions did not mobilise their
members to counter protest the fascists.
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As a rank and file CFMEU member, I can’t help
but think that if my union and other major
unions had been part of actively mobilising
their members to protest fascist organisations like Reclaim Australia, UPF, True Blue
Crew etc in the 2015-2018 period, the ugly
events of September 20 would’ve been less
likely to have occurred. Whilst the attack on
the CFMEU can be attributed to several factors
and was a confluence of different forces, and
therefore cannot simplistically be described
as a fascist mobilisation, it is undoubtably
the case that there were fascist elements
involved and it’s also the case that a certain number of CFMEU members at that rally
were not only familiar with figures like Avi
Yemini but were glad to march alongside them.
Anyone with the most cursory education into
how fascists seek to infiltrate, disrupt
and damage trade unions as part of their
broader attempt to seize state power should
be extremely concerned by this development
and should take it extremely seriously.
I believe that once it is safe to mobilise in
large groups again it’s important to organise a very large, united mobilisation of
progressives and trade unionists denouncing
the attack on the CFMEU on September 20 and
making it clear that we will not be intimidated by fascists within or outside of our
ranks, nor will we tolerate their presence.
I am hopeful that some mainstream voices
within the trade union movement who up until
now have not been particularly active in
confronting the far right in Victoria will
clock the urgency of this, and will be
open to being part of such a mobilisation.
This sort of mobilisation would be a first
step toward breaking the confidence of the
fascists, and also a first step toward inoculating our unions against infiltration by
far right elements.
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WHAT’S ON

This meant victories were not as decisive,
overwhelming and demoralising for the fascists as they could have been, but perhaps
more importantly it has meant that trade
unions missed an opportunity to inoculate
their membership base against the far right
by actively being part of tackling them. An
opportunity for unions to engage in anti-fascist praxis was missed. Perhaps this was
because union leaders did not want their
organisations to be portrayed as violent when
scuffles inevitably broke out; perhaps it
was because they did not want to antagonise
the more conservative elements of their membership base, who aren’t fascists, but who
are uncomfortable at the idea of their union
being involved in such a ‘radical’ cause.

Workers Solidarity General Meeting
(Online via Zoom)
Second Thursday of every month
Next meeting 14 October, 6PM
workerssolidarity.org.au

Forum:
UN’s
responsibility
towards West Sahara
Hosted online by Western Sahara
Down Under
Tu 12 Oct 7pm
Check facebook for more information
and awsa.org.au
Residents at Risk: Community Forum
on Viva’s Gas Import Terminal
Hosted online by Geelong Renewables
Not Gas
Wed 13 Oct 6pm
Check facebook for more information

Climate Strikes
Fri 15 October
Perth, Brisbane, Hobart
See schoolstrike4climate.com
local times

for

Say No to Scarborough: Mobilise to Win
Hosted online with 350 Perth
Sun 17 Oct 10am
Uniting Church in the City
Level 1/97 William St, Perth WA
noneedforscarborough.com
Rally: Origin Energy - don’t frack
the Kimberley!
Hosted by Frack Free WA
Tue 19 Oct 8:15am
16 Ord St, West Perth, Perth WA
www.frackfreewa.org.au
Ecosocialism 2021 Conference
Hosted by Socialist Alliance
Sat 23 Oct - Sun 24 Oct
Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Perth,
Geelong
ecosocialism.org.au
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