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A few weeks ago I was asked to address a group of Chinese and Korean born workers on the issue of racism.





They were construction workers most of whom had been on the job from 7.00am that morning.  Yet they still all turned up in the drizzling rain at 6.00pm at night to the meeting organised by their union the CFMEU.





I was there to speak about what the union movement was doing to counteract racism sparked by the growth of One Nation.  Most of the meeting  was devoted to discussion from the workers themselves about how racism effected them in their everyday life, their workplace and the effect on their families.





The clear message given to me at the meeting was that racism for them was a really fundamental issue.  They wanted a very clear and strong anti racism response from their union and the union movement generally on this.





While this is probably not surprising to anyone here it was a really important reminder to me that workers want their unions to take up issues that are relevant to their lives and not just issues relating to employment conditions.





Ironically as the Howard government has sought to limit the role of unions, workers are demanding that we take up wider social issues relevant to them in addition to their workplace concerns.





As a result any discussion about  key community issues from a union perspective can be as broad and diverse as our membership.  For example for working parents the issue of affordable quality childcare is most important, for people in regional areas it could be the provision of services, for inner city residents it could be the impact of the third runway.





I wanted to emphasize this point at the outset because I think its important to recognize that unions are interested and concerned about a wide range of issues impacting on the community.





However given the time constraints today I do want to focus on some areas that would be seen as core concerns of the union movement, namely:


the conduct of industrial relations, and


the creation of jobs





Industrial Relations as a Community Issue


It is interesting to note that the issue of industrial relations topped the list of shared concerns compiled by the NSW Alliance at its forum held in March 1996 Community organisations who made up the NSW Alliance together with the Labor Council  of NSW were very concerned to support the Carr government’s efforts to protect New South Wales workers from the dog eat dog approach being as advocated and then implemented by the Howard government.





At that time the New South Wales government gave a commitment to ensure an industrial framework in New South Wales that promoted workers rights and conditions in New South Wales with a strong emphasis on an award system that protected those in the most vulnerable bargaining positions.


The 1996 NSW Industrial Relations Act last year is true to the government’s commitment.  This is particularly so when we again look at the Federal system.





The MUA/Patricks dispute for many people in the community was another reminder of the importance of having a fair and just industrial relations system. Patrick’s sacking of 2,500 workers  coupled with the images of balaclava clad security thugs were strong messages to Australians about the type of community we did not want to become . 





For many Australians, the Patricks dispute also reinforced their own experience of forced sackings and redundancies.  cross New South Wales and indeed Australia, communities have been decimated because of boardroom decisions to close up shop and move their operations offshore..  For example look at what happened in Newcastle following the closure of BHP, the Berlei’s factory closure in Lithgow and the closure of the Grafton abattoirs to name a few.





Training for Work


The creation of jobs is a key community issue and will continue to be with an unemployment rate of 8.5% nationally and rising to double figures for people in regional areas, young people and Aboriginal and Torres Strait islanders.





We need employment strategies that link labour market programs, vocational education and training and programs for disadvantaged workers. Whilst the New South Wales government has followed this approach we know that the Howard government has significantly undermined  structured labour market programs.





Clearly programs must be more substantial than picking up rubbish or clearing weeds.  Training for more skilled jobs must be an integral part of any labour market scheme.





The Future Of Community Cooperation


The final issue I wanted to talk about was some of the issues that we should be pursuing jointly in the coming year.





We need to continue our efforts to find ways to work and talk together even if we must ultimately maintain different stances.  The NSW Alliance is one example of success in this area, others are community campaigns such as the Fair Wear campaign and the Campaign Against Racism.





Similarly we have to encourage ongoing consultation with government.  Part of the NSW Alliance’s original raison d’être was to promote greater participation in government decision making, policy development and implementation.  As we wrote in the Alliance’s original forward agenda: “If government is to successfully address contemporary economic and social issues it needs many allies in parliament and society at large.  Governments need to find new ways of listening to and learning from people.”





I think we would all agree that in practice this sentiment has met with a mixed response.





One way to further this dialogue is to play a much more active role in promoting community discussion on important issues.  I think the role of public educator is a legitimate one that we together should be pursuing.





While individual organisations do of course already undertake this role I believe there is certainly potential for us to promote informed public debate on issues such as privatisation of the electricity industry, taxation reform and most importantly Commonwealth/State funding.





Summary


Despite my attempt to limit my discussion today to a few key issues, it’s no doubt obvious that there is a very broad range of issues that the union movement is involved in or should be involved in.





While employment and industrial relations will continue to be a core focus we will also increasingly have to take up broader issues in response to what our members say is most relevant to them.





At the community level, we need to build on the relations developed through such things as the NSW Alliance.  We also need to encourage informed public discussion on issues that are fundamental to the future shape of our society.
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